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CHAPTER ONE


Introduction: The king in the north – The Pictish realms of Fortriu and Ce


Gordon Noble


This book brings together a number of studies that demonstrate the ways in which new historical perspectives and recently discovered archaeological evidence can underpin fresh understandings of the development of Pictish society in northern Scotland. More specifi-cally, the volume tracks the rise of Pictish society from the first references in the late Roman period to the development of the powerful Pictish kingdoms in the early medieval era. The focus in the book is on the modern local government regions of Aberdeenshire, Moray, Inverness-shire and Easter Ross, areas that were probably included in the Pictish territories of Fortriu and Ce (See Chapter 2) (Fig. 1). The volume builds on the work of the University of Aberdeen’s Northern Picts project, which was established to explore the archaeology and early history of 1st-millennium ad northern Scotland. The volume collects together scholarship compiled over the first five years of the project, representing the first consolidated book-length publication of the project. It is hoped that bringing together a series of publications based on the early results of the project will provide fresh perspectives on the Pictish period and the important roles that northern Pictland played in shaping the early kingdoms of Scotland, even though the work of Northern Picts is ongoing and the picture will undoubtedly change.


Historical interest in northern Pictland has been hugely invigorated in the last decade. Just over ten years ago, the historian Alex Woolf wrote an article that fundamentally challenged our understandings of the sociopolitical geography of Pictland (Woolf 2006). The most commonly cited Pictish kingdom is that of Fortriu, and for over a century Fortriu was assumed to be located in southern Pictland in central Scotland. Woolf persuasively argued that Fortriu was actually in northern Pictland, centred on the southern shores of the Moray Firth, showing that this region was actually the core of the Pictish kingdom rather than a periphery (see Chapter 2). In terms of the archaeology of northern Pictland, until recently, work had been relatively piecemeal, with few projects that specifically focused on elucidating information regarding the structure of northern Pictish society and there were few relevant historical sources or named sites to help target archaeological work. Nonetheless, previous archaeological work had established the presence of fortified settlements of the Pictish period in northern Pictland. For example, seven seasons of excavation at Cullykhan by Colvin Greig and his team identified Pictish phases at a major Iron Age enclosure complex near Pennan, Aberdeenshire (Greig 1970, 1971, 1972). Excavations at Green Castle, Portknockie, by Ian Ralston also identified a defended settlement of the Pictish period, with the remains of a timber-laced rampart and post-built structures identified within the interior of another coastal promontory (Ralston 1980, 1987). At Burghead, Alan Small, lecturer in the Geography Department at Aberdeen and latterly Dundee, excavated areas of the interior and ramparts of the fort in the late 1960s, and retrieved the first radiocarbon dating samples for a site which had long been identified as a major centre of the northern Picts (Oram 2007; Small 1969). As well as work on the coastal sites, there were also projects on inland forts. Alan Small, for example, also excavated at Craig Phadrig, Inverness-shire, discovering sherds of E-ware and metalworking moulds, and demonstrated that an Iron Age vitrified fort had been reoccupied in the 7th century ad (Small and Cottam 1972). There was also archaeological work at a small number of Pictish cemeteries – with cairns excavated at Garbeg (Wedderburn and Grime 1984) and Pityoulish (Rae and Rae 1953). These post-war excavations built on limited antiquarian work (e.g. MacDonald 1862; Young 1891, 1893).
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1. Pictland with some of the major sites of northern Pictland referenced in the text. © Crown Copyright/database right 2018. An Ordnance Survey/EDINA-supplied service.





