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wall of Structure C, subsequently obscured by the 
construction of Structure E.

Structure M
A substantial revetment wall measuring 2m high 
and c 6m long underlay and supported structures E, 
L and H. It was built along the south-eastern flank 
of the stack (illus 20). This may have related to the 
earliest phase of construction on the stack. It sealed 
a steep gully draining water away from the summit 
plateau onto its eastern face. It was well preserved, 
with no evidence of subsidence or collapse.

7.6	 Discussion

The buildings on Stac a’ Chaisteal fell into three 
distinct groups. The first group includes the curvi
linear, double-faced foundations of structures A, 
B and C, which closely followed and respected the 
shape of the stack. Structure D may also have been 
contemporary with these structures as it was positio-
ned along a natural path leading from one structure 

to another. These buildings were protected from the 
prevailing south-west weather by the rock outcrop 
forming the summit of the stack. 

Structure A may have represented no more than 
an open-ended section of walling, similar to that 
found in Structure D, rather than the remains 
of a building. The relationship of this to the alter
ation or enhancement of natural passageways by 
the construction of drystone walling (Structure D) 
implied the importance of movement between the 
top of the stack and the seaward face. The seaward 
face was actually more easily angled for access than 
the rocky and exposed landward one and contained 
many little grassy terraces. Time and logistical 
problems did not allow a fuller survey of these 
terraces, but they may have been an integral part of 
the site as a whole.

Structures B and C were closely related, with B 
interpreted as an extension to the larger building C. 
They were very similar in construction.

Structure C may have been a large, 12m-long 
oval building, incorporating isolated walls at its 
southern end (Structures K and L), and pre-dating 

Illus 18   Stac a’ Chaisteal NE corner of Structure H from the north. Scale 0.4 m long.
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Illus 19   Stac a’ Chaisteal triangular lintel Structure H from the north. Scale 1.2 m long.

the standing building to the south (Structure H). 
Certainly Structures K and L continued on the 
same alignment as C, and appeared to run under-
neath Structure H.

The second group of buildings was represen-
ted by Structure E. It had a completely different 
style of construction from the previously described 
buildings, having a single face of long, thin slabs 
corbelled inwards to form a roof. The large holes 
throughout its construction implied that the building 
was probably covered in turf, as it certainly could 
not have provided shelter otherwise. It also had two 
entrances, one of which was blocked.

These architectural components are found in the 
ubiquitous Hebridean beehive-shaped shielings 
(eg Thomas 1859), and although they are predom
inantly found in inland, upland locations, there 
are some found on maritime island locations (Loch 
Roag, J Crawford pers comm). These shielings have 
a lengthy period of use. Structure E was assumed to 
be the latest phase of building on the site.

The third distinct group of buildings was character
ised by that of Structure H, which was presumably 

part of a larger building incorporating the wall 
footings of Structures G and F. It contrasted with 
the other buildings by dominating the stack, and 
using the powerfully physical nature of the rock 
pinnacle. The intention of its construction would not 
only have been for defence, but to impress.

This structure has been identified previously as 
being a blockhouse (Burgess 1999), being almost 
identical to the blockhouses described by Lamb 
on Shetland (Lamb 1980, Mowbray 1936). If Struc
tures F, G and H were all part of the same original 
building, then Structure G(b) would have been half 
of the central entrance passage and Structures F(a) 
and F(b) could have been part of a corresponding 
intra-mural gallery to match that in Structure H. 
The substantial foundation wall of Structure G(a) 
was angled acutely to Structure F, almost mirroring 
the shape of Structure H. The building would in 
effect be a massive cordon-wall stretching across the 
neck of rock. 

Lamb (1980) discussed other sites with evidence 
of habitation immediately behind the blockhouse, 
possibly similar to Stac a’ Chaisteal. He also 
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noted that some Shetland blockhouses (eg Burgi 
Geos on the island of Yell) are located amid large 
expanses of unproductive blanket bog, in contrast 
to the Lewis sites, which appear to be located on 
the margins of coastal settlement areas. However, 
many more of the Shetland sites are inaccessible 
from the sea, or positioned in areas of treacherous 
seaward approach, as at Stac a’ Chaisteal. Lamb 
saw no strategic value in the Shetland blockhouse 
at all (Lamb 1980, 69), and certainly these marginal 
sitings indicate that these were not conventional 
farming settlements, but must have been dependent 
upon agricultural production from other areas. In 
Shetland a further problem concerning defence is 
that many of the blockhouses appear not to have 
blocked the whole promontory, leaving a gap for 
easy access. In contrast, Structure H appeared to 
block the whole neck of land, but changes due to 
erosion may have altered its relationship to the 
area of the promontory. Although some structures 
on Stac a’ Chaisteal may have been defensive they 
may also have had status.

7.7.	 Potential for future work

This site had many complex and well-preserved 
structural remains on it. The main problem encoun-
tered there in terms of erosion and collapse was 
different from other stack sites. On Stac a’ Chaisteal 
there are no exposed and eroding soil layers as its 
plateau is above the reach of most wave action. 
The deterioration to the archaeological remains is 
caused by the undermining of structural remains, 
which collapse as the underlying rock gives way. 
Structures G, H and M are threatened in this way 
as they are perched on the very edge of the stack. 
Any future work on this site should concentrate on 
recording as much of these structures as possible, 
by standing building survey, including drawn eleva-
tions and detailed photographs of all aspects of the 
buildings.

Possible trial trenching over the other structures 
may be possible in order to assess the quality and 
depth of deposits, and recover suitable samples for 
environmental and dating analysis.

Illus 20   Stac a’ Chaisteal revetment M from the north. Scale 1.2 m long.
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