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t [R ead  on 29th April, 19 3 1.]  *

A s a result of recent researches in the Black Gate 
museum attention has been drawn to the bronze bowl of the 
Anglo-Saxon period preserved in the society’s collection 
there. A  note on the provenance of this bowl and the 
recovery of its escutcheons was published in last year’s 
Proceedings,1 and as a  consequence the council determined 
to have it cleaned and restored. It was entrusted to the 
staff of the British Museum, who carried- out the work 
adm irably. The restoration has brought out one or two 
additional points, and it is the object of this paper to give 
an account of the bowl as it now appears, and at the same 
time to discuss the object from a wider point of view than 
yras adopted in the original note.

It is-a shallow bronze bowl, 7 J  inches in diameter by 
3 |  inches deep, the lip formed by a hollow moulding semi
circular in section and finished in a flat r im ; the latter is 
double, the upper layer being bent in from the outside 
and hammered down flat (plate l x v ) .  The bowl is beaten 
out of a single piece of thin bronze in such a way that the 
base projects inwards at the centre and forms a flat circular 
boss; this is lightly engraved with a geometrical pattern 
consisting of a star of six points formed of intersecting 
segments, within a ring composed of two concentric circles 
bounding a simple running chevron; two other similar

1 PSAN, 4th ser., IV, 255. 
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rings of greater diameter extend the pattern to the^edge 
of the boss* (Plate lxvi, fig. i .) Underneath, this c i r ^ l ^ 7 ^ / W  
space is decorated by a precisely similar design which 
been in part overlaid by a narrow applied ring of bronze 
barely |  inch wide and 2 inches in diameter, held in position 
by four rivets the holes for which still remain. This ring 
is now m issing except for one small portion still retained 
by the sole surviving rivet. (Plate lxvi, fig. 2.)

There have been three escutcheons to hold the rings 
by which the bowl was suspended. Before restoration the 
marks where these had been fixed by some form of solder 
were plainly visible. Only two of the escutcheons were 
recovered from the tumulus at the time of the discovery 
(when they were thought to be fibulce), but the restorer has 
made a neat reproduction of the missing piece, and all 
three are now in place.2 The appearance of these escut
cheons can best be gathered from the full size illustration 
(plate lxvi, fig. 3), and it need only be added that the 
circular patch in the centre of the lower edge of each is a. 
spot of enamel, of a colour which cannot now be deter
mined, but which was possibly red. They are 2 inches 
long, and i j  inches in diameter.

In its general characteristics the bowl * is a typical 
example of a well-known class of objects peculiar to the 
Anglo-Saxon period, and known as “  hanging bow ls.M 
But in certain points of detail our present example differs 
from the main series. One of the chief features of bowls 
of this class is the presence, both inside and outside the 
recessed base, of ornamental plaques or medallions which 
in their decoration match the escutcheons. The engrav-

2 Dr. A lexander Seott of the technical staff of the B ritish  
M useum reported also that he believed the head of the better 
preserved of the two originals to be a  restoration. But it is 
precisely the head of the other original piece which is m issing; 
and there was therefore no model from which the supposed restora
tion m ight have been made; and in view  of the early  failure to 
understand the nature of these objects, and of the subsequent 
neglect which resulted in their separation from the bowl and in 
their v irtual loss, it is difficult to see how such a restoration can 
ever have taken place.



ings on the present example show that in this case such 
an arrangement was never intended, and the “  print ”  and 
exterior medallion are represented only by the narrow rim 
underneath (with possibly a second in a corresponding 
position inside the bowl).3 This arrangement appears to 
be paralleled only in the example from Basingstoke, 
H an ts; and even this piece shows engraved decoration on 
the upper face only of the central boss.

