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A HOARD OF ROMAN BRONZE BOWLS 
FROM BURWELL, CAMBS. 

TONY GREGORY 

This article is published with the aid of a grant from the 
Council for British Archaeology 

IN 1966 Mr P. A. Smith of Burwell was levelling the surface of a field which 
until that date had been too irregular to be ploughed, and so had remained under 
pasture within living memory. The bulldozer unearthed a collection of bronze 
vessels, which were damaged in the process: at the time of discovery they were 
apparently stacked one within another, but when the vessels were brought into 
the Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and Ethnography it was 
impossible to reconstruct their original order. The hoard was given to the 
Museum by Mr Smith, and remains there under the numbers 1969.33-44. For 
further details of the findspot, see the excavation report by D. M. Browne (p.  81). 

The hoard consists of eighteen objects,' eight bowls 'of 'Irchester' type, three 
one-piece carinated cauldrons, one carinated bowl, a handled skillet, a hemi-
spherical fluted bowl, two penannular rings with incised decoration, and two 
other vessels which are not sufficiently complete to show their original form. 
With the exception of the fluted bowl (no. 16) these vessels belong to types 
which occur in the horizon of hoards discusesd by Kennett, 2  which, although 
they vary in composition, draw on a restricted range of vessel types. A further 
hoard, not noted by Kennett, was discovered at Helmsdale in Sutherland in 
1868, and also belongs to this horizon .3  (See Plates I and II.) 

'Irchester' bowls 
This type has already been discussed in detail by Kennett in his paper on the 

hoard from the type-site :4  it is characterised by an omphalos base, rounded 
body and inturned rim. In most cases the rough work of shaping the vessel 
se ms to have been done by hammer-raising, and the base and body finished on 
a lathe, but the shoulder and rim usually retain hammer marks. The turn at the 
rim and base tended to compress the metal, with the result that several of the 

1 Ant. J. L (1970), p. 344. 
2  D. H. Kennett. 'Late Roman Bronze Vessel Hoards in Britain'. Jahrbuch R.G.Z.M. 18 

(1971) p. 123-148. 
J. M. Joass. 'Notice of a hoard of Bronze vessels found, in 1868, near Helmsdale, 

Sutherland.' P.S.A.S. 20 (1886) p. 214-218. 
D. H. Kennett. 'The Irchester Bowls.' Journal of the Northampton Museum and Art Gallery, 

4 (1968) p. 5-39. 
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bowls are severely cracked, either vertically at the rim, or horizontally at the 
junction of the body.and base. (Figs. 1 and 2.) 

The smallest and sturdiest of the type in the hoard: the inturned rim is clumsily executed 
by uneven hammering and 'the turn of the base is also rather inept: the metal is creased 
at the angles, but not cracked. The body, on the other hand, is regularly turned and 
decorated with parallel burnished bands. The central hole in the base is not filled. 
The rim of this example is neatly turned, without any traces of hammering, and so must 
be assumed to be lathe-turned or lathe-finished at least. In two places the rim and 
shoulder are split vertically; these splits have been repaired with patches which have not 
survived, but which were held in place with solder keyed into deep scratches on the 
external surface. Rivets lent additional security to the repairs, but only the holes survive 
at the rim. The base had broken away in antiquity, and the repair can still be traced in 
a band of solder keyed into the scratched surfaces at the edges of the break. Four rivet 
holes survive above the base in the band of solder, and one of these still contains a rivet 
made from a strip of bronze sheet tightly rolled, inserted into the hole and burred over. 
It is likely that the solder and rivets held in place a bronze ring-patch such as nos. 17 and 
18, but since rivet holes are absent from both of these it is unlikely that they were used 
in this particular" case, unless the rivets form part of an earlier repair. The hole in the 
middle of the base is filled with a rivet of the rolled-sheet type already described. See 
Plate III. 
.This vessel is now badly cracked and extremely fragile, but seems to have been carefully 
made. A small split at the rim has been patched and a small area of scratch-keyed solder 
remains. The central hole in the base is filled with a rolled-sheet rivet. 
The rim is roughly turned and retains clear hammer-marks: faint tool-marks on the 
exterior of the body suggest that it was lathe-finished, but most of the work on this vessel 
was done by hammer. The base bears a penannular band of scratch-keyed solder, 
suggesting the use of a ring-patch such as nos. 17 and 18, which correspond well to the 
diameter of this bowl. The basal hole is filled with a rolled-sheet rivet, which on the 
underside is covered by a patch of solder. 
The turn of the rim and base were accomplished by hammering, and use of the lathe 
restricted to the body. Two minor cracks in the turn of the base have been patched with 
short individual patches, 'one horizontally and one vertically: of these only the scratch-
keyed solder remains. The central hole in the base is unfilled. 

