
ART. IV - An Irish Bowl Food Vessel from the Netherby Hall Collection,
Kirk Andrews on-Esk
By ANN M. HALLAM

MOST of the surviving Bronze Age pottery from Cumbria rests in Cumbrian
museums and has been published in the Society's Transactions. A notable

exception is an Irish bowl food vessel (Cambridge University Museum of
Archaeology 25.337, D.1912.16). Since it was an item from the Pennant collection
at Whitford Hall, it was assumed that it originated from Whitford, Denbighshire
(Clark 1925, 82 and pl. VI; Davies 1949, 393-95 and fig. 167). This note proposes
to illustrate the vessel and correct this attribution.

Description of the Irish Bowl Food Vessel (Fig. 1)

The vessel is 102 mm high, with a mouth diameter of 147 mm, a maximum
diameter of 160 mm, and a base diameter of 30 mm. It takes the form of a slightly
carinated bowl with a distinct foot ring and a 7 mm internal rim bevel.

The decoration is zoned, with the chief decorative motif repeated on either
side of the carination. On the rim bevel occurs a faint zigzag of square-toothed
comb impressions almost obliterated by zigzag "false relief' executed with a V-
shaped tool. The same motif occurs beneath the foot. On the exterior of the
rim, the comb is used to create short oblique impressions and three or four
horizontals, applied spirally with three rows of square-toothed comb
impressions below. Above the carination, a zone of plain false relief zigzags
encloses successive bands of pendant triangles, lozenges or leaf shapes, and
upright triangles, all filled with oblique comb impressions. The carination is
emphasised by a zone of herringbone comb impressions enclosed between
horizontals, three above and two below. Below the carination, the zone of plain
false relief zigzags is repeated, enclosed beneath by three rows of comb
impressions.

The undecorated exterior surface of the vessel is a very well-smoothed 5YR 4/2
(dark reddish grey) to 5YR 3/2 (dark reddish brown) . There is some indication of
re-firing: areas of 10YR 3/1 (very dark grey) occur, and at one point near the rim
this appears to have "melted off" the decoration. The decoration itself appears to be
soil-filled (7.5YR 6/4). Alternatively, this deposit may be interpreted as the remains
of an ochreous paint that was used for lining in. The interior is 10YR 3/1 (very dark
grey) with some ash flecks.

The vessel was decorated over a smoothed and moist surface, as was the usual
Earlier Bronze Age practice. As the surface became drier, it became more difficult to
make the impressed designs "key in". Close examination indicates that the potter
began by working, top down, on the exterior of the vessel. Next the rim bevel was
ornamented, followed by under the base. Here the almost too d ry surface took the
comb very faintly. The design was completed only just in time.
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44^ IRISH BOWL FOOD VESSEL

FIG. 1. Netherby Hall Irish bowl food vessel

Discussion

Irish bowl food vessels vary in profile from a simple bowl form to a tripartite ridged
form which approaches that of a Yorkshire vase food vessel. Their origins in late
Beaker ceramics have been exhaustively discussed (ApSimon 1958, 31-35). On the
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basis of frequency of occurrence, they have long been held to have originated in
Ireland (Clark 1935, 83). Indeed, in a survey covering Ulster, over 100 examples
are recorded, comprising a third of the Earlier Bronze Age pottery from the Province
(ApSimon 1969). Apart from our vessel, none was recorded in a survey of the
Bronze Age pottery from between Solway and Clwyd (Hallam 1990). However, a
thin distribution extends to pa rts of Scotland and to the Isle of Man: eighteen Irish
bowl food vessels are held to occur in south-west Scotland (Simpson 1965) and
there are at least three Manx examples, namely that from Cronk Aust, Lezayre (fig.
2.1; Clark 1935, pl V) and the two examples from Bishopscourt Farm, found in
1953 and associated with inhumation burials in cists (Annual Repo rt of the Manx
Museum and National Trust 1953, 6). The profile of the Netherby vessel is close to
these and to the profiles of several Irish examples (Fig. 2).

The nearest recorded so-called Irish bowl food vessel comes from Carlesgill,
Langholm, Dumfriesshire (Simpson 1965, fig. 3, no. 17). However, many would
regard the Carlesgill vessel as a Yorkshire vase type, comparable in form, though not
in decorative detail, to the pair from the primary cist at Shield Knowe, Bewcastle.
The vessel from the secondary cist at Shield Knowe is a typical Irish vase (Hodson
1940, fig. 1.2). Nevertheless, the Carlesgill example does display two decorative
techniques, "false relief' and square-toothed comb impressions, which are also
employed on our "most elegant urn".

