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Frontispiece
Loch Finlaggan with the islands of Eilean Mór and Eilean na Comhairle, and the hills of Jura in the background

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   29781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   2 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



The Archaeology of Finlaggan, Islay:
Excavations at the Centre  

of the Lordship of the Isles, 1989–1998

By David H Caldwell

With contributions by
Fiona Baker, Sheila Boardman, Chris Burgess, Ruby Ceron-Carrasco, John Chesher, David Connolly, 

Trevor Cowie, Michael Cressey, Jo Dawson, Valerie Dean, Gordon Ewart, Mark Hall, Karen Hardy, Judy 
Holmes, Nicholas Holmes, Fraser Hunter, E M Laurie, Kath McSweeney, Roger McWee, N Milner, Nicola 

Murray, Norman Newton, Marion O’Neil, Leonie Paterson, Alan Radley, Nigel Ruckley, Alan Saville, 
Paul Sharman, Helen Spencer, David Stewart, Jonathan Triscott, Clive Warsop, Paul Wilthew

SOCIETY OF ANTIQUARIES OF SCOTLAND

iii

From chains to brooches

Living and dying at Auldhame, 
East Lothian

The excavation of an Anglian monastic settlement 
and medieval parish church

AnnE CronE and ErLEnd HindmArCH 

with Alex Woolf

Auldhame.indd   3 27/11/2015   12:31

Edinburgh 2025

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   39781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   3 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



Published in 2025 in Great Britain by the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland.

Society of Antiquaries of Scotland
National Museums Scotland

Chambers Street
Edinburgh EH1 1JF
Tel: 0131 247 4115

Email: editor@socantscot.org
Website: www.socantscot.org

The Society of Antiquaries of Scotland is a Registered Scottish Charity No. SC010440.

ISBN  978 1 9083323 6 3

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Copyright © David Caldwell and individual contributors, 2025

Jacket image: Finlaggan, Islay (© David Caldwell)

The rights of David Caldwell and individual contributors to be identified as the author of this work have 
been asserted by them in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved.

The author and the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland gratefully acknowledge funding towards the publication 
of the volume from Historic Environment Scotland, the Hunter Archaeological and Historical Trust, 

National Museums Scotland, the Marc Fitch Fund and Finlaggan Islay Single Malt Whisky.

Typeset in Bembo by Biblichor Ltd, Scotland
Cover design by River Design Books, Reston

Printed by Gutenberg Press Ltd, Tarxien, Malta

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   49781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   4 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



Dedication

To all past and present members of the Finlaggan Trust and the people of Islay

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   59781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   5 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   69781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   6 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



vii

CONTENTS

xiii

xv

xxiii

�





 1

Acknowledgements� 2
Authorship� 4

�  9

Documentary research� 9
Archaeological survey� 9
Geophysical prospection� 10
Excavation� 10

Trench 25 excavation and recording� 12
Dating� 13
Some shortcomings� 14

�  17

�  19

Prehistory and early history of Islay� 19
The Kingdom of the Isles� 20
The Lordship of the Isles� 21
Lords of Islay� 22
The Campbell takeover of Islay� 22
The name Finlaggan� 22
Finlaggan in history and tradition� 24

�  29

�  31

Geology by Nigel A Ruckley� 31
Soils, vegetation and catchment land use� 32
Places and people in the study area� 32
Extents and rentals� 33
Feudal superiors� 34
The farms� 36

Sean-ghairt� 36
Laichtcarlane� 37
Portanellan/Finlaggan� 37
Mulreesh� 39
Quinskirn� 40

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   79781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   7 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



viii

F INLAGGAN

Kylladow� 41
Robolls� 41
Kepolls and Kepollsmore� 42

The people, 1851� 44

4 industry and land use 45

Roads� 45
Improved farms and recent buildings� 46
Lead mining by Michael Cressey� 48
Quarries and peat cuttings� 54
Field systems and fences� 54

�  63

Introduction� 63
Type A houses� 63
Type C houses� 63
Type D houses� 63
Enclosures� 63
Kilns� 63

Inventory� 64

�  85

�  87

The loch-side� 87
Eilean Mór� 87

The alluvial tail (Finlaggan Marsh)� 88
Bathymetric survey� 88
Soil formation and type� 88
Gravel horizons� 89
Flora and fauna� 89
Description of the remains� 91

