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The Ladykirk Stone is a Pictish inauguration stone similar to the 
famous “Stone of Destiny” - but better, since it has a pair of 
carefully fashioned footprints. Several legends are told about the 
stone, the oldest being by the 16th century writer, Jo Ben: 

Old men relate that a certain Gaul, being expelled from the 
country, and for a place of safety went aboard some ship, 
when a great tempest suddenly arose, they were exposed to 
danger, and suffered shipwreck, he at length jumping on the 
back of a monster, vowed, humbly praying to God, that if he 
should be carried a safe man to land, in memory thereof he 
would build a church to the Virgin Mary. The prayer being 
heard, he was drawn a safe man to shore, by the assistance 
of the monster. At length the monster being changed into 
stone of its own colour, he himself placed it in that church, 
where it still remains… 



Other early writers tell a quite different story, describing the 
footprints as having been made by Saint Magnus. One version of 
the legend tells how Saint Magnus made a visionary appearance 
on the day of the Battle of Bannockburn. He was in a great hurry 
to bring the news of the Scottish victory to Orkney. When he 
could not find a boat, he took the stone and miraculously crossed 
the firth, leaving the stone in the church with the imprint of his 
feet. 

The stone is probably a good deal older. It is believed to be an 
inauguration stone which was used in ceremonies when kings were 
installed. The Lords of the Isles in the Hebrides and kings in 
Ireland continued to be installed in this way until the end of the 
Medieval period, so descriptions of the ceremony exist. The 
inauguration stone was placed on the summit of a mound 
(presumably this stone was placed on the mound on which the 
church now stands). The new king stood in the prints, thus 
symbolising his intention to follow in the footsteps of his 
ancestors. 

A similar stone is found in the Broch of Clickhimin in Shetland, 
so these inauguration stones may well be from the Iron Age. 
However, the fact that stone has always been preserved in a 
church suggests that it continued to be used in the Christian 
period (probably 8th century). It might still have been used until 
the Norse took over the islands. 

Saint Mary’s has always been a place of special importance to the 
people of South Ronaldsay who have carefully preserved the 
stone in successive churches on this site for upwards of 1200 
years. 
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