The zigzag "false relief" motif is widely employed on food vessels in Ireland
and, to a lesser extent, elsewhere. Clark mapped twenty-nine examples of its use
in northern Britain, two thirds from Scotland (Clark 1935, fig. 10). An updated
map would show more examples, including an Irish tripartite ridged bowl food
vessel from Cour, Kintyre (Scot 1971, fig. 2) and an Irish vase food vessel from
Newton, Northumberland (Gates 1981, 46-47, fig. 2.2). The motif is also
distantly paralleled in the ornamentation of two large food vessel urns from
Hillbury Barrow, Wrexham, where Fox notes the use of a "V-shaped" tool (Fox
1925, 177-81, figs. 1, 2).

Square-toothed comb impressions are common currency on beakers (see, for
example, Brougham and Garlands, Fell 1950 pl 2 a, c). Comb impressions are very
occasionally used also on food vessels close to the Beaker potting tradition. At Shield
Knowe, for instance, fine-toothed vertical comb impressions occur on the external
rim of one vessel (Hodson 1940, fig. 1.2 (3)).

Typically Beaker also is the emphasis on the reserved areas of the design on the
"most elegant urn". Fox shows how the curved "X" may derive from straighter-
sided bar chevron motifs on late beakers, where impressions or incisions are used to
throw forward the undecorated areas (Fox 1925, fig. 8; ApSimon 1958, 32). The
decorative scheme on the Netherby vessel is closely paralleled on the Cronk Aust
example. This likewise carries the false relief motif on its internal rim bevel and the
diamond or "leaf' motif in the main decorative zones (Fig. 2.1). Other examples of
this motif occur on at least half a dozen Irish examples (Abercromby 1912, i, nos.
242, 298, 325, 380, 383, 394).

As is the case with other food vessel types, the great majority of Irish bowl food
vessels "come from burial deposits; but (in Ireland) sherds have also been found on
domestic and ritual sites" (Waddell 1976, 285). In Ireland, about 50% come from
crouched inhumations in pits or cists, whilst about 50% have been found in pits or
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short cists and are associated with cremated bone (Waddell 1976, 286). The record
indicates a cremation context for our vessel.

Radiocarbon determinations increasingly indicate that the late third/early second
millennium was a period of considerable temporal overlap between ceramic styles.
Three dates are worth quoting, however, without comment on calibration issues. At
Ballynagilly, Co. Tyrone, a Neolithic to Earlier Bronze Age occupation site, a
charcoal mass containing an Irish bowl sherd was dated 1640 ± 60 be (UB 198).
The skeletal material associated with the Bishopscourt Farm Irish bowl was recently
dated 3560 ± 70 BP (information from A.C.C. Johnston, Manx Museum). At
Coney Island, Lough Neagh, an occupation site with Irish bowl material was dated
1400 ± 80 be (UB 43) .

The Attribution of the Vessel

The Whitford attribution is demonstrably erroneous, despite the vessel's undoubted
presence in the former David Pennant collection. Thomas Pennant (1726-1798),
David Pennant's father, came into the Whitford estate in 1763 (Dictionary of
National Biography). He records that he "enlarged the scenery of the broken
grounds, the woods and the command of water". He also discovered a profitable
deposit of lead, which no doubt helped to finance both his improvements and his
travels in Wales, England and Scotland. Most were undertaken between his first
wife's death in 1764 and his remarriage in 1777, after which, he declares, he lost his
taste for wandering and preferred to make "imaginary tours". He was one of Gilbe rt
White's correspondents: replies to his letters, which he had returned to White, form
the basis of White's Selborne (White 1789). Dr Johnson called him, "the best
traveller I ever read; he observes more things than almost any one does" (Boswell,
Life of Johnson, 12 April 1778). He may therefore be judged a reliable informant.

Johnson's own tour to the Hebrides was undertaken in 1773. However, Pennant
had preceded him. In May 1772, he set out on his second tour into Scotland
(Pennant 1774). He travelled, as usual, on horseback, was accompanied by the
botanist, the Rev. J. Lightfoot, and was attended by Moses Griffith, artist and
engraver, "a worthy servant". En route, he stayed in the vicinity of Kirk-Andrews-on-
Esk, and catalogued the antiquities at Netherby Hall. The collection consisted
chiefly of Roman material from the Roman fort, Castra Exploratorum. In the
published account of the tour, the Irish bowl in question is clearly illustrated and is
referred to as "a most elegant urn, found full of ashes" (Fig. 3; Pennant 1724, 74
and pl VII) .