In the second place the escutcheons do not exactly 
conform to any of the known varieties. The scroll-like 
projections on either -side at the bottom are features not 
found-in other exam ples; but though these escutcheons 
present the unusual appearance of flat rings with hooks 
attached, this is only because an enamelled disc has fallen 
out, leaving them incomplete, and not because-they were 
so designed originally.4 The engraved key-pattern is also 
unusual, though the closely related step-pattern is found 
in relief on an enamelled disc from Mildenhall, Suffolk.5

T h is bowl has been identified with a gift made to the 
society in 18 13  by S ir J .  E . Swinburne, our first President. 
A t that time it was supposed to be Roman, but its true 
character was pointed out about the year 1859 by Albert 
W ay, as recorded by D r. E . Charlton in Archceologia 
Aeliana ,6 The only account of the find is contained in 
a letter from the donor printed in an appendix to the first 
annual report of the society (p. 32), which is worth 
quoting in f u l l :

“ The. copper vessel contained the fibulae, the ring, and the 
pieces of copper; and was found about a foot below the surface, 
at the east end of two large stones, in the centre of a small 
tum ulus, about one m ile and a quarter from the village of 
Capheaton.

3 This is suggested by the length of the remaining rivet.
4 This is indicated by the fact that the metal is thicker on 

the outside than at the inner edge, thus allowing the ring to hold  
a bevelled disc like the exam ple from Chesterton-on-Fossway, 
Warwickshire, figured in Archccologia LVI, p. 43. I am indebted 
to Mr. Parker Brewis, F.S.A., for this observation.

5 Illustrated, PSA X X II, p. 75.
6 2nd ser., IV, 251.



“  The tum ulus contained a  great m any cart-loads of hum an 
bones and sku lls , a ll being w ith in  two feet o f the surface. The 
copper vessel, from its form , is certain ly Rom an, as w ell as the; 
ring , and the two fibulae. . *

The exact site of the tumulus referred to is fortunately 
preserved by Hodgson, who states that it was situated 
“  about 100 yards to the south of the road from Capheaton 
to this place (sc. ‘ the W hite House ’), and near the east 
side of the way from K irkharle to Kirkheaton.” 7 More 
than this our records do not tell us.

ANGLO-SAXON HANGING BO W LS.

These bowls have long provided a field for discussion 
and speculation, and are remarkable among A nglo-Saxon 
antiquities for the number of problems, still unsolved, 
which they present. In turn their use, their decoration, 
and their date have all been the subject of prolonged 
inquiries. And the topic has again been revived by the 
recent discovery of what has been described as “  the finest 
bowl of the series ”  in the course of excavations on O liver’s 
Battery, W inchester.8 It cannot be claimed that our local 
example throws any direct light on a subject now fast 
becoming threadbare, but it does suggest one or two con
siderations which do hot appear hitherto to have been 
mentioned. In any case, members may be glad to have 
a summary of recent views on an interesting class of object, 
and one falling within a period with the remains of which 
we in the north have all too little opportunity of making 
ourselves familiar.

The one point now finally settled by the W inchester 
find is the structure of the bowls and the arrangement of 
the escutcheons and medallions. But from the fact that 
the enamels were fixed by solder and not riveted, M r. W . J .

7 History of Northumberland, part I I , vol. I, p. 229 n.
8 Ant. Journ.t vol. X I ,  p. 1 ,  Jan u ary , 1931. See also B .M . 

quarterly, vol. V , p. 104.



Andrews (loc. cit., p. 4) deduces an early date for the piece. 
H e argues that the use of solder must have preceded that 
of rivets, because it proved less efficient in practice; imply
ing that the craftsman would desert solder for rivets, while 
he would not do the reverse. That such considerations 
did not enter the craftsman’s head is shown by our own 
example, where both are in us.e together. If the metal
worker was adopting rivets on grounds of efficiency, he 
would naturally do so throughout, and would not be 
satisfied with a base-rim which was likely to remain fixed, 
and escutcheons which were not. Our own piece, what
ever its date, falls late in the series, as will presently be 
show n; and the presence of solder in its construction must 
rob the use of this material of any value as a  criterion 
of date.9

The use of these bowls has given rise to a variety of 
opinions/ and the matter is not yet settled. The early 
suggestion that they were gabatce or ornamental lam ps. 
hung in churches Is now discredited. S ir  Martin Conway10 
has suggested that they were used to hold valuables or 
fragile trinkets, while Mr. Reginald Sm ith11 suggests that 
holy water is the only substance which will fit the available 
facts. Both- authorities agree that they may have hung 
either in churches or in the halls of the wealthy. Mr. W . J .  
Andrew s12 has recently brought forward evidence from 
Beow ulf to show that they may have served as something 
like wassail-bowls at feasts, and when not in use have hung 
as ornaments in the house and formed a prominent , part 
of the owner’s “  treasure.”  But the shape of the lip makes 
drinking from these bowls almost impossible, and even 
pouring from them Would be difficult.

