
ART. V. - Later Bronze Age Pottery from Kirkhead Cave, Cumbria. 
By J. A. GILKS 

KIRKHEAD CAVE is located 1 1 km south-east of the village of Allithwaite, in a 
fault-scarp cliff line on the west side of Kirkhead Hill (SD 3910.7564), a headland 

of Carboniferous limestone, and at 34 m above sea level (Gale and Hunt 1985, 284-5). 
It was excavated from the middle of the nineteenth century onwards and, unlike a 
number of other caves excavated in this part of Cumbria, produced a vast number of 
finds, including what is probably the finest collection of Late Upper Palaeolithic flint 
tools yet found in a cave in north-west England (Wood, Ashmead and Mellars 1969, 
23). Also recovered were sherds of Later Bronze Age pottery and several flint tools and 
fragments of debitage, two items of Bronze Age metalwork (Clough 1969, 18), a Roman 
coin of the Emperor Domitian (A.D. 81-96), and Romano-British objects of iron, bronze, 
bone and amber (Gale and Hunt 1985, 283-304). 

The late Upper Palaeolithic flintwork has received much attention over the past few 
years (Campbell 1977, 124, 168-9, 183), whilst the Romano-British artefacts, especially 
the metalwork, has been briefly commented on in the literature (King 1974, 196). Alas 
the prehistoric pottery, which is preserved in the Lancaster City Museum and the Salford 
Museum and Art Gallery, has never received the detailed attention that it deserves. 

The Pottery 
The excavations undertaken by Messrs J. Bolton, W. Salmon, J. O. Middleton and 

J. P. Morris in the 1850s and 186os (Wood, Ashmead and Mellars 1969, 19), produced 
a small number of sherds of prehistoric pottery. These, and all of the post late Upper 
Palaeolithic artefacts listed above, were found in what Gale and Hunt (1985, 296-7) have 
termed the upper silty loams. 

According to Bolton and Morris prehistoric pottery was first found immediately inside 
the cave, in a trench cut initially from beyond the entrance to almost the centre, and at 
unspecified depths (though almost certainly less than 2 m from the surface), and consisted 
of "several fragments of pottery rudely burnt, similar in composition to ancient British 
cinerary urns" (Bolton 1864, 252); also from this area came "several pieces of rude 
unbaked pottery" (Morris 1866a, 360). A "small fragment of an urn" was later discovered 
less than 3.05 m from the rear of the cave, and at a depth of 1.83 m (Morris 1866a, 361; 
idem., 1866b, 170), whilst "a piece of rude pottery with holes" was found almost at the 
rear, and 1.52 m below the surface (Morris 1866a, 362). 

Only five sherds of prehistoric pottery survive. They comprise a large body sherd and 
two smaller pieces (which conjoin) and two fragments of rim. The large body sherd has 
a paper label on the outside on which is written "Ancient pottery, Kirkhead Cave", 
whilst immediately above it, on the surface of the pot, and in faded black ink, are the 
words "Early British Urn". These body sherds are probably those referred to by Bolton 
as having been found inside the entrance and which he described as "... ancient British 
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cinerary urns". Unfortunately the rim sherds cannot be reconciled with the vague 
published descriptions. 

Finally, it is worth recording that from a trench excavated in the late 196os—early 
1970s in the north-west corner of the cave, came a sherd of very coarse blackened pottery 
(Ashmead and Wood 1974, 27). 

Description 
The general state of preservation of the sherds is good; the surfaces are unabraded 

and the edges, apart from those of the large body sherd, which are almost completely 
covered with a thin coating of light brown soil, probably silty loam, are sharp. The 
pottery is illustrated in Fig. 1. 
I. Rim of bucket-shaped vessel, c. 240 mm in diameter, in a hard black fabric, dirty 

buff-grey both surfaces. Lancaster City Museum LML 34/2. 
2. Rim of bucket-shaped vessel, c. 200-24o mm in diameter, in a hard black fabric, buff 

zone below rim on outer surface, inner surface carbonized. Lancaster City Museum 
LML 34/2. 

3. Three conjoining body sherds from a large bucket-shaped vessel, in a hard fabric, 
buff-orange outer margin and a brown outer surface, brown inner margin and a 
mottled brown, dark grey-brown to dark grey inner surface; black core. Salford 
Museum and Art Gallery 102. 197411; 102. 1974/2; 102. 1974/3 

All are tempered with abundant, very coarse (up to 8 mm in diameter), ill-sorted, 
chipped fragments of rock. These have always been thought to be either crushed chert 
or flint (Watson pers. comm.), but on closer inspection, using a x io hand magnifier, it 
was clear that this was not the case. To resolve the problem three fragments were 
removed from the edge of one of the smaller body sherds and submitted to Mr K. S. 
Siddiqui of the British Geological Survey for petrological examination. Mr Siddiqui 
writes:  

The three chipped fragments, measuring up to 5 mm in diameter, are greyish in colour, well 
compacted and show jagged edges and choncoidal fracture. 