Eilean na Comhairle� 94

�  97

Trench 13 (site no. 44)� 97
Trench 20, Rudh’ a’ Chròcuin (site no. 38)� 97
Trenches 21, 22, Cnoc Seannda (site no. 46)� 98

�  103

Trenches 3 and 18� 103
Agricultural activity� 104
Bank and palisade� 104
The gatehouse� 105
The bridge� 106
The causeway and ditch� 107
Earlier activity� 109
Dating evidence� 113
Interpretation� 113

The lazy beds and trench 19 114
Geophysical surveys 114

Trench 19� 115
Lazy beds� 115
Structure 19.1� 115
Structures 19.2, 19.9, 19.10� 117
Structures 19.3–8� 119

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   89781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   8 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



ix

contents

Interpretation� 121
Trench 7� 122

Agricultural activity and enclosure W� 122
Structure V and post-holes 7.1� 124
Structure U� 125
Structure V.1� 126
Structures V.2 and V.3� 127
Structure 7.2� 128
Interpretation� 128

�  129

Survey of upstanding chapel walls� 129
Trench 1, the burial ground� 130

Building J� 131
The Finlaggan cross� 132
Graves� 132
Interpretation� 135

Excavation and clearance work at the chapel� 136
Trench 14� 136
Trench 17� 139

Graves and other structures� 140
A timberwork defence?� 141
Interpretation � 141

Clearance work in 1998� 143

�  145

Trench 6� 145
Buildings S and S.1, and structure 6.1� 146
The road and building H� 148
Structure 6.2 and a midden� 148
Interpretation� 150

Trenches 8 and 8E� 153
Post-medieval activity?� 153
Buildings J and H� 153
Buildings F1 and F� 155
Building H.1� 155
Timberwork defence� 157
Interpretation� 157

Trench 9� 158
Road and paths, and structure 9.1� 159
A midden� 161
Interpretation� 161

�  163

Building C, survey of upstanding walls� 163
Trench 15, building C� 165

Interpretation� 167
Trenches 10 and 11� 168

Building A.1 and a midden� 168
Building B� 170
Building A, the great hall� 172
The later medieval road system� 174
The cross-wall and building N?� 175
Interpretation� 177

Trench 5� 177
Buildings M and M.1� 179
Buildings P, P.1 and P.2� 179

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   99781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   9 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



x

FINLAGGAN

A timberwork fortification� 181
Interpretation� 181

�  183

Trenches 2 and 4� 183
Building K� 183
Building L� 186
Structure L.1� 186
The jetty and roads� 187
Structure K.1� 187
Structure K.2� 189
Structure K.3� 192
Interpretation� 192

Trench 12� 193
A garden� 194
Path and plots� 196
Structure 12.0� 198
Building 12.1� 199
Building 12.2� 200
Building 12.3� 201
Building 12.4 (?)� 204
Building 12.5� 204
Building 12.6� 206
Building 12.7� 208
Interpretation� 208

�  213

Introduction� 213
Trenches 16, 16E, 23 and 24� 213

Building (a)� 214
Building (b)� 218
Building (c)� 218
The castle� 221
The dun� 227

Trench 25� 237
A medieval midden� 238
A crannog� 241
A note on sampling of the midden in 1998� 242
Interpretation� 242

�  245

�  247

Finlaggan, c 6500 – c 700 bc� 247
Cnoc Seannda� 248

Finlaggan, c 700 bc – c ad 800� 249
Finlaggan, c ad 800 – 1300� 250

The Finlaggan castle� 250
Finlaggan, c 1300 – c 1500� 259

The Finlaggan palace� 260
The council house and other structures on Eilean na Comhairle� 261
The private quarters of the lords?� 262
The great hall� 262
A buttery?� 263
Kitchens� 263
The chapel and burial ground� 264

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   109781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   10 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



xi

contents

Later medieval houses� 268
People� 270
Administration, trade and industry� 270
Furnishings� 271

Finlaggan, c 1500 – c 1700� 271
High-status residential complex� 273
Timber and earthwork fortification� 277
Farming township� 279
The wider Finlaggan study area� 280