M r. Sm ith ’s view is based on the supposed necessity for 
a clear view of the interior ornament of the bow l; but the

9 The escutcheons and m edallions of the Ewelm e bowl, the 
accepted predecessor of th is type, are fixed by rivets !

10 P S A  X X X ,  84. .
11 Ant. Journ. X I ,  - i i .
32 Loc. c it., p. 6.



fact that there is an ornament at the bottom does not mean 
that it must have been intended to be continuously visible. 
One has only to think of the decoration of any ordinary 
dinner-plate to see how little force this argument really has.

T his view also necessarily implies a Christian origin for 
the whole series, which, in view of the date of associated 
objects, is impossible, unless we also accept the position 
that the bowls are of Irish origin, and owed their distribu
tion to the influence of the Celtic missionaries. This is a 
view which would explain many things, but is at present 
unsupported by any concrete evidence. If Ireland was the 
centre of distribution one would expect the objects in 
question to be at least fairly w e ll. represented there; and 
also in Scotland, the scene of much of the earliest activity 
of the Celtic missionaries. Y et, while traces of nearly 
forty of these bowls have been recovered in England, only 
one certain case is reported from Ireland (and that in a 
burial of the V iking period), and none is known from 
Scotland.

It seems that there is no reason why these bowls sTiould 
not have been intended to contain solids, and that .their 
form tells against their ,use as practical holders of liquids ; 
S ir M artin-Conw ay’s view, therefore, would appear for 
the present to be still the most reasonable.

One of the most characteristic features of these bowls ' 
is the distinctive form, with hollow moulding on the neck 
and flat rim, hemispherical body, and recessed base. It 
is a form which so far from being the result of foreign 
influence or, imported by the Teutonic invaders, is in
digenous and has been traced in a direct line of succession 
through examples from Ewelme, Launceston and Birdlip 
to the Cerrig-y-Drudion bronze hanging bowl of L a  
T£ne I . 13 But there are points of resemblance.to forms, 
of pottery at least, earlier still. The bronze bowl from 
Ewelme, generally regarded as the immediate predecessor 
of bowls of this type, shows a profile like that of certain



pottery forms of the end of the Halstatt period.14 W ith 
the characteristic hollow moulding below the rim and 
hemispherical body, the bowls themselves are reminiscent 
of the form of the Neolithic pottery bowl. The only 
difference is that the Neolithic- bowl is a true tumbler, 
while the Saxon bronze bowls have been provided with a 
firm stand by means of pushing the base inwards. Even 
this difference disappears when we compare our bowls with 
the Bronze A ge descendant of the Neolithic bowl, the 
food vessel; and the resemblance is increased when we 
find lugs for suspension disposed at equal intervals round 
the body of certain types of food vessel in exactly the same 
way as the escutcheons are disposed around the neck of 
the Anglo-Saxon bowls.

Interesting, however, as these comparisons are, they 
only, indicate a path which it may one day be possible 
to follow ; and for the present in the absence of any 
properly worked out sequence of pottery forms for this 
country linking up the earlier Bronze A ge wares with 
those of the L a  T6ne period, it is useless to lay any 
emphasis on similarities which may be more, apparent than 
real. It should not be forgotten that the hollow under the 
rim of the Neolithic bowl is best explained as a groove to 
take a withy or other pliant stick bent around the pot to 
serve as a handle, while that in theAnglo-Saxon bowls is 

\ for the purpose of strengthening the rim,; a task it performs 
very adequately on the half-tubular principle which is a 
method applying only to metal-work, and not in any sense 
to pottery. In addition the rounded base of the Neolithic 
bowl was retained for the purpose of g iving stability when 
it was pushed as a cooking-pot among the sticks and ashes 
of a fire, while the one thing certain about the Anglo-Saxon 
hanging bowls is that they can never have been meant to 
withstand the heat of a fire, or be subjected to a flame.