6.. This is a carefully made vessel in very thin metal. A crack in the rim and shoulder has 
been repaired with a soldered patch, and the base, which had broken away, has been 
replaced with a ring-patch such as nos. 17 and 18. The central hole in the base is. unfilled. 
The rim of this vessel has been turned by rough hammering, and the edge of the rim 
retains the mark of a chisel which was apparently used to square it off. Closely spaced 
concentric circles on the upper side of the base attest lathe-finishing, and on the under-
side of the base around the unfilled central hole is a small square impression, which 
probably represents the head of the lathe. 
This bowl is sturdy and unrepaired; both the rim and the base have been turned by rough 
hammering and the basal hole is unfilled. 
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Plate Ill: Burwell hoard. No. 2, showing repairs. 
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Fig. 1. Burwell hoard, nos. 1-4. Scale 4. 
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Fig. 2. Burwell hoard, nos. 5-8. Scale 1. 
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Carinated one-piece cauldrons 
These cauldrons are made of thin bronze and consequently are extremely flimsy. 

The cauldrons in the Wotton hoard, 5  which closely parallel these, had iron 
reinforcing bands around the outside of the rim, to which were secured the 
handle attachments: no traces of these survive in the Burwell examples but, 
some such device would have been necessary to give the vessels stability. (Figs. 
3 and 4.) 

This vessel has a concave neck, a slight carination and a gently curved body and base. 
The rim, is slightly everted and crimped. Just below the rim two opposed pairs of holes 
have been punched through the neck with a tool of square section: the rim is missing 
around much of the perimeter, and there may have been other pairs of holes in corres-
ponding positions around the rim. These holes may well have held handle attachments 
like those seen on the Wooton cauldrons. One upper hole contains an iron rivet, with a 
circular domed head on the outside and a shank of circular section protruding on the 
interior. The body below the carination bears horizontal bands of tool-marks (P1. IV), 
probably from lathe-working, and the basal hole is filled with a rolled-sheet rivet. 
This cauldron is larger and flimsier than the previous example, and the rim is rather 
wider, in proportion to the diameter at the carination. Two holes in the neck are 
diametrically opposed, and the rim survives above only one of these: in this case there is 
no second perforation, but there are traces of iron corrosion, suggesting that the upper 
part of the supposed handle-attachment was held in place perhaps by an iron clip which 
did not penetrate the metal: on the other hand the position of the corrosion could be 
fortuitous. The base is heavily patched with sheets of bronze placed on the inside and 
held in positionTby rivets of rolled sheet: these patches are carefully applied, and the rivet 
holes have been pierced from the outside. One of the patches covers the centre of the 
base, with the result that it is now impossible to tell if there had been a central hole. 
The rim of this, the largest vessel in the hoard, is not reconstructable : the neck seems to 
have been narrow and the carination is slight. Below the carination horizontal bands of 
tool-marks survive, and are probably the result of lathe-turning. The base and sides are 
heavily patched with sheet bronze and rolled-sheet rivets, but with much less care than 
in the previous example, the rivet holes often having been pierced from within leaving 
jagged edges protruding on the exterior. Several fragments of bronze sheet with a straight 
edge survive, and these may belong to this vessel and be fragments of the rim. One of these, 
no. 11 a, has been heavily patched and then a clip inserted to secure a split in the patch. 
This clip consists of a strip of metal with tapered ends, folded into a T-shape, inserted. 
through the crack from the outside and then folded back to hold it in place. This clip 
can only have been intended to secure the patch to the original bronze, but why this 
technique was used rather than the usual rivet is dtfficult  to see. A second strip of bronze 
has been applied over the edge and rivetted in place: the loop thus formed is full of iron 
corrosion, but the loop seems much too flimsy to have been intended for suspension. 
The loop is also applied over a patch, and thus could be a secondary feature of the vessel. 
Many of the possible rim fragments are iron-stained, suggesting the presence, of an iron 
strengthening band. 

