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BRONZE BOWL OF THE DARK AGES FROM 
HILDERSHAM,' CAMBRIDGESHIRE' 

T. C;LETHBRIDGE, M.A., 

INTRODUCTION 
THE late Dr W. M. Palmer always believed that an Anglo-Saxon cemetery was 
awaiting discovery on the Furrey Hills at Hildersham. On one occasion we cut 
trenches in an attempt to find it. This was unsuccessful as Dr Palmer did not know 
the exact spot where skeletons were reputed to have been found. During the Hitler 
war, however, a gravel pit on the northernmost of the Furrey or Fursey Hills 
(thought by Dr Palmer to be a corruption of ' Far Out '  hills) was used as a bombing 
range. The Rev. D. C. Britt-Compton, of the Geography School, was examining the 
geology of this pit in 1944,  and at the most southerly corner he stumbled on the 
remains of a bronze bowl, the hoops of a metal-bound bucket, part of an iron shield-
boss and a spearhead, which had been blown out of the lip of the pit by a hand-
grenade. He collected the fragments with the greatest care and, thanks to his 
industry, it has been possible to reconstruct a most interesting Dark Ages bowl. 
Dr G. H. S. Bushnell and myself accompanied Father Britt-Compton to the site in 
1946, and by making a small excavation were able to demonstrate that a burial of the 
Pagan Saxon period had once existed there. The socket of an iron spear was actually 
found in the remains of a grave. 

There is nothing unusual in the discovery of bronze bowls in Anglo-Saxon graves. 
Bowls of the so-called ' hanging '   variety adorned with enamelled escutcheons and 
'prints' have already been found in the neighbourhood of Cambridge on several 
occasions. The shield-boss fragments associated with the present specimen belong 
to the 'conical' as opposed to the 'carinated 'type, 2  but can• give us little help in 
dating the burial. 

HANGING BOWLS IN GENERAL 
No class of objects belonging to the Dark Ages has provided a better field for 
amateur detectives than the hanging bowls. Although they are often found in Anglo-
Saxon graves, the majority show unmistakable signs of having been made by Celtic 
craftsmen. Bowls of this general type were already in use before the Roman conquest, 
but nobody has ever felt . quite certain that he knew what that use was. Their range 
in time is considerable, for a specimen with the same form of hanging attachments and 
general method of construction was found in an Irish lake-dwelling and can be dated 

1  Map reference 52/553487. 
2  Recent Excavations in Cambridgeshire and Suffolk, fig. zi, no. a. 
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BRONZE BOWL FROM HILDERSHAM 	 45 
by its ornamentation to the eleventh century A.D. This specimen' was certainly a 
lamp. It has a wick projection and an oil strainer. Such a use for the bowls is also 
suggested by a picture in tie Cuthbert Gospels, 2  where one appears to be hanging 
beside the saint's head. 

There is, I feel, much to be said for Kendrick's view that many of the best examples 
of these bowls were made in Roman and in Arthurian Britain, but their manufacture 
certainly continued long after this period. Specimens were looted by Viking raiders 
and taken back to western Norway. 3  A very fine example was found in the Sutton 
Hoo ship  and the very well-preserved Winchester bowl was found in what was 
probably a seventh-century burial of a warrior with a scramasax. 5  At least one 
example, the Lullingstone bowl, 6  appears to show a form of interlacing coupled with 
naturalistic animals, which, although ultimately classical in origin, are perhaps 
related to those on the so-called Pictish carvings of the North. Kendrick dates the 
Lullingstone bowl early in the series. 

We have to consider a very great range in time for these bowls and also, in view of 
their utilitarian nature, the probability that they were made at several different 
centres. 

THE HILDERSHAM BOWL IN PARTICULAR 

This bowl, as may be seen from an examination of the plates, combines at least three 
styles of ornament. There are red-enamelled ' prints ' inside and outside the bottom 
(Plate X b, nos. 4  and  5), the inside one of which is purely 
Celtic in design and very complicated at that (Fig. i). 
Although the pattern is related to the kind of fine trumpet 
ornament which is found for instance in the Book of 
Durrow I it does not really conform to the type of design 
which grew out of the pelta-whorl, 8  and is more an 
elaboration of the triskele pattern. There are points about 
this print which recall the patterns of the genuine Early 
Iron Age. The second print bears two circular rings of 
classical running spirals but carries in the centre a spiral 
of more Celtic feeling. A very similar print from 

i 	
Fig. i 	 i. Faversham n Kent s figured by Kendrick 9  and dated 

by him to the fifth century. There are enamelled bronze strips bearing simple spiral 
designs, and others ornamented with pairs of rings and dots, which could almost be 
of late Romano-British style (Plate XI). There are three little enamelled naturalistic 

