
The archaeology of Joseph Anderson
by Angus Graham

Of Joseph Anderson, Childe wrote, at the opening of his Prehistory of Scotland, that by
1886 he 'had sketched the essential outlines of Scottish prehistory in a comprehensive and
scientific survey such as then existed in no other country' (1935, xi). The Council of the Society
of Antiquaries of Scotland, likewise, in a minute recording his retirement from the National
Museum of Antiquities in 1913, alluded to his 'learning, judgment and scientific attainments,
and the prestige which he has won for the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland through his Euro-
pean reputation as an Archaeologist' (Proc Soc Antiq Scot, 47 (1912-13), 340). A panegyric
pronounced at a general meeting of the Society on the same occasion (Guthrie 1913) is too
long for quotation but deserves to be read in full. Andersen's standing being such as to call
for recognition of this kind, it is strange that no closer assessment seems to have been made of
his archaeological achievement in all its aspects, and the purpose of the present paper is to do
something to supply this want, while also providing, in an Appendix, a complete list of Anderson's
published works. In attempting this task the writer is further influenced by an antiquarian
pietas, as he survives from an era when Anderson's opinions might still carry great weight, and
in fact once met him in person.

Seen as an introduction to his later career, Anderson's early life seems fraught with im-
probabilities. He was born at Arbroath in 1832, to parents in very modest circumstances. His
father was David Anderson, described as a weaver in the record of his marriage in 1831 to
Jane Arnot, Joseph's mother, but as an agricultural labourer in the censuses of 1841 and 1851,
again as a day-labourer in the certificate of Joseph's marriage in 1856, and as a weaver in Joseph's
death-certificate of 1916. The two census returns show the family as living at St Vigeans, with
David working on the Letham and Kirkton estates respectively in 1841 and 1851; in the return
of 1851 Joseph, then 19, is shown as a private teacher of Latin and English.1 Joseph received
his earliest education in the parish school of St Vigeans, and in 1844 went to the newly-founded
Arbroath Educational Institution. From 1852 to 1856 he taught in the East Free School, Arbroath,
and in the latter year married Jessie Dempster, daughter of James Dempster, a grocer and
spirit-dealer of Hill Street, Arbroath. At the time of his marriage he was living in Union Street,
Arbroath, but in the same year (1856) he removed to Constantinople, where he taught in the
English School at Hasskeui until 1859, returning to Scotland in 1860 to become editor of the
Wick-based John-of-Groats Journal. Whether or not as a consequence of contact in Turkey
with remains of Classical antiquity, on his return to Scotland he embarked on his archaeological
career, residence in Wick permitting him to study prehistoric remains in Caithness and to
excavate some of the local chambered cairns in association with the Anthropological Society
of London. His work in this field must have given convincing proof of his capacities, as
in 1866 the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland nominated him a Corresponding Member,
and in 1869 appointed him Keeper of the National Museum of Antiquities and its own
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Assistant-Secretary and Editor of its Proceedings.2 The last of these posts he retained until the
year of his death (1916), but the two former he demitted in 1913.