~ T he escutcheons and medallions of these bowls present 
a field for decoration of which full advantage has been

14 Cf* B .M . Guide, A nglo-Saxon Period, fig. 91, w ith B.M . 
G uide, E a rly  Iron A ge, fig. 85a.



taken. In by far the greater number of cases this decora
tion takes the form of enamelled designs in the Celtic style, 
and its intrusion into the almost exclusively Teutonic grave 
furniture of the Anglo-Saxon invaders is a phenomenon 
not yet accounted for. T his Celtic decoration is of the 
highest interest, but it is not our concern here. It is 
sufficient to say that it has been shown to provide a “  con
necting link between the flamboyant ornament of the pagan 
Celtic metal-work and the spiral ornament of the Christian 
Celtic M S S . and sculptured stones.” 15 The paradox of 
their development lies in the fact that the only region in 
which Celtic art was flourishing at this time was Ireland, 
a country in which these objects are almost unknown.

There is, however, another class of escutcheon to which 
no more than passing attention has been paid. These are 
the heater-shaped escutcheons, as found on the well-known. 
York  and Hawnby bowls. The only- writer who deals with 
them at all classes the Hawnby bowl with the Basingstoke 
example, which is certainly late, and treats both as a link 
between the normal Celtic type and those commonly found 
in Scandinavia with remains of the V iking period.16 In 
fact, however, this class- of escutcheon has an independent 
development throughout the whole period covered by the 
history of the Celtic escutcheons, and may ‘be derived from 
a different source. Fewer in numbers than its better known 
relative, its roots go farther back, and its influence on the 
succeeding type is greater.

Professor Baldwin Brown17 has noticed how the hooked 
bird-like heads of these objects resemble the swan’s-neck 
terminations of spoons and other utensils of the late 
classical period. A  most remarkable link is supplied by 
certain pieces of the hoard of late classical silver found on 
Traprain Law  in 19 19 .18 A  large circular silver dish, 
fluted and scalloped in conventional representation of a 
shell, was fitted with four escutcheons with heater-shaped

15 A rch& ologia  LVI, p. 39.
16 Mr. R. A. Smith in PSA X X II, 84. '

A rts in  E a rly  E n g la n d  IV, 474. ■ ,
“  I am indebted to Mr. Brewis for this important reference..



bodies and swan’s-neck hooks. They were soldered to the 
outside of the dish just below the rim, and clearly served 
a purpose similar to, if not the same as those under 
discussion.19 The hooks are bent outwards, and this is 
found in no case in the Anglo-Saxon • period; but one 
peculiarity we do find repeated in a most significant way. 
These iescutcheons are not flat plates, they are bulbous 
and hollow; they have a “  body.”  But that is precisely 
what we find in the case of the Y o rk  escutcheons also, 
which present a surface not flat but convex, bulging from 
the side of the bowl.20 The next stage, where the body 
is flat, is represented in the Hawnby bowl; but that the 
development had already started in classical times may be 
seen in the same hoard of silver, which also contained two 
similar escutcheons, heater-shaped and with a swan’s head, 
but flat, like those on the Anglo-Saxon bowls.21

The pieces of silver referred to are not precisely dated, 
but the bulk of the silver was of late fourth century date, 
and these pieces are not expressly excepted. It is 
significant, too, that Mr. Curie quotes as a parallel to what 
may be called the “  flat ”  form, two bronze examples in 
M rs. C rip p ’s museum at Cirencester, and for the thin form 
refers to the Esquiline treasure.22 The former are not likely 
to be later than the fourth century (and more probably of 
the first rather than the second half of the century), while 
the latter is known to be early fifth century. T his is strong 
support for our suggested development, but that both forms 
could be found together is shown by the Traprain hoard, 
W'hile the Y o rk  bowl shows that the earlier form must have 
survived at least to the end of the fifth century.