Thin section examination of a representative chipped fragment revealed a mosaic type granular 
fabric with grains showing, largely, an inequigranular texture. A few large lithic grains show 
rounded edges with slightly embayed boundaries. Spherulitic intergrowths are present. 

The dominant mineral component of the rock is plagioclase feldspar with sparsely distributed 
quartz. The mosaic type mineral fabric is set in a dense, yellowish-brown glassy groundmass. 

The grain size observed is as follows: 
Lithic fragments: 	 0.49 mm diameter 
Subhedral mineral grains (mainly feldspar): 	o. i4 mm diameter 
Spherulitic intergrowths: 	 0.056 mm diameter 

The texture of the rock suggests it is a tuffaceous rock but some textural modifications have 
resulted from firing of the pottery. 

The rock, possibly in the form of fragments of scree or, more likely, fragments 
quarried from an exposure (Siddiqui pers. comm.), was almost certainly obtained from 
the Cumbrian mountains which lie only a short distance to the north of the cave. 
Presumably the vessels were either made there or in the lowlands, perhaps in the Cartmel 
peninsula and just possibly at the cave itself. 
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Comment 
The fragments of pottery which survive from the excavations in Kirkhead Cave 

represent two - rim no. I is probably from the same vessel as the body sherds no. 3 -, 
almost identical plain, wide mouthed, flat-based buckets. These vessels are closely 
allied, in form, to a number of plain buckets recovered from the sand dunes (Sites IV 
and VII) at North End, Walney Island (Barnes 1956, 7, II, Fig. 4, especially 1 and I I) 
and recently from excavations at Pilling near Fleetwood in Lancashire (Edwards n.d., 
a, 6-7, Fig. 2A, 77/6, 78/55; idem., n.d., b, 5-8). They have also been found in some 
numbers in burial contexts on or near the coast of East and North Yorkshire at, for 
example, Catfoss (McInnes 1968, 1-7, Fig. 2, P5; Fig. 3, P8-PI 1; Fig. 4, P.A; Pl. 2), 
Kilnsea (Wenham 196o, 310, 313, Fig. 9, B; Gilks 1973, 178), Givendale Head and 
Lastingham (Elgee 193o, 85, Fig. 3o). Further south a cemetery excavated at Hover-
ingham in Nottinghamshire produced a large number of barrel-shaped pots, some with 
applied, finger-tipped cordons below the rim, and buckets (May and Wheeler 1971,   75), 
the last not unlike those found in the Kirkhead Cave. Numerous other sites, both 
domestic and funerary, in the north have produced bucket-shaped vessels and these have 
recently been discussed by Burgess (198o, 131-46) and Manby (198o, 319-26, 35o-55, 
Figs. 4 and 5). 

Also recovered from Kirkhead Cave, and mentioned earlier, was a fragment of coarse 
pottery with holes, unfortunately now lost. It was probably from a vessel of bucket-
shape and which had a series of small perforations below the rim. Interestingly sherds 
from vessels of this type were associated with the plain buckets of Sites IV and VII at 
North End, Walney Island (Barnes 1956, 7, 11, Fig. 4, 3-5, 7, 8; Fig. 5, 13-16). Also 
probably related is the urn, with perforations and a plain cordon below the rim, found 
at Flaxby in North Yorkshire (Addyman et al., 1964, 87-9o, Fig. 2) and perhaps the 
rim sherd with two holes from the Heathery Burn Cave in County Durham (Hawkes 
and Smith 1957, 159, Fig. 6, 3). Outside the region an exceptionally large group of 
perforated, and plain and decorated, vessels were found by Mercer during his excavations 
at Grimes Graves in Norfolk (Longworth 1981, 39-41,  Fig. 24, P23-P36; Fig. 25, P39; 
Fig. 26, P86, P88, P89; Fig. 3o, P182-P197). They are also known from Wales and 
Scotland and these, and the vessels from northern England, were commented on by 
Coles in his report on the Flaxby urn (Addyman et al., 1964, 187-9o). 

Many of the bucket and barrel-shaped vessels found in the north compare in form to 
the bucket and barrel urns of the Late Earlier/Later Bronze Age Deverel Rimbury 
tradition of southern Britain. However, unlike the urns of the south, which are often 
decorated with applied plain, or finger-tipped, cordons and/or incised or impressed 
decoration, the great majority of northern vessels are undecorated and of coarser fabric 
and therefore cannot be classed as Deverel Rimbury. Those which almost certainly can 
include one or more buckets from the site at Pilling, which carry small, closely spaced, 
impressions, possibly produced by a rounded pebble or tool, on the body, and which 
resemble the fingertip decorated bucket urns from the Deverel Rimbury cremation 
cemetery at Ardleigh in Essex (Erith and Longworth 196o, 180-89, Fig. 2, B I -B7; Fig. 
3, B6-C3). 

Beyond these superficial comparisons, and in the absence of a series of radiocarbon 
determinations, little of value can be said about these northern vessels other than to 
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suggest that most of them, including those from the Kirkhead cave, might be viewed as 
the Late Earlier/Later Bronze Age highland zone equivalents of the Deverel Rimbury 
buckets and barrels of the south. 
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