Finlaggan, c 1700 – c 2020� 282

�  287

Introduction� 287
An early royal inauguration place?� 288
A Viking age and earlier medieval thing site?� 290
The breakup of the Kingdom of the Isles� 296

Meetings of the Council of the Isles� 296
The footprint stone� 298
An alternative model of lordship� 298

301

301

304

307

APPENDIXES 

Appendix 1: Reconstructing medieval Finlaggan 

Appendix 2: Site archive contents 

Bibliography

Index 317

9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   119781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   11 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



9781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   129781908332363 Finlaggan (307b) final pass.indd   12 27/07/2025   19:1327/07/2025   19:13



xiii

SYNOPSIS

This volume reports on a major archaeological project undertaken 
at Finlaggan in Islay. Two islands, Eilean Mór (the large island) 
and Eilean na Comhairle (the council island), in Loch Finlaggan 
were recognised as a historic site, the excavation of which might 
provide more information on what was happening in the Western 
Isles, particularly, but not exclusively, in the Middle Ages. The 
Lordship of the Isles had long been recognised by historians as an 
important phenomenon, a serious challenger to the Stewart 
dynasty for control of much of Scotland. The documentation for 
it was thin and archaeology offered the best way forward to 
gaining a better understanding. Finlaggan had already been 
identified as the centre of the Lordship of the Isles, a place where 
the inauguration ceremonies for the MacDonald Lords of the Isles 
took place and where the Council of the Isles met.

Parts I and II provide historical background on Finlaggan and 
an archaeological survey of a wider area around Loch Finlaggan, 
including an inventory of sites and monuments dating from pre-
historic times to the present day. There is considerable evidence 
for medieval and post-medieval field systems, lead mining and 
townships deserted in the 19th century. Part III provides detailed 
information on archaeological research and excavations. At Rudh’ 
a’ Chròcuin on the edge of the loch, a medieval or post-medieval 
turf-walled house was examined, and excavations on top of the 
nearby mound at Cnoc Seannda uncovered a Bronze Age kerb 
cairn and a prehistoric rock-cut chamber lined with slabs. On 
Eilean Mór a wide range of medieval structures was explored, 
including fortifications, a great hall, kitchens, dwelling houses 
and a chapel. The adjacent burial ground dated back at least to the 
7th century. On Eilean na Comhairle there was a large masonry 
tower of about 1200 replaced in later medieval times by houses, 
one of which can be identified as the council house of the lords of 
the Isles. There was also evidence for prehistoric activity on the 
two islands extending back to Mesolithic times. Under the tower 

on Eilean na Comhairle were substantial remains of a dun and a 
crannog. On Eilean Mór post-medieval houses and structures 
associated with a high-status residence, a timberwork fort and a 
farming township were also examined.

The assemblage of artefacts, bones and other environmental 
material is dealt with in Parts I and II of the online catalogue. For 
the medieval period much of this provides information on the 
structure and use of different buildings, contacts with the wider 
world, trade and manufacturing, and the lifestyle and dress of 
inhabitants and visitors. Of particular importance is waterlogged 
material from a 13th-century midden at the bottom of the loch 
adjacent to the tower on Eilean na Comhairle. It represents the 
consumption of a lordly household.

In Part IV an interpretation and overview is provided of the 
evidence amassed in the course of the project. Possible origins for 
Finlaggan as a centre of power and ritual are traced back to pre-
historic times and a case made for it being a thing (assembly) site in 
the Viking age. The erection of the tower on Eilean na Com-
hairle marks a significant development. It is suggested that it was 
built for Ranald, son of Somerled, King of the Isles.

In the 14th and 15th centuries Finlaggan was developed by 
King Ranald’s MacDonald descendants as a palace and an admin-
istrative hub. Finlaggan really was the centre of the Lordship of 
the Isles and is deserving of being better known and understood, 
since the lords exercised authority and patronage over considera-
ble swathes of Scotland, and much of what is now recognised as 
being quintessentially Scottish actually has its origins in the West 
Highlands and Islands.

Finlaggan appears to have been destroyed or dismantled 
about 1500, coinciding with the demise of the Lordship of the 
Isles. Eilean Mór remained a centre of local importance for Mac-
Donald chiefs. Occupation of the two islands only seems to have 
ceased in the early or mid-17th century.
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Illustration 0.1 
Map of the Western Isles with location of Islay and Finlaggan
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