In addition to Anderson's own background, it is necessary at this point to glance at the
state of Scottish archaeology at the time when he entered its field. We may take it, in the first
place, that the idea of three prehistoric periods, of Stone, Bronze and Iron, had by now become
thoroughly established in antiquarian thinking. Some notion of the system may possibly have
reached the Society by 1843 (Archaeol Scot, 4 (1857), Appendix p 33); relevant works by Thomsen
and Worsaae had appeared in English translations in 1848 and 1849 respectively; and in 1849
periods of Stone and Bronze, though not of Iron, both subsumed under a main heading 'Celtic',
had figured in a descriptive catalogue of the Museum - Symposium of the Museum of the Society
of Antiquaries of Scotland - with a preface by Daniel Wilson. In the second place it may be
recalled that archaeological theory had recently been given a new framework through the vast
backward extension of the human past that had come to be generally recognised; thus in the
later 1850s a group of leading English antiquaries had accepted Boucher de Perthes' interpretation
of his finds in the Somme gravels, and in 1859 there had appeared The Origin of Species. The
resulting theoretical shift may have had little direct or practical effect on contemporary work in
Scotland, but it must have affected the general climate of opinion. The middle years of the
century, again, seem to have been marked by interest in the exploration and factual study of a
range of ancient monuments; brochs, for example, were being examined on a large scale - Petrie,
indeed, stating later that he had witnessed the excavation of no fewer than eighteen brochs
before 1872. Chambered cairns likewise attracted attention, Macs Howe, cleared out by Farrer
in 1861, being probably the best-known case, while the Holm of Papa Westray (1849), Wideford
Hill (1849) and Quoyness (1869), all in Orkney, and Anderson's own sites in Caithness, also
come to mind. Skara Brae was first explored by Farrer in 1861, and Hebridean bee-hive struc-
tures were being observed, in the same general period, by Thomas and White. Medieval and
later monuments were no doubt in a different category, but even in their case the relevant papers
published from time to time in the Society's Proceedings seem to be less heavily weighted than
their earlier counterparts with historical and record matter. The Museum, again, which had
occupied an important place in the antiquarian world ever since the Society's foundation in
1780, continued to do so though not itself immune to internal troubles which need not be
discussed here. In all, the conditions that existed in the 1860s were probably favourable for the
emergence of new men.

The earliest of the papers that Anderson read to the Society (1866b; 1868) do not portend
significant changes of approach. They deal, as has been said, with the excavation of chambered
cairns in Caithness,3 and show that their author followed the regular practice of the day, unearth-
ing structure and recording finds recovered in the process of clearance. His published plans are
poor, being small and sometimes even lacking a scale, though based on systematic surveys and
consequently better than mere sketches. His notes on finds are rather meagre, very few objects
being illustrated and none of the pottery. In at least two respects, however, he already outclassed
his contemporaries. In the first place he evidently took account of small and inconspicuous
finds, and in clearing the chambers and passages of the cairns seems to have removed the debris
and floor-deposits in an orderly manner which gave him an idea, if a rough one, of their compara-
tive ages. In the second place, he shows much skill in introducing readers to a subject about which
very little was known at the time, this faculty probably resulting from his earlier experience
as a teacher; while his descriptions of the excavated monuments, with details of their structural
features and principal dimensions, are clear and logical. He makes sensible suggestions on



GRAHAM: THE ARCHAEOLOGY OF JOSEPH ANDERSON | 281

burial usages and on secondary interments in the cairns, quoting English and Continental
analogies with great facility. His competence in exposition comes clearly to light if the papers
in question are compared, say, with Stuart's account of Farrer's operations at Macs Howe
(Stuart 1864). Thus Stuart's paper runs to thirty pages, and if twelve of these are discounted
as referring solely to the subject of the Runic inscriptions, it is found that less than three of the
remaining eighteen consist of factual description. The paper as a whole recalls the discursive
style of an earlier literary fashion, and contrasts sharply with Anderson's simpler and more
practical approach.

The quality of the man now entering on the Scottish antiquarian scene may be judged
by the published work of his first decade of office. Of his papers, two on brochs may be considered
first. The longer of these, read in 1871, falls into a group of four of rather similar character and
broadly contemporary date, and may usefully be compared with its counterparts. All four
papers were published in 1873 in Part 1 of Archaeologia Scotica, volume 5 (1873-90). Of the
other three authors, Petrie describes, with some ground plans and small sectional drawings, a
number of Orkney brochs opened up by Farrer and others at various times; notes relics found
at several Orkney sites; and adds two lists, one of all the known brochs in Orkney and the other
showing diameters and wall-thicknesses in some Orkney and Shetland examples (1890). Joass
describes the structures disclosed by the clearance of three Sutherland brochs, giving measure-
ments but no plans, together with cursory notes on finds; he then proceeds to a discursive essay
on the subject of brochs in general, and ends with a medical report on the human skulls unearthed
(1890). Dryden's paper relates to the brochs of Clickhimin and Mousa, describing the structures
as they stood after clearance, noting cursorily bones, pottery and relics, none of which seem
to have survived the process of clearance, and supplying drawings which, though of a small
scale, are evidently based on measurement (1890). Anderson's paper, however, bears a sig-
nificantly different complexion (1890c). It opens with an ordinary report on the excavation of
Yarhouse broch, evidently carried out by much the same methods as were used for the chambered
cairns; the description is given at first hand, and the plan has been properly surveyed. But on
the other four brochs mentioned in the paper's title he supplies little more than notes, some of
them in fact rather slight; he then passes on to a full and far-reaching discussion of the origin
and history of brochs as such, wholly outstripping Joass' attempt just mentioned; and ends with
an appendix which lists all the known brochs, with notes on such early literary records as exist.
The paper thus seems to foreshadow a constant practice of Anderson's later years - to record
facts and then to advance to the drawing of some wider conclusions.