R. A. Smith. The 'Wotton' hoard. P.S.A.L. 27 (1 915) p. 76-95. 
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Fig. 3. Burwell hoard, nos. 9-10. Scale +. 
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The base of a smaller vessel in much thicker bronze, which is probably of this type. 
Pronounced tool-marks, made with an instrument with a working edge of about five 
millimetres, are visible, but they radiate upwards from the centre of the base, rather than 
running horizontally as the tool-marks do on nos. 9 and 11. The surviving part of this 
vessel seems to have been formed by hammering, but there is a hole in the centre of the 
base, which is filled with a rolled-sheet rivet. (Fig. 5) 

Carinated bowls (Fig. 5) 
This unusual type, with an .omphalos base and a foot ring, also occurs in the 

Helmsdale hoard.' with a bowl of the Irchester type. 

This vessel is extremely well-made in thick bronze: the angles are well turned and the 
vessel is lathe-finished, if not lathe-turned throughout. The vessel was badly split when it 
reached the museum but the only trace of repair is a little solder at the carination. The 
basal hole is filled with a plug of lead. 
The rim survives of another vessel, either of this type, or a skillet such as no. 15. 

Skillet (Fig. 5) 
The short-handled skillet also occurs in the Irchester 7  and Knaresborough8  

hoards in association with bowls of the Irchester type. 

Skillet with an everted rim and rounded base which meets the vertical side at a marked 
angle. The base has the marks of lathe-turning and an unfilled central hole. The handle 
continues the line of the rim and then lifts at a slight angle; the underside bears hammer-
marks which are concentrated at the edges to slight flanges. The principal expansion 
occurs at the end, but there is a pair of slight swellings close to the root of the handle, 
reminiscent of the marked expansion seen on the 'oar-handled' skillets. This latter type 
is well-known in Britain and in Europe in the second and third centuries A.D. being 
associated with a short-handled skillet and Jrchester type bowls at Knaresborough 
and with one-piece carinated cauldrons at Whitfield, Northumberland (9). 

Hemispherical bowl (Fig-6) 
This vessel is very distinctive, differing from the preceding vessels in several respects: the 
rim is decorated with a stamp in the shape of a horse-shoe applied from below, and three 
zones of stamped decoration have been applied to the body from within. On the lower 
part of the body ribs have been raised from within, apparently with a chisel with an edge 
of 10-12 millimetres. The details of the tooling, as seen from within, are rather slip-shod, 

6 J M. Joass. 'Notice of a hoard of Bronze vessels found, in 1868, near Helmsdale, 
Sutherland.' P.S.A.S. 20 (1886) p.  214-218. 

D. H. Kennett. 'The Irchester Bowls.' Journal of the Northampton Museum and Art Gallery, 
4 (1968) p.  5-39. 

7 above, p.  32-36; H. J. Eggers 'Romische Bronzegefasse in Britannien' Jahrbuch 
R.G.Z.M. 13 (1966) p.  107 and fig. 41. 

9 D. J. Smith. 'The Forgotten Whitfield Hoard of Bronze Vessels'. Archaeologia Aeliana 4. 
xlvii (1969) p.  172-181. 
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Fig. 5. Burwell hoard, nos. 12-15. Scale . 
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the individual tool-marks being rather irregularly spaced, but from the exterior the 
impression is created of regular ribs. This seems to be intended as a copy of the fluting 
common on silver vessels of the Roman period, and more rarely on bronze bowls (10). 
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Fig. 6. Burwell hoard, nos. 16-18. Scale . 