The typological successor to the Hawnby bowl may 
perhaps be that found at Sleaford, Lincolnshire,, with 
objects indicating a sixth century date.23 The escutcheons

19 A. O. Curie, The Treasure of Traprain , pp. 36-39, plate x v ii  
and fig. 18.

B.B., plate cx v , fig. 2.
21 Curie, loc. cit., p la te.x x x .
22 Loc. cit., pp. 77-78.
23 Archceologia L, 395-



are now flat, and also plain. But it is suggested that the 
type we are tracing was at this point invaded by the 
influence of the Celtic escutcheons, now at the height of 
their development, and the result may be seen in an 
example from Faversham , K en t.24 Here we have the 
classical heater-shape decorated in the Celtic sty le ; and the 
date, it may with all due caution be suggested, may be the 
beginning of the seventh century. Finally we come to the 
Basingstoke example in which the heater-shape has taken 
to itself wings and a tail and become a bird. T his was 
long ago noted as the predecessor of the Scandinavian 
development, but we suggest that it is not fanciful to see 
in this bird a descendant of the Faversham  example, and 
that the enamelled outlines on its back are directly derived 
from the merely decorative Celtic motives on the Faversham 
piece.

That the Basingstoke example is late there can be no 
question. Its similarity to later types, the engraved 
“  print,”  and the objiects found with it all point in the 
same direction.- The Y ork  bowl was assigned to the fifth 
century, a date which is now almost certain, by Professor 
Baldwin Brown even before the Traprain hoard came to 
light. The others are arranged in the interval between, 
and if the arrangement can hardly be said to be supported 
by the evidence of associated objects, at least it is-not 
contradicted.

A  last small class of escutcheons brings us to yet 
another paradox. These bowls have frequently been found 
in graves obviously pagan, yet some among them clearly 
show the influence of Christianity by the presence of the 
cross. The W ilton and Lullingstone bowls, and the open
work escutcheons from Faversham speak with no uncertain 
voice. A ll have escutcheons of which the cross is the 
leading motive, and any classification of the grave-goods 
of the pagan period must take account of these also. But 
they are few in number, and do riot alter the character of 
the greater number of these objects.



Our own escutcheons fall within none of these classes, 
but undoubtedly they are debased derivatives of the Celtic 
tradition, as may be seen in their circular shape, their 
enamel, and their vestigial scrolls.

On the general question of date there is no serious 
disagreement, and on the whole these bowls may safely 
be attributed to the sixth and the first half of the seventh 
century. Indications of the earlier date of a few pieces we 
have already noted,26 but it is to the fact that a number 
of these bowls may be of a later date than, is generally 
supposed that we would draw attention. Those with 
distinctively Christian ornament are not likely to be earlier 
than the middle of the seventh century, while the Scandi
navian examples are not so far developed on their own that 
a pretty close, continuity cannot be traced between them 
and the English  series. The Norwegian finds are dated 
to the beginning of the V iking period, and many^ of them 
are regarded as loot from this country. It would be odd 
if all .our native examples dating from the interval had 
perished, for the objects cannot be called uncommon. The 
W inchester bowl itself 'has been attributed to the sixth 
century, but the style of the pommel of the scramasax found, 
with it, ignored by the writers in the Antiquaries' Journal, 
shows that this object at least cannot be earlier than the 
seventh century, and probably fidls rather within the. later 
than the earlier half of the period. In this connection 
attention has already been drawn to the Basingstoke 
example, and in conclusion we would only quote our own 
Capheatori bowl, with its debased Celtic escutcheons and 
engraved base, in support of the proposition that here 
possibly we may have a class of object which, outliving 
the period in which grave-goods were regularly buried 
with the dead, may yet throw some light on the material 
surroundings and stylistic development of the Anglo- 
Saxons in what is, archaeologically at least, the most 
Obscure period in their history.
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