Apart from the excavations of forts or cemeteries highlighted above, much of the work on the Picts north of the Mounth focused on an iconic element of Pictish archaeology – the symbol stone monuments that are found from Fife to the Shetland Isles. The symbol stones are carved with a distinctive group of symbols, some abstract, others naturalistic, such as striking animal designs or recognisable objects such as mirrors and combs (Henderson and Henderson 2004, 167). In their magisterial corpus, Allen and Anderson highlighted the importance of northern Pictland, with the majority of Class I monuments, symbols carved on unshaped boulders, being found here, particularly in Aberdeenshire (Allen and Anderson 1903, civ). Isabel Henderson, in her early work, followed Allen and Anderson in favouring a northern origin for the tradition, although she sought the origins in the inner Moray Firth, around Golspie in the southernmost part of Sutherland rather than in Aberdeenshire (Henderson 1958). Few commentators followed this line of reasoning, and in subsequent decades the northern Pictish corpus was generally not pursued as a body of evidence in its own right, but subsumed within wider studies on the patterns and distributions of particular artistic motifs and particular styles of symbol more generally.


In more recent decades, major new progress on northern Pictland in the area stretching from Easter Ross to Aberdeenshire began to occur particularly from the 1990s onwards, with a number of important archaeological projects. The most prominent has been the 14 seasons of excavation at Portmahomack on the Tarbat Peninsula, Easter Ross (Carver 2016a; Carver et al. 2016). Building on the discovery of a large cropmark enclosure surrounding the church at Portmahomack and evaluative work by Jill Harden in 1991, the University of York project at Portmahomack revealed a Pictish monastery and secular settlement, and tracked its demise in the Viking Age (Chapter 8). Further developments on the archaeology of the Picts occurred in the 2000s, with a series of excavations on enclosed settlements undertaken as part of Murray Cook’s The Hillforts of Strathdon project revealing important new evidence for early medieval enclosed settlement. Cook’s work built on the important Royal Commission for Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) survey of central Aberdeenshire In the Shadow of Bennachie (RCAHMS 2007). In the RCAHMS survey, a typology of forts and enclosures was developed, with a sixfold scheme based on size and rampart type postulated (RCAHMS 2007, 100–1). Cook’s work involved testing by spade the RCAHMS typology, using keyhole excavation to retrieve dating samples. Six seasons of excavation were conducted on nine enclosures. These excavations revealed Pictish occupation or construction phases at a range of new sites. The results of this project were used to extrapolate wider Pictish settlement patterns across Aberdeenshire and led to renewed interest in the nature of early medieval settlement and power structures in northeast Scotland (e.g. Cook 2011a, b). Other smaller-scale investigations through development-led work have also contributed, such as the dating of the interior deposits of the Mither Tap, Bennachie, which revealed early medieval occupation (Atkinson 2007) and the excavation of the Pictish cemetery at Greshop in advance of development (Dunbar 2012).


These recent projects and the historical work of Woolf (2006, 2007a) set the scene for the University of Aberdeen’s Northern Picts project, the results of which this volume showcases. The Northern Picts project was established in 2012 to investigate the early medieval archaeology and early history of an area stretching from Aberdeenshire to Easter Ross, covering the probable extent of the Pictish provinces and kingdoms of Fortriu and Ce (Fig. 1). The Northern Picts project was designed to investigate sites of potential early medieval date through survey and excavation and in addition was developed to help support local museums such as the Tarbat Discovery Centre by curating exhibitions and providing new information for visitor films and a booklet series. The earliest phases of the project mainly involved work on sites on the Tarbat peninsula in the environs of the Pictish monastery at Portmahomack. A series of enclosed and unenclosed sites were targeted for excavation and revealed a largely Iron Age settlement sequence with some indications of later reuse of these sites in the 3rd and 4th centuries ad – in the period when the Picts are first mentioned in late Roman sources. The focus of the Northern Picts project shifted in 2013 to Moray and Aberdeenshire, with work undertaken at sites such as Rhynie (in collaboration with the universities of Chester and Glasgow), Burghead and Dunnicaer and a series of other enclosed settlement sites, symbol stone locations and cemetery sites. The project also helped identify a major portion of a silver hoard at Gaulcross, Banffshire, dating to the 5th–7th century ad, working in this case with the National Museum of Scotland (Noble et al. 2016) (Chapter 6).


