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Number 1 Poultry: Post-Roman copper alloy Richenda Goffin (MoLAS) 
 
Introduction 
 
The copper alloy assemblage from Poultry is made up of a large quantity of artefacts, many of 
which were metal detected.  The totals shown in the table below do not include coins and 
tokens.  It is possible that a considerable number of the objects are of Roman date, but this 
cannot be confirmed until further examination of the artefacts has taken place. 
       
 
Area Hand 

Retrieved 
Metal detected Total 

Unstratified 29 26 55
Evaluation 7 1 8
Area 1 71 0 71
Area 2 28 0 28
Areas 3 and 4 0 2 2
Area 5 1 3 4
Area 8 36 45 81
Area 9 20 21 41
Area 10 78 44 122
Area 11 17 20 37
Area 7/12 12 34 46
TOTAL 299 196 495
 
Table: Copper alloy objects from Poultry 
 
Area Quantity and type 
Unstratified 1 Copper and iron 
Area 1  2 Copper and iron, 1 copper, leather and 

fibre 
Area 10 1 Copper and lead, 1 copper and iron 
Area 11 2 Copper and lead, 1 copper and iron 
Area 7/12  2 Copper and iron 
TOTAL 9 
  
Table: Copper composite objects from Poultry 
 
Condition 
 
Generally speaking the copper alloy from the site was not well preserved, with many objects 
surviving in a fragmentary condition. Coffin furniture was in the best condition, with some of 
the inscriptions on the coffin plates being clearly legible. 
 
The assemblage 
 
Late Saxon/early medieval  
 
Very few identifiable artefacts relating to this period of occupation were recovered.  An 
exception to this is a medieval cowbell <3445> from [17529], an iron blade inlaid with copper 
and zinc <2834> [16993], and three brooches  <1746>, <2321> and <3884>.  A fragmentary 
copper item thought to be a pair of tweezers <693> may be of eleventh/twelfth century date. 
 
In view of the evidence of early medieval ironworking recorded on parts of the site, as well as 
evidence for non-ferrous metal manufacturing, it is likely that some diagnostic fragments of 
copper alloy waste are present in the assemblage.  Copper waste has been identified in 
many of the areas, although it is unclear at this stage how much is Roman in date and how 
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much is later.  There are many fragments of sheet waste, and fragments identified as runnels, 
although these require further examination. 
 
Medieval 
 
A small quantity of copper alloy was identified as being medieval in date.  Artefacts include 
two finger rings <5566> and <2626>, an undecorated buckleplate <1614>, and an iron and 
copper lace chape <3127>.  A decorated purse hanger fitting <85> was found in [823], and is 
probably of thirteenth century date (Egan and Pritchard, 1991, p219).  A possible copper and 
lead seal <1914> was also found. 
    
Post-medieval 
 
More substantial amounts of copper were recovered from the burials associated with the 
church of  St Benet Sherehog.  Two very similar buckle fragments came from possible burials 
<86> and <122>, and there were a number of shroud pins, buttons and a lace chape <118>.  
A total of 7 buttons were recovered from burial [143], some of which had textile on the 
underside.  One of  these also had a leather fastening.     
 
Several items of copper coffin furniture were recovered, such as the studs <276> and <277> 
which have fibre and textile still preserved. Accession <439> is a well preserved shield 
shaped coffin plate with an inscription ‘Robert Wilson of Merton in the County of  Surrey 
Esquire died third of November 1660 aged 35 yeares’.  Composite object <145> consisted of 
a copper coffin plaque fragment with mineralised wood and iron screws.  
 
A decorated copper candlestick <6014> was recovered from one of the cesspits in Area 11, 
and is probably of seventeenth century date.  
 
The potential of  the data  
 
Late Saxon/early medieval 
 
1.  The copper alloy artefacts dating to the Late Saxon/early medieval period may provide 
useful evidence of the personal and domestic details of the occupants of the site.   
 
2.  The artefacts may provide evidence of the occupations and work which was undertaken 
by the inhabitants of the area. 
 
3.  Study of the copper alloy waste is important to the investigation of the evidence for the 
nature and extent of non-ferrous metal-working activity at Poultry.  It is possible that there 
may be discrete workshops which can be associated with the production processes.  The 
waste types may indicate the type of artefacts which were being manufactured and the 
decorative and artistic processes which were involved. 
 