H. J. Eggers 'Romische Bronzegefasse in Britannien' Jahrbuch R.G.Z.M. 13 (1966) fig. 42.8 
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The base is decorated with a circle of horse-shoe shaped stamps, applied from below, 
within a circle of punched dots: in the centre of the base a rod projects 4 millimetres into 
the interior, and upon this rested a disc. This disc was lost before it could be fully 
recorded, and this description is based on a reproduction made from memory, after the 
loss. The original was made from a circle of sheet bronze, and just covered the un-
decorated centre of the base. It was decorated with horse-shoe shaped stamps within a 
circle of punched dots, and in the centre with six bosses, into the central one of which 
fitted the rod. That part of the base which would have been concealed by the disc is 
covered with solder, suggesting that the disc was applied to provide extra decoration on an 
area which was too weak to allow much stamping. Five cracks in the rim had been repaired 
and in two cases the patches remain: they are held in place by rivets of bronze rod, the 
ends of which are flush with the both surfaces of the vessel, unlike the heavily burred 
rolled-sheet rivets used to repair the other ve3sels of this hoard. Solder was also used on 
the patches, and applied to the surface of the vessel without any scratch-keying. The 
repairs are much more careful and discreet than those on the other vessels, and reflect 
the exceptional nature and quality of this vessel. 

Ring-patches (Fig.6) 
17.-18. Two penannular ring-patches with solder adhering to their concave faces: it is 

probable that they were used to restore the bases to nos. 4 and 6, but this does raise 
problems. The convex faces are decorated with inscribed sd oils and leaves filled with 
dots. In the suggested repairs these decorated faces would have been on the underside of 
the vessels and visible only from below. Also the maximum wear would be expected on 
the peak of patches, which does not agree with the facts: the decoration is at its best along 
the peaks and fades out at the edges, as if maximum wear had occured there, which is 
impossible to reconcile with the use of the patches as base repairs. 

CHRONOLOGY 
This hoard belongs to a small group of bronze vessel hoards which are connected 
by shared vessel types, namely lrchester,' 1  Knaresborough,' 2  Helmsdale,' 3  Halkyn 
Mountain,, 14 Wotton 15  and Sturmere.' 6  These hoards need not be contemporary, 
but seem to represent the products of a continuous industry which can be dated 
by individual associations with imported bronze vessels, which are parallelled 
in dated contexts on the continent. On these grounds the Irchester hoard should 
be attributed to the period AD 350-450, in consequence of the late 4th century 

11 D. H. Kennett. 'The Irchester Bowls.' Journal of the Northampton Museum and Art Gallery, 
4 (1968) p.  5-39. 

12 Eggers in n. 7 above, fig. 43, 11-16. 
13 J M. Joass. 'Notice of a hoard of Bronze vessels found, in 1868, near Helmsdale, 

Sutherland.' P.S.A.S. 20 (1886) p.  214-218. 
14 	'Bronze Vessels found on Long Rake, Halkyn Mountain, Flintshire'. Archaeologia 

14 (1803) p.  275. 
'ER. A. Smith. The 'Wotton' hoard. P.S.A.L. 27 (1915) p.  76-95. 
16 D. H. Kennett. 'Late Roman Bronze Vessel Hoards in Britain'. Jahrbuch R.G.Z.M. 18 

(1971) figs. 3-4. 
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date suggested for the 'bassins a bord godronné', while the Sturmere and 
Wotton hoards both contain shallow bronze pans with folding handles which 
Kennett compareswith Egyptian types" of the 4th to 6th centuries AD. The 
three cauldrons in the Halkyn Mountain hoard are of the triangular-eared type, 
which occurs in Anglo-Saxon graves at Long Wittenham,' 8  Sawston'9  and 
Ixworth Thorpe :20  these post-Roman associations, however, do not exclude a 
4th century date, since the Filzen hoard, dated to the 3rd century AD, also 
contains an example of the type . 21  The total possible date range for this horizon 
of hoards, on the evidence of associated exotic forms, is from the 3rd to the 6th 
centuries AD. This does not take into account the possibility that any of the 
hoards, and indeed any of the continental associations upon which the dating is 
based, could include objects several generations old when buried. The Irchester 
type also points to a possible post-Roman element in the horizon: Kennett has 
discussed certain Dark Age hanging bowls which are similar in form to the 
Irchester type 22  and this, together with the 'Celtic' style of decoration often seen 
on the escutcheons, would suggest the possibility of a strong native bronze 
industry surviving well into the Anglo-Saxon period. 