Over twenty years later, Pennant catalogued his own collection at Whitford
(Pennant 1796). On this occasion, he was without the assistance of Moses Griffiths.
The "most elegant urn" receives no mention. Surely he would have catalogued it,
particularly if it were part of the "history" of Whitford. Possibly it reached the
Pennant collection either after 1796, the publication date of the "Tour", or after
Thomas Pennant's death in 1798, when the Downing estate and his father's
antiquarian collection were inherited by David Pennant.

David Pennant's own interests lay in the direction of county affairs and the
welfare of country folk. During his travels in Ireland, he showed a particular interest
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in educational matters (Fox 1925, 190). In 1846 his daughter, Louisa, married the
remarkably handsome Rudolph William Basil, Viscount Fielding, subsequently the
eighth Earl of Denbigh (Burke's Peerage). Thus it came about that, in 1912, the then
Earl of Denbigh loaned the vessel to the Cambridge University Museum, donating it
in 1925 (Fox 1925, 184-5).

Fox published a pair of photographs, showing the vessel both upright and viewed
from the base. These photographs were re-used both by Clark and by Ellis Davies
(Clark 1925; Davies 1949). The north Welsh attribution was thus widely
disseminated. However, both Savory and Fell pointed out that the vessel came more
probably from Cumbria (Savory 1958, 202, note 2; Fell 1967, 22, 24). Fell has
argued for the presence of Irish influences or imports in Bronze Age Cumbria (Fell
1940). Her material includes bronzes and also enlarged food vessels from
Branthwaite and Aglionby (Fell 1940, 127 and pl IV.2) . The "most elegant urn"
reinforces her argument.

However, tracing the vessel to Netherby Hall in the eighteenth century is no
absolute proof of its Eskdale provenance: Fox, discussing it in its putative Flintshire
context, suggested that Thomas Pennant might have purchased it from Ireland (Fox
1925, 185). Alternatively, David Pennant might have acquired it as a mere souvenir
during his Irish travels (Fox 1925, 190). The same lines of reasoning might be used
to account for its presence in 1772 in Lord Preston's collection at Netherby Hall.

FIG. 3. Netherby Hall I rish bowl food vessel
Source Pennant 1774
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Considering the parlous state of Netherby in the early eighteenth century, it seems
unlikely that such an elegant trifle would have been purchased for the collection at
that time.

The Netherby Estate

At the time of Thomas Pennant's tour, the Netherby estate, "this vast tract of
country", was owned by Charles Graham, third Viscount Preston and Lord Graham
of Esk. According to Sir John Clark, on tour in 1741:

My Ld Preston's house at Neitherbee (sic) is built out of the stones of the Roman station. It
is as very sorry, ruinous place as any nobleman's house I ever saw.... The tenants here are
very poor and their rents very small. The culture of the ground is much neglected. . . .
There are no enclosures and very little planting.... Possibly this desolation is oweing (sic)
to the disorder upon the borders of England and Scotland before the Union of the Crowns.
I see few trees here above 50 or 60 years standing (Prevost 1962, 251-2).

Mawson quotes further comments on the state of agriculture on the Netherby estate
and elsewhere in Eskdale in the eighteenth century (Mawson 1980). Two sets of
events may be held to account for the neglected condition of the estate. Though
Richard Graham had prospered under Charles II and James II, his Stuart loyalty was
also his downfall. Under the Stuarts, he was created Viscount Preston in the
Kingdom of Scotland, was Ambassador to France for several years, and then Master
of the Wardrobe and subsequently Secretary of State to James II. After the
Revolution of 1688, he was sent to the Tower, but was soon released and retired to
his seat at Nunnington, near Helmsley. "Intending to go to King James in France,
he was apprehended on a boat on the Thames" and tried for treason. The pleas of
his friends, however, gained him pardon and he lived quietly at Nunnington until his
death in 1695 (Nicolson and Burn, vol. ii, 468).

Charles Graham, third Viscount Preston, seems likewise to have been an absentee
landlord and possibly sho rt of funds also. He married Anne Cox, the daughter of a
City wholesale grocer, and was only 32 when he died in Bath in 1739, two years
before Sir John Clerk's trip (Burke's Peerage, 10, 680, note k). His aunts inherited,
and through them the estate came to the Reverend William Graham, Dean of
Carlisle and Wells and also rector of both Arthuret and Kirk-Andrews-on-Esk, who
died in 1774, two years after Thomas Pennant examined the Netherby collection.

Was Thomas Pennant a guest at the Dean's house in 1772, whether at the Hall or
at the Rectory? Was an unrecorded friendship in the next generation the reason for
the transfer of the "most elegant urn" to David Pennant's collection?
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