This volume represents a synthesis of the work that Northern Picts has conducted in the first five years of the project in the period 2012– 17 and brings together work that has been published elsewhere along with work from scholars who have worked alongside the Northern Picts team. Few syntheses on northern Pictland exist. Isabel Henderson considered the topic of ‘North Pictland’ in the 1971 volume The Dark Ages in the Highlands, but the text largely dwelt on the historical texts with little contribution from archaeology (Henderson 1971). In the 1980s Ralston and Inglis reviewed the evidence for north-east Scotland for an exhibition at Marischal Museum, Aberdeen, and while the text was more archaeologically focused there were few definitively dated archaeological assemblages and sites to draw upon (Ralston and Inglis 1984). In the 1990s Ian Shepherd reviewed the evidence for the Picts in Moray and was able to consider the emerging aerial evidence for Pictish cemeteries, but the number of sites he was able to cite was again very limited. In Wainwright’s earlier seminal publication The Problem of the Picts (1955a), a small number of northern Pictish sites were mentioned, such as the fort at Burghead and a number of carved stone monuments, but the archaeological evidence for all of Pictland was generally thought to be thin on the ground and the focus was on historically documented sites in the south. Recent historical syntheses of Pictland have foregrounded northern Pictland in more detail, drawing on Woolf’s important 2006 article (e.g. J.E. Fraser 2009a). The 2007 RCAHMS volume In the Shadow of Bennachie also partly drew together some of the information from north-east Scotland relating to the Pictish period and made important contributions on the setting and context of Pictish symbol stones, settlement and early Christian sites. The excellent Studies on the Book of Deer provided interdisciplinary views on this important manuscript, with wide-ranging and multidisciplinary reviews of archaeological, place-name, sculpture and historical perspectives centred on understanding the Book of Deer in its wider context (Forsyth 2008a). However, this volume represents the first attempt to summarise major aspects of the archaeological and historical record of a significant part of northern Pictland.


The volume is not comprehensive in the way that the last academic volume on Pictland, Pictish Progress (Driscoll et al. 2011), attempted to be. Pictish Progress provided summaries of recent historical, art-historical, archaeological and place-name studies, discussing past scholarship and avenues for future research. This volume is more restrictive in that it focuses on one part of Pictland and largely focuses on the archaeological and historical evidence, but it includes new syntheses of the social and political framework, religion and sculpture, alongside the results of major recent archaeological discoveries helping illuminate northern Pictland to a new level of detail.


The book is structured as follows. In Chapter 2, Nick Evans sets the scene by reviewing the historical records we can draw upon for understanding northern Pictland in its wider context. He interprets the evidence we have for the sociopolitical geography of northern Pictland, drawing on chronicles, histories, literary texts, saints’ lives, king-lists and place-names.


Chapter 3 moves on to provide an overview of one major category of archaeological evidence we have for Pictland: fortified or enclosed settlements. In northern Britain, fort and enclosure building proliferated in the early medieval period after a hiatus of construction during the late Iron Age in many areas of Scotland. The chapter draws on evidence from across Pictland, with a focus on the north, to show that this phenomenon gained particular traction in the 5th–6th centuries ad with the construction of a range of enclosed architectural forms. It is archaeological evidence such as from these forts that can help us trace the material dimensions of the exercise of power that made the social conditions of the early medieval period possible.


Chapter 4 zooms in to examine a specific case study on a newly identified power centre of northern Pictland – the enclosure complex and wider landscape at Rhynie, Aberdeenshire. Rhynie has long been known for its particular concentration of Class I Pictish stones (see, for example, Henderson 1958, 55). Fieldwork from 2011 onwards has revealed that the symbol stones were associated with a high-status settlement and ceremonial complex of the 4th–6th centuries ad. The Rhynie evidence includes traces of large-scale metalwork production, the construction of various enclosures and internal buildings, and the evidence for long-distance connections that ultimately connected Rhynie to the Byzantine and Frankish empires. In this chapter, the sources that we have available, including place-name and later historical evidence, are also explored to try to reconstruct the significance of an elite centre that clearly had roles in the production and redistribution of wealth and the exercise of power in this part of Pictland at a relatively early date.


