Carved stone balls
by Dorothy N Marshall

F R Coles, who was Assistant Keeper of the National Museum of Antiquities of Scotland
from 1897-1911, made a study of carved stone balls and prepared a paper on the subject about
1911. Mr Bulmer, Stockfield, Northumberland, also worked on these balls and gave his lists and
cards to the NMAS in 1936. The information contained in Coles’ paper and on Bulmer’s cards
has been of the greatest assistance to me in preparing this study. In 1911 Coles knew of 180 carved
stone balls, whereas now 387 are known to be in 36 museums throughout the country and in
private collections. Not all of those listed by Coles and by Bulmer have I been able to trace; many
were in private collections, several were in museums but cannot now be located. These are not
included in my total but two well-documented but unlocated balls are included. There are 37 casts
of balls in the NMAS; 15 are casts of balls in other museums, five are casts of balls in NMAS
and 17 do not match any known balls or any in Bulmer’s or Coles’ lists. These casts of balls I
have included in my list and have plotted as far as possible on the distribution maps.

Three-hundred and seventy-five of these balls are much the same size, with a diameter of
about 70 mm, but there are 12 large balls of 90-114 mm diameter. There are seven oval balls, two
of them larger than average and one small one. This uniformity of size is one of the remarkable
features of these balls, yet within this uniformity there is a wide variety of treatment. Just less than
half have six knobs; these vary from having six discs just marked out, through prominent square-
cut knobs to round projecting bosses. Twenty-six of these six-knobbed balls are decorated; 12
have the interspaces between the knobs clean cut and standing out as part of the design. Some
balls have three knobs, some have numerous knobs — 25, 90, 160, all evenly cut and symmetrical.
Some are decorated with spirals, some with concentric circles and others with a variety of incised
designs. Three unfinished balls in NMAS show that the stone was shaped to a sphere before the
carving of the knobs began. AS 18 is broken with rather more than half remaining; the four knobs
are barely marked out. AS 183, a well shaped sphere with an even but not smoothed surface, has
two discs defined. The third ball on loan to NMAS from Perth Museum has 50 knobs with a small
unworked area. The unfinished surface is rounded and even but not smoothed.

Type 1. - 3 knobs 6 examples With locality 4
County only 1
No locality 1

Two of the balls are atypical, having rounded projecting knobs making a more or less triangular object
which is oval in section. The others have clear cut knobs. The distribution is wide, one from Orkney and
others scattered between Banffshire and Angus.

TypE 2. 4 knobs 43 examples With locality 31
County only 7
No locality 5






