
Dated to between 200BC and 200AD, 
stone cups are typical objects of the Iron Age 
in Scotland. Like this one, many of them are made from the
easily carved stone called steatite, sometimes referred to as
soapstone.  They are often decorated.

Such cups are often found associated with brochs, duns and
hillforts.  Our example comes from Meikle Ussie: it is tempting
to wonder if originally it was used within the nearby hillfort of
Knockfarrel.

Debate continues regarding the purposes that these weighty
objects were made for.

Stone Lamp?
Some favour their interpretation as lamps. Many of the cups
show a dark residue on the
inside, rather like that found
inside oil lamps.  

The Meikle Ussie ‘cup’
shows such a deposit,
opposite the handle.  Was this
once an Iron Age ‘cruisie’?
Like those household lamps,
commonly used in the
Highlands, did it once hold
fish or seal oil to fuel a wick
made from the pith of rushes?

The Meikle Ussie Cup: 
light or water?
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A well cup?

At Kintradwell Broch, in
Sutherland, a similar cup
was found on some steps
by a well, suggesting it
was used as a drinking
vessel.  There is certainly
a well at the centre of
Knockfarrel hillfort.  

The ancient healing well
dedicated to St. John the
Baptist is found on the

Fodderty side of the hill.  This may mark a welcome rest on a
pilgrimage route; a cup from which to drink the well water
would be welcome here.

A ‘healing vessel’?

Similar objects, found in Canada, are known to have been used
by First Nation People as vessels in which to heat herbs so that
their vapours might be inhaled.

Many common plants, such as heather, sorrel, meadowsweet,
bracken and lichens, are known to have healing properties. All
of these plants grow near to Meikle Ussie today.  

So is it possible that the cup was put to several uses throughout
its lifetime?  Perhaps future research - for example, analysis of
the internal residues - will shed more light on this wonderful
object. 
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