Chapter 5 leads us on to consider the burial traditions of northern Pictland. The rich aerial evidence for the areas of Fortriu and Ce is reviewed to reveal the elaborate barrow and cairn cemeteries that existed in the study area. These included enormous monuments that extended to over 20m in size – square mounds, cairns and enclosures. The emergence of formal cemeteries is a notable feature of the early medieval period in northern Britain, replacing the diffuse and difficult to identify mortuary traditions of the Iron Age. Chapter 5 suggests that these cemeteries marked significant transitions in the marking of more formal ties to land and its inheritance in the 5th–7th centuries AD. The phenomena of creating linked monuments and more elaborate monuments through time were particular features of these Pictish cemeteries. It may have been one way in which particular individuals and lineages were marked as being important and their history and legitimacy grounded in the particular landscapes in which these cemeteries were constructed.


Chapter 6 changes tack to look at material culture in more detail and, in particular, the (re)discovery of the metalwork hoard from Gaulcross, to consider how a detailed analysis of material culture can help illuminate the late Roman and early post-Roman period of northern Scotland. Many finds of early medieval objects were uncovered in the 19th century, but often these are uncontextualised and poorly understood. New archaeological work can help us better understand these important assemblages of metalwork, and Chapter 6 outlines how recent archaeological survey and excavation led to the discovery of a larger part of a silver hoard first identified during agricultural improvements in the first half of the 19th century. Chapter 7 moves the focus to the most iconic feature of Pictish archaeology – the symbol tradition. The Pictish symbol tradition and Pictish symbol stones hold an enduring fascination for scholars and members of the public alike, but their study has been hampered by an absolute chronology and the tendency to study symbol stones in isolation or from an art-historical perspective alone.


Chapter 7 relates the symbol system of Pictland to wider northern European traditions such as runes and ogham, which originated through cultural contact with the Roman Empire. The chapter explores the significance the symbol system had for the development of 1st-millennium ad society in Pictland, drawing on a new chronology derived from the work of the Northern Picts project. The volume’s core ends with a consideration of the evidence for the early Church in northern Pictland in Chapter 8. The excavations at Portmahomack were a game-changer for the study of the early Church in northern Britain.


The evidence for the early Church in the early medieval period from Easter Ross to Aberdeenshire is reviewed in Chapter 8 to reveal the range of evidence we can now draw upon. The chapter outlines the results of recent work on early church sites in northern Pictland and evidence for how Christianity began to impact on major elite centres and on the orchestration of power.


The volume concludes in Chapter 9 with a short summary of the evidence and reflections on what all the new evidence might reveal about the rise and demise of the northern Picts and its rulers.


A great deal more could have been included in this volume, but the large body of evidence outlined here, much of which will be new to the non-specialist, provides ample material for creating new narratives concerning the northern Picts. The lack of archaeological evidence has repeatedly been highlighted in reviews of Pictish archaeology, from Wainwright to more recent periods (Carver 2011; Crawford 2011, 7; Wainwright 1955a). Now archaeology, alongside new historical perspectives and the contributions of a wide range of disciplines, can increasingly contribute to our understanding of the Picts. While we have still much to do, the Pictish evidence can also increasingly contribute to northern European narratives due in no small part to the rich sculptural and iconographic evidence from Pictland that is increasingly well understood thanks to the new contextual approaches of the kind outlined in this volume. The Picts, often marginalised in wider European narratives, can now begin to take a more central role in our understandings of early medieval society in Britain, Ireland and beyond.





CHAPTER TWO


A historical introduction to the northern Picts


Nicholas Evans


The 1st millennium was a period of major change in northern Scotland. When this era began, northern Scotland was organised into a large number of local polities, but by the year 1000 a consolidated Gaelic kingship of Alba had formed, although large areas of the north and west were also controlled by Scandinavians. By looking at the termini of the millennium, however, we neglect another people, the Picts, who emerged during the time of Roman rule in Britain, and whose culture lasted for at least 500 years, until their identity and language disappeared. They are the last major ethnic identity in the British Isles to become extinct. Nevertheless, in their own time they played a major role in the history of northern Europe and had a profound impact on the successor society of Alba, which formed the basis for Scotland.


