
TARBAT DISCOVERY CENTRE                

It is now eight years since the excavations at the Pictish monastic site in 

Portmahomack have concluded. That is not to say that nothing has been 

happening since then and over the past few years many of the finds 

from the later years of the dig have been examined by various experts 

world-wide and the results of all these will soon be published. As an 

added bonus, specialists have been able to investigate close on two 

hundred skeletons found at the time of the excavations and these have 

been found to cover a period of over one thousand years. It is extremely 

seldom that scientists have the opportunity to access so many remains 

and from such a wide period of time. In recent years, new methods of 

analysis have been discovered that were not available twenty years ago 

and the teeth and bones of people long gone can now tell us so much 

more about our ancestors - where they came from, what they ate and 

how they lived and died. 

 Now these results are available and there is a fascinating story to tell of 

these individuals from Easter Ross who happened to end up buried 

underneath the Tarbat church and in the earliest examples, even before 

the church was there, as investigations have revealed earlier pre-

Christian burial sites. Shirley Curtis-Summers talk will present the results 

from recent bioarchaeological research on the Portmahomack human 

skeletal collection that dates from the 6
th
 to 17

th
 centuries AD. 

Osteological and stable isotope analysis was conducted on 178 human 

skeletons to reconstruct aspects of diet, disease and trauma. Analyses 

from this study have yielded remarkable results, including evidence of 

violence, suggesting inter-personal conflict; a change in diet over time, 



reflecting social and religious influences, and a number of other 

pathologies that suggest the medieval people of Portmahomack had a 

far from easy life. Dr Curtis-Summers will share her discoveries and 

reveal aspects of life (and death) at medieval Portmahomack.   

All will be revealed for the very first time on Tuesday the 22nd of 

September in the Portmahomack Hall at 7.30pm with the talk being 

entitled: 

From Fast to Fish and Flesh to Bones: Diet, Disease and Trauma at 

Medieval P ortmahomack. 
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