Techniques of manufacture and repair 
The common feature of the vessels of the Burwell hoard, where the original 

bases survive, is the presence of a neat hole in the centre of the base. This is 
filled in many cases with a rolled-sheet rivet, nos. 13 and 16 being exceptions 
with their plugs of lead and bronze rod respectively: those vessels with an un-
filled hole can easily be completed from among the many rolled-sheet rivets in 
the hoard which cannot be attributed to any vessel in particular. Most of the 
vessels show some traces of lathe-working, and the small impression in the base 
of no. 7 suggests that the hole was intended to take a locating pin centring the 
bronze on to the lathe-head. However, hammering is also in evidence both in 
forming and finishing, and it would be a mistake to interpret the presence of a 
basal hole as evidence of lathe-working to the exclusion of hammering. 

Repairs to the vessels indicate that they were used for a good period before 
concealment: the cauldrons are heavily patched, but since they are much 

17  D. H. Kennett. 'Late Roman Bronze Vessel Hoards in Britain'. Jahrbuch R.G.Z.M. 18 
(1971) pp.  137-138. 

18  V. Evison. 'Fifth Century Invasions South of the Thames'. fig. 136. 
19 Archaeologia 18 (1818) p1. 25.4. 
20 Proceedings of the Suffolk Institute of Archaeology 25 (195 1) p. 213. 
21 J Werner in S. Sprockhoff (ed.) Marburger Studien fig. 108.1. 
22  D. H. Kennett. 'The Irchester Bowls.' Jo urnal of the Northampton Museum and Art Gallery, 

4 (1968) p.  30-2. 
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flimsier than the other forms, this does not necessarily indicate a greater age. It 
would be difficult to suggest comparative ages of the different vessels at the 
time of concealment for this reason, but none are so strikingly new or old that 
they could be considered to be of a vastly different age from the rest. 

Three techniques of repair occur: the decorated bowl no. 16 is repaired with 
soldered patches and rivets of bronze rod, carefully finished so as to be un-
obtrusive. The bowls of Irchester type are repaired with patches soldered on to 
a surface keyed by scratching, and often held in place by rivets of rolled sheet 
bronze. The carinated cauldrons suffer from holes rather than splits, and the 
bronze is much flimsier: the holes are covered by unsoldered patches held in 
place by close-set rolled sheet rivets. The heads of the rivets have been burred 
over to achieve maximum security for the repair, and with little regard for the 
final appearance of the vessel. Such treatment suggests that the cauldrons were 
the most functional of the vessel types, and no. 16 the vessel most prized for its 
appearance. To the rivets of rod and rolled sheet must be added the clip of 
sheet bronze on no. 1 la. Al! three types of fastenings can be seen in the bronze 
hoard from Santon, Norfolk, dating from the mid 1st century AD 23:  the upper 
part of the Santon cauldron consists of bronze plates held in position by rivets 
of bronze rod, and the base has been repaired with an internal patch held in 
place by close-set rivets of rolled sheet. A fragment of sheet bronze from the 
same hoard, but not necessarily from the same vessel, has a patch held in place 
by a clip of folded metal. The same type of clip can also be seen on the cauldron 
of Anglo-Saxon date from Stenigot 24. The techniques of repair thus have much in 
common over several centuries, just as do the techniques of manufacture and the 
forms produced. This does suggest a native industry that survived political and 
cultural changes and was modified only slightly by new techniques, and by the 
addition of new forms to its repertoire. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

I would like to thank the Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and 
Ethnology for permission to publish the hoard, Miss Mary Cra'ster, Dr Peter 
Gathercole, Dr Brian Hope-Taylor and Mr David Kennett for all their help, 
advice and encouragement. 

POSTSCRIPT 

Another hoard belonging to the horizon discussed here, found at Weeting, 
Norfolk, is to be published by the present author in Norfolk Archaeology 
XXXVI Pt. II (forthcoming). 

23 In Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology. 
24 F. H. Thompson. 'Anglo-Saxon sites in Lincolnshire". Antiquaries Journal 36 (1956) 

p. 193-197. 
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