The nature of the written evidence


As with most early medieval peoples of Britain, the written evidence for the Picts is fragmentary, so there will always be large gaps in what it can tell us, although archaeological investigation offers a chance to obtain a greater understanding of many areas. The texts we have provide a few shards of light in a generally dark chamber, but it is important to understand how to interpret these sources. In general, very little written material from the Picts survives. As well as the important and expanding corpus of inscriptions, there are the Pictish king-lists, which derive from a source written in Pictland before ad 900, but they survive in later versions, and there are also fragments of Pictish information in texts from outside Pictland. In spite of this evidence, the claim that the Picts did not write texts and relied more on an oral tradition than other contemporary societies is popular, but mistaken; as with other peoples of the time, like the Britons of Strathclyde around Glasgow, whose languages died out before the medieval literacy explosion of the 12th century, the later lack of interest in Pictish vernacular texts ensured that they were not copied. Therefore, those that once existed are now virtually all lost to us (Evans 2011, 59–61; Forsyth 1998; Hughes 1980, 1–21).


As a result, we are largely reliant on two main source groups: first, contemporary works from neighbouring societies, by Romans, Irish and English people who included the Picts in their texts; and secondly, later texts that contain discussion of the Picts or include relevant evidence, for instance Pictish place-names. With each of these groups of evidence, much of the work of historians is concentrated on identifying what from these sources actually derives from the Picts and what was created later. It is now recognised that texts are to a large extent artefacts of the period of composition; often sources were changed over time to fit different contemporary purposes, such as supporting political aims. This was sometimes achieved by creating or adapting historical traditions where necessary, but usually it was also based on received views of the past. So it is only when, through close textual study, we can identify earlier elements contemporary with the Picts that reliable evidence for Pictish society can be obtained: to claim that a later source represents a ‘good tradition’ is a recipe for disaster with the Picts. Interpreting these fragments is likewise fraught with potential pitfalls, such as relying on preconceived ideas, but through a careful comparison with analogous societies, especially of the same era, we can gain a greater understanding of the ways in which the Picts were similar to and also different from their contemporaries. The following is largely intended as a guide through these potential minefields, using much of the innovative work undertaken in the last few decades.


The Roman period


The Picts, Picti in Latin, are first mentioned as a people by classical authors in ad 297 or 298 referring anachronistically to the Picts as pre-existing enemies of the Britons before Julius Caesar (Nixon and Rodgers 1994, 4–5; Ritchie 1994, 3–4). Overall, inferring from the Roman-period references, the Picts clearly were inhabiting Britain to the north of the Roman province, although their territory was not defined exactly (Ireland 1986, 152–60; Ritchie 1994, 4–5; Rivet and Smith 1979, 76). Before the Picts appear in sources, the people of northern Britain were described either as ‘Britons’ or as ‘Caledonians’. After the Roman retreat from what is now Scotland in ad 86/7, the extent of Roman rule in northern Britain varied; often Hadrian’s Wall or the Antonine Wall between the firths of the Clyde and Forth marked the main boundary, but there were forts further north, and among the locals the Romans maintained a network of agents to prevent trouble from developing. As a result, the people between the Hadrianic and Antonine walls retained a British identity, like the inhabitants of the Roman province to the south, and spoke a Celtic language of the Brittonic branch (which evolved into modern Welsh, Cornish and Breton) (J.E. Fraser 2009a, 35–7). In the medieval period, the term ‘British’ was used for these Brittonic languages and ‘Britons’ and ‘British’ related to the people who spoke them; unlike in the modern era, these words did not refer to the island or all inhabitants of Britain or the UK. To avoid confusion, the terms ‘British’ and ‘Britons’ will be used here according to the medieval usage.