Further indications of this tendency in Anderson's development appear, in respect of the
brochs, in a paper of 1872, in which he discusses larger historical issues arising from the evidence
of spinning and weaving supplied by broch relics, and in particular argues for an ultimately
Southern European rather than for a Norse derivation of the typical long-handled combs (1872c);
and again in another (1878b), in which he reviews at length the reasons for placing brochs in a
'Celtic' and not in a Scandinavian category, while at the same time allotting chambered cairns
and megalithic monuments to a period antedating the Norsemen. Similarly his notes on a number
of burnt mounds, which he includes in a paper on some small cairns in Caithness (1872a), embrace
comparative evidence from Ireland, Orkney and Shetland; while a rather later paper (1878c),
concerning a cairn on which he had given advice, leads to a discussion of the various types of
sepulchral monument known at the time in Scotland, followed by a detailed description of
associated relics and pottery. His knowledge of comparative material and skill in its deployment,
typical features of his work throughout his career, were now coming clearly to light.



282 | PROCEEDINGS OF THE SOCIETY, 1975-6

The wide scope of Anderson's interests, particularly in Northern subjects, is further illus-
trated by other papers of the 1870s decade, as well as by two of his books. Thus in 1872 he published
a translation of a Danish version of Ahmed ibn-Fozlan's eye-witness account of the funeral
ceremonies of a Norse chief of the early 10th century (1872b), the narrative being followed by
remarks on cremation in general as practised in the North and as recorded by some Classical
writers. Again, in 1874, he produced a paper of no fewer than 58 pages discussing in great detail
relics of Scottish provenance from the Viking period and using as illustrations specimens in the
National Museum (1874b). The objects dealt with are classed as stone urns, bowl-shaped brooches,
characteristic weapons, and hoards of silver ornaments, and the discussion covers comparative
material, distribution, methods of manufacture and so on. Nor was his interest confined to
physical objects, as in 1874 he turned his attention to a problem of medieval history, reviewing
the evidence, including relevant entries in the Icelandic Annals, for the death of the Maid of
Norway, and the attempt at her impersonation made by 'the False Margaret' (1874a). Similarly
in the first of his books, The Orkneyinga Saga of 1873, he pursued his search for facts in the
historical field with an edition of the Saga as translated by Hjaltalin and Goudie, supplying an
historical introduction and an ample apparatus of notes. For the prehistoric and earliest Viking
periods he draws on archaeological evidence, with discussion of brochs and megalithic monu-
ments which outruns the scope of the Saga; and for the Norse phase he reviews the evidence
of the Saga itself and of other available records. He deals at considerable length with the Earldom
and the Bishopric; has much to say about St Magnus Cathedral and the few early churches;
and is interested in Norse survivals in language and local customs, particularly in those which
reflect pagan burial-practices. In discussing these last he quotes a passage from ibn-Fozlan's
report, mentioned above. The notes are designed to clarify such matters as place-names, topo-
graphy, personal relationships and wider historical connections. The whole is an attempt to
present, within the limitations of contemporary knowledge, a history of Orkney from the earliest
times until it was annexed to the Scottish Crown in 1471.