4.  Investigation of the artefacts may also indicate unfinished objects, showing  the type of  
items which were being manufactured.  
 
5.  The technology of the construction of the objects may contribute to a wider understanding 
of the abilities and understanding of the craftsmen.  Accession <3445>, for example is a small 
copper bell, made of a folded sheet of copper, with a ring made from twisted copper inserted 
into the top which served both as a handle and a mount for the clapper.  Similar bells dating 
from the 9th-11th century are also known to have been made in iron.   
 
Medieval 
 
6.  Copper alloy artefacts may provide valuable information on the workshops and retail 
premises of those involved in production and trade of objects in Cheapside and Poultry.  It 
may be possible to establish when the industrial activities in the area died out.    
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7.  Copper objects of a domestic and personal nature may be of interest.  It is possible that in 
addition to items being manufactured and sold in the area, there are also artefacts associated 
with  wealthy merchants or aristocratic establishments.  
 
8.  Copper artefacts related to the medieval burials may provide information on burial 
practices and coffin furniture. 
 
Post-medieval 
 
9.  The artefacts may provide further evidence on the wealth and status of  the inhabitants of 
the area during the post-medieval period. 
 
10.  Artefacts relating to trade specialisations may be expected, such as drapers, silkmen, 
and grocers. 
 
11.  Artefacts related to the post-medieval burials may provide information on individuals 
buried in the cemetery, burial practices, and coffin furniture.  
 
Revised research aims  
  
Late Saxon/early medieval 
 
1. Many possible waste fragments, preliminarily identified as runnels and off-cuts were 
recovered from Poultry. What evidence is there for copper refining and manufacturing in this 
period?  Is there any dating evidence for its duration on site?  Is there any evidence of 
workshops for this activity?  How does the distribution of waste fragments compare with 
ferrous waste and lead waste?  Were the non-ferrous metalworking activities done in 
separate rooms, buildings, parts of the site to the ironworking?  How does this compare with 
documentary evidence?  How does it compare with the distribution of crucible fragments and 
with the crucible residues themselves?  Is there any evidence of copper associated with the 
metallic refining related to the fragments of litharge? 
 
2.  What evidence is there for the personal or domestic belongings of the inhabitants at this 
period such as dress accessories? (see for example accession <2321>) 
 
3.  What is the dating evidence for the possible Late Saxon disc brooches?  How do they fit 
into existing typologies?  What parallels are there from nearby Bull Wharf? 
 
4.  What evidence is there for part of the site being used as a marketplace or assembly point 
for animals during this period?  Copper cowbell <3445> 
 
5.  What evidence is there for technological skills and craftsmanship in the artefactual record 
for this period?  The composite iron blade < 2834> with copper alloy inlays is a superb 
example of  Saxon workmanship and the technological aspects should be discussed fully in 
the iron section.  It should be compared with examples published in Aspects of Saxo-Norman 
London p25 (see iron assessment).  This may form part of a discussion between different 
material types.  
 
Medieval 
 
6.  How much evidence is there for non-ferrous metalworking occurring during the medieval 
period, and when does it diminish?  
 
7.  What evidence is there of personal and domestic items at this period? (See accessions 
<85> <1746> <2626> <5566>).  Are they unusual or of particularly high quality? 
 
8.  Are there any artefacts related to trading activity during this period?  (see possible scale 
pan <3567>, coin weight <2592>, and seal <1914>). 
 
Post-medieval 
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9.  Which copper artefacts relate to the post-medieval burials? One burial  (context [440]) was 
associated with ten tokens, two lace chapes, 16 pins and a strap-end.  Other burials 
contained small artefacts such as a buckle <86> and a button <293>. 
 
10. How does the calligraphy and style of the coffin plate of Robert Wilson of Merton compare 
with others of a similar date?  Comparisons could be made with the burial furniture from 
Farringdon Street and Romford Church (Passmore Edwards Museum). 
 
11.  What does the copper alloy candlestick <6014> and the decorated button <1485> 
suggest about the wealth of the inhabitants in the seventeenth/eighteenth centuries?  This 
may form part of a discussion involving other finds categories such as ceramics and glass.   
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