As in other frontier zones, like Germany (Heather 2009, 36–93), the written evidence indicates that one result of the Roman presence may have been that the population groups bordering Roman Britain became amalgamated, so that fewer but larger political units developed. In northern Britain, according to the mid 3rd-century account of Cassius Dio, from ad 208–11 the Romans under Septimius Severus launched major campaigns against two large groups, the Maiatai and beyond them the Caledonii, into which the names of other British groups had been merged (Cary 1927, 262; J.E. Fraser 2009a, 15–17, 23–9). In the 4th century, according to the Res Gestae of Ammianus Marcellinus written shortly after 391, ‘the Barbarian Conspiracy’ of 367 involved Picts, ‘divided into two nations (gentes), called Dicalydones and Verturiones’, as well as Scotti, Attacotti, Franks and Saxons, taking part in a coordinated attack on the Roman province of Britain (Elliott 1983, 1; J.E. Fraser 2009a, 54–61; Rolfe 1972, xxvii.8). It is likely that various groups north of the Roman frontier rose to prominence in the Roman period at different times, and that by 367 the term Picti could be used by the Romans as a collective term for these. While the situation may have been more complex than indicated by classical writers, with the continuation of local identities (indicated by the survival to the 6th century of the Maiatai), a growth in power of a few elite groups, dominating the others, is indicated by the written texts (for a different view, see Hunter 2007a).


Who were the Picts mentioned in these sources? There is no reliable written evidence that they arrived in Britain in this period from elsewhere. It is unlikely that Picti had been the main name for these peoples much before c.300 because classical writers probably would have mentioned it, and there was another term they used, Caledonii, for the northern Britons. So the rise of the name Picti seems to reflect a change in terminology in the 3rd century ad. In Latin the word means ‘painted people’, and it is traditionally considered to refer to the practice of tattooing or body painting, although it has been suggested that the Romans encountered a similar-sounding Pictish word and interpreted it as Picti (Watson 1926, 67–8).


Based on the former explanation, James Fraser has recently proposed that Picti was a term created and used by the Romans, coined for the more ‘barbaric’ people outside of the Roman cultural sphere, but only employed by the Picts themselves in the late 7th century, when a single Pictish overkingship was being established (J.E. Fraser 2009a, 44–54; J.E. Fraser 2011). A new term was needed because the Britons under Roman influence no longer seemed to the classical world to fit in the same category as those to the north. This increasingly popular view has largely replaced the previous opinion that, even before the Roman intervention, the Picts (and their Caledonian predecessors) were in essence a separate people and had a different culture from the Britons.


Part of this scholarly shift is based on changing linguistic views relating to the Picts. In the 1950s, the pre-eminent Celtic linguist Kenneth Jackson argued that two languages were spoken by the Picts: one was most closely related to Gaulish, a form of Celtic spoken on the Continent, while the other was unrelated to any known language (Jackson 1955). Jackson did not claim to understand any of this second language, but he suggested it was non-Celtic, and not any other known language either, on the basis of unintelligible sections of inscriptions and names from sources, such as Ptolemy’s ‘Geography’. In the last few decades, Katherine Forsyth has argued that Jackson was too willing to discount a Celtic interpretation of the evidence in many instances, and that our inability to understand text does not necessarily mean that it is in a different language (Forsyth 1997a). In addition, place-name evidence, which was not really studied by Jackson, shows that Pictish place-name elements, like aber-, ‘confluence, river mouth’ (as found in Aberdeen), and pert-, ‘wood, grove’ (as in Perth), are nearly all also found in British-speaking areas (for instance Aberystwyth in Wales, and Partick in Glasgow) (Taylor 2011), providing evidence for close ties with Brittonic rather than Gaulish. Non-Celtic Pictish elements have not yet been identified, although the lower number of recognisable Celtic Pictish elements north of the Mounth has been noted. The debate on language in Pictland has not been decisively resolved, but it is significant for how we interpret the culture and society of the Picts, even if we no longer firmly correlate language and ethnicity as we once did before the late 20th century.
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