1  Hencken, ' Ballinderry Gannog ', P.R. Irish A. (1936), p. 191. 
2  Kendrick, Anglo-Saxon Art, vol. i, p1. LVIII. 
3  Viking Antiquities in Great Britain and Ireland, ed. H. Shetelig, vol. v, pp. 83-111  

4  The Sutton Hoo Ship Burial (B.M., 5947), pis. 9  and io. 
5  Kendrick, Antiquity (1932), p1. VII, no. 2. 
6  Kendrick, Antiquity (1932), p1. IV, and Baldwin Brown, The Arts in Early England, vol. iv, p1. CXX. 
7  Kendrick, Anglo-Saxon Art, vol. r, p1. XXXVII. 	 8  Ibid. P.  56. 

Antiquity, June 1932, p1. V, no. 5. 



46 	 T. C. LETHBRIDGE 

figures of dogs ornamented with ring and dot (Plate XI) ; some believe them to be'  
pigs, but whoever saw a pig with such a tail? These dogs, like the stags on the 
Lullingstone bowl, recall the ' Pictish ' stone carvings, and have a late Roman. 
origin. Finally there are the escutcheons which held the cords by which the bowl was 
suspended (Plate X). These are of open-work bronze, enamelled in two cases with 
patterns of a late Roman type (Plate X b, nos. i and 2). The third has a wavy line which 
ends in running spirals (Plate X b, no. 3).  The example nearest in style is that on the 
bowl found at Baginton in Warwickshire,' which Kendrick, I think rightly, dates 
soon after the close of the Roman period. The animal heads which form the loops of 
these escutcheons belong to the short rather than Kendrick's long-snouted variety 
and the rim of the bowl is not flanged. Both features are early in the series. 
. There is now a nice little problem. The escutcheons of the Hildersham bowl appear 
to be of fifth-century date, but one of the prints (Plate X b, no. 5) would be thought 
by many people to be much later. As it happens, there is another piece of evidence. 
A bowl with escutcheons of precisely the same form, although without the ornament 
in enamel of our specimen, was found in 1922 in a midden below the ruins of the 
mediaeval castle, Tioram, on a tidal island in far-away loch Moidart. It seems 
probable that this Argyllshire specimen was originally obtained from the same 
district as the bowls of Baginton and Hildersham. The most reasonable explanation 
that occurs to me is that all three bowls, together with others of the same general 
type like the one from Tummel Bridge in Perthshire, 2  were looted from sub-Roman 
Britain by Pictish and Saxon raiders in the fifth century of our era. If this explana-
tion is correct, can we be sure that the Book of Durrow is dated correctly to the latter 
half of the seventh century? Not only does one of our enamelled prints appear to be 
not so very much older than similar designs in the Book of Durrow, but there is also 
a picture in that book 3  of a beast with spirals on its limb-joints which is very much the 
same idea as that of the.-stags on the Lullingstone bowl. My belief in the accepted 
dating of the Book of Durrow has been shaken. Might it not be a good deal earlier 
than is supposed? No one can tell how old objects were when they were buried in 
Anglo-Saxon graves. The bowl in the Sutton Hoo ship may have been nearly new 
when it was buried, but it could easily have been old, for other objects in the grave 
were clearly heirlooms. 

Our Hildersham bowl then is a warning against overconfidence in accepting the 
opinions of authority, especially with regard to styles of art, without proper caution. 
( There was nothing, for instance, to prevent the illuminator of the Book of. Durrow 
from elaborating designs on old lamps hanging here and there in his monastery.) 
It is a fine- example of British craftsmanship, but we do not know where it was made, 
and we do not know its date of manufacture. All we can confidently say is that it 
was included in the funerary deposit of an Anglo-Saxon warrior buried before about 
A.D. 650. There is however a strong probability that the bowl itself was made before 

1 Kendrick, Anglo-Saxon Art, vol. i, p1. XXVI, no. i. 
2 For Scottish hanging bowls see P.S.A. Scot. LXXI, 1937- 

Kendrick, Anglo-Saxon Art, p1. XXXVII. 
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the date when Pictish raids into southern Britain ceased. So much of the ornament is 
. so close to that of late provincial Roman Britain that no other . conclusion appears to 
be reasonable. . . 

The bowl is now deposited at the University MUseum of Arôhaeology and 
Ethnology. Thanks are due to Imperial Chemical Industries Ltd. for making the 
plastic mould on which the bowl has been mounted, and in particular to Mr 
Maldwyn Jones and his staff, of the Plastics Division, and to Dr W. S. Bristowe for 
his introduction to them. The. actual reconstruction of the bowl was skilfully carried 
out by Mr S. C. Lilley of the Museum staff. . . . 
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