Two more books belong to the Seventies decade, both having appeared in 1879. One of
these was an edition of Low's A Tour through the Islands of Orkney and Schetland, which recorded
observations made in 1774. Low was a dedicated naturalist, who had even devised and built
his own microscope while a student at St Andrews University, and this record of his tour covers
a wide range of subjects connected with natural conditions and the life of the island communities.
Besides topography, history and traditions, farming, fishing, and the local flora and fauna, it
touches on many prehistoric and later antiquities, some of the notes being illustrated with Low's
own drawings. It recalls, while substantially outstripping, the earlier parochial reports, probably
inspired by Sibbald, that were eventually collected by Macfarlane (1906-8, mainly vol 2).
Anderson treats this work as a valuable source of facts, and supplies an introduction explaining
how the tour came to be undertaken, and quoting extracts from Low's letters to Paton, an
Edinburgh antiquary, and from the latter's correspondence with Pennant.

The other book of 1879 shows little affinity with the rest of Anderson's work, apart from
its general concern with the recording of facts. Entitled The Oliphants in Scotland, it is a massive
volume of feudal and family history, printed for private circulation; and comprises 105 pages of
narrative and discussion followed by 360 pages of the texts of documents preserved in the charter-
chest at Gask. It is based on materials collected by T L Kington Oliphant and is illustrated
with specimen heraldic plates, and facsimiles of charters and of individual signatures. This book
carries Anderson much further into the realm of historical research than did, say, his use of
records in The Orkneyinga Saga or in his paper on the Maid of Norway.

The remaining papers of the Seventies all seem to be concerned, in one way or another,
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with the recording of facts, the drawing of general lessons, and the systematisation of knowledge.
Four deal with prehistoric subjects. In the first of these, Anderson ventilates a conjecture that
certain small polished stone discs of iron-age date were mirrors; but after quoting a body of
comparative evidence he ends with a conclusion which seems to attain the peak of academic
caution - 'it is not that these discs . . . were made to be used as mirrors, but that the hypothesis
that such discs of stone may have been mirrors . . . is not altogether an improbable one' (1874c,
719). In a second paper (1876c), he describes a flint arrowhead, still mounted on its shaft,
recovered from an Aberdeenshire peat-moss, discusses comparative material and methods of
shafting employed by modern primitives, and gives an account of his own experiments in making
and shafting flint arrowheads. The third paper (1879b), provides a typical example of Andersen's
methods - the use, that is to say, of factual matter placed among wider considerations. In this
case he advances from a factual account of a number of urn-cemeteries to 'a broad classification
of the clay sepulchral urns found in Scotland', identifying four classes and describing their dis-
tinctive features (1879b, 120). It is interesting to notice that the headings under which he groups
the classes in question are given respectively as cinerary urns, small cup-shaped urns, food-vessels
and drinking-cups, and that he evidently regarded these names as usefully descriptive in them-
selves and not as conventional items in a formal system. No such system, in fact, seems ever to
have been drawn up in a regular way - 'Cinerary Urn', for example, evidently began, as Anderson
uses it here, simply for a vessel found to contain an interment, and acquired its technical status
in the course of everyday use; 'Incense Cup' was invented in 1812 by Sir Richard Colt Hoare
(1812, 25); 'Food-vessel' or 'Vase for Food' was used by Bateman in 1861 (283), primarily as
a descriptive term; while 'Beaker' was substituted, on its merits, for the earlier 'Drinking-cup'
by Abercromby in 1902.4 Anderson ends this paper by maintaining that 'as yet, however, we
are only awakening to' the importance of the 'geographical distribution of archaeological forms',
and that 'there must inevitably arise a new science... of comparative archaeology.. . . The
results of this study will be the sharper definition both of the areas of space and the periods of
time over which specific differences can be traced', with further light on the individuality of
character of the 'social aggregates' concerned (1879b, 124). The fourth paper likewise proceeds
from an ordinary descriptive report on a deposit of bron/e swords found in Edinburgh in 1869
to a review of all the bronze swords known to have been found in Scotland (1879c).

Papers on medieval subjects also serve to illustrate Anderson's methods. He describes a
jet figure of St James the Greater, identifying it as the badge of a leprous pilgrim to Compostella,
probably of the later 16th century, and discussing at some length comparative medieval material
and the larger subject of pilgrims' signacula, of brass or lead, associated with other saints (1876a).
There follows a discussion of the counters frequently used in religious establishments, with notes
on the stone moulds used in their manufacture, the whole paper showing a thorough familiarity
with English and Continental evidence. Of similar inspiration are two papers (1878a and 1879a)
dealing briefly with four terra-cotta flasks from Alexandria bearing representations of St Menas,
and the other describing a heavy mortar and a small lion-figure, both of brass and both dug up
in Glasgow, the lion being identified as the base of a candle-stand. The author then proceeds
to a detailed discussion of a group of six aquamanilia assembled by him for exhibition to the
Society, all of which show the same distinctive lion-shape as the Glasgow figure; this discussion
incorporates much comparative evidence, and quotations from sources explaining the ritual
use of the aquamanile for washing the hands of the priest celebrating the Mass.

Another paper, read in 1876, casts back to a subject in which Anderson had already
shown his interest, namely the survival of pagan elements in Christian burial-practice (1872b).
The scope of the paper is indicated by the title 'Notes on the survival of Pagan customs in Christian
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burial; with notices of certain conventional representations of "Daniel in the den of lions"
and "Jonah and the whale" engraved on objects found in Early Christian graves, and on the
sculptured stones of Scotland and the crosses of Ireland' (1876b). Though much of its content
has now been overtaken by increased knowledge of the material, its earlier pages point in an
unmistakable way to the general form of the author's archaeological thinking. Thus he holds
that 'there are no breaks, no well-marked lines of separation between the successive formations
(if I may call them so), of the periods of archaeology. Stone passes gradually into bronze, bronze
into iron, and pagan into Christian, each transition time exhibiting a peculiar set of phenomena
which form the most interesting and suggestive subjects of research to which the student of
archaeology can address himself (1876b, 363); and in connection specifically with Early Christian
burials he insists that 'any such investigation conducted on scientific principles must be com-
parative. . . . In order to understand the phenomena of early burial in any country of Europe,
at any period, it is necessary to study its phenomena of all neighbouring countries - if possible,
in all European countries' (1876b, 365).

In addition to work which originated with Anderson himself, account must be taken of
the mass of descriptive records that he produced in the course of his duties as Keeper of the
National Museum and Editor of the Society's Proceedings. These records covered the multi-
farious objects that came into the Museum's possession from time to time or were exhibited at
Society meetings, and usually appeared as items in the meetings' minutes; but particularly
important objects frequently called for longer individual papers published as such in the Pro-
ceedings. These routine records were not, of course, originally introduced by Anderson, but they
seem to have become fuller and to have acquired a more professional tone after his entry into
office.

So much for the publications of Anderson's earlier years, but in assessing the work of a
curator it is natural to look at his museum as well as at his papers and books. What Anderson
thought about the functions of a National Museum of Antiquities is stated at length in the
first of his Rhind Lectures (infra) - in fact, the Museum is one of the bases on which his whole
system rests. It would be interesting, of course, to obtain, in addition to this theoretical statement,
some idea of his practical impact on the Museum when he assumed control, but the evidence
is regrettably slight and this for very obvious reasons. That is to say, in 1891 the collections
were moved from the Royal Scottish Institution, now the Royal Scottish Academy, to their
present quarters in Queen Street, and again during the First World War they were put into storage,
both of which operations must have resulted in reorganisation and rearrangement. They have
also been under the care of no less than four diiferent Keepers since Anderson's retirement in
1913. Their condition in the 1870s can in consequence only be inferred, and that without any
great confidence, from the Museum catalogues of the time, and it is far from clear how far these
reflect Anderson's own influence and how far he accepted matter inherited from previous regimes.
An edition of the Catalogue of Antiquities in the Museum of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland,
published in 1876, must certainly have been the one on which Anderson is known to have been
working in 1875 (Proc Soc Antiq Scot, 11 (1874-6), 327, but the antecedents of an earlier edition,
undated but described as 'new and enlarged', are doubtful; it is probably the one authorised
in 1870 (Proc Soc Antiq Scot, 8 (1868-70), 5), and bears definite traces of a fresh hand, but
whether or not this was Anderson's must remain uncertain in view of the comparatively short
time that he had then been in office. Comparison of both these editions with one of 1863 shows
that, while the skeleton of the older system was retained, certain classes of exhibit were consider-
ably enlarged and their arrangement rationalised to keep pace with recent advances in archaeo-
logical knowledge. Among the newly-added items there now appear some from Anderson's


