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ABSTRACT

Aspects of Bronze Age Metalwork in Northern East Anglia

by C F Pendleton

The bronze age metalwork of northern East Anglia is well known, both for
its qualitv and quantity. The main concentration occurs along the
south-eastern fen edges which are recognised as one of the primary

centres of metalwork in Britain. ‘Due to the 'wet' nature of the tenland

the metalwork from the area has formed one of the main supports tor the
belief, over the last 25 vears., in a practice of bronze age wetland

ritual or votive deposition. The main theme of this work examines this
important issue. The fenland material has not been isolated but is put

into a regional context by the exanmination of other finds from northern

East Anglia.

Although mainlv using metalwork this studv is principally concerned with

the meaning of the metalwork assemblage rather than individual artitact
analvsis. Central to the work is the collation of important information
on items reported earlier, together with a wealth of hitherto unrecorded

material. Closely related is a detailed analysis of the locations of

finds. An attempt is also made to resolve some of the problems that are

basic to artifact research, such as the reasons for the distribution ot

finds and their interpretation.

Several problems are highlighted bv these studies, such as the need 1o
research other contemporarv material and analvse the etftects of both

depositional and post-depositional processes. In East Anglia the most



important of these. which has probablvy caused enormous variation in the
distribution of finds has been arable agriculture, some of the effects

of which are examined and analvsed.

Vhereas previous studies have been dependent on material not necessarily

representative, accuratelvy provenanced or numerically significant. this

work provides, for the first time, a relatively sound basis. allowing
some significant re-evaluations of the practices, organisation and

settlement patterns of society in bronze age East Anglia,
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Thefimportance of metalwork to studies*ofjthe bronze age is;ondeniable.
Over recent years this emphasis has lessened, due to a growing, yet
stillkvery insubstantial knowledge of other aspects of the archaeol-

- ogical record. Nevertheless it is still the metaiwork which is commonly
used in establishing the main frameworks for interpretation of the

period, especially with regard to chronology. regionality and social

analysis.

This reliance on the metalwork evidence, together with a natural

3 foooination with these reodily recogniaoble and identifiable artifacts
.}ssiﬁee the time of the earlier antiquarians of the 19th century, has
;‘resulted in a wealth of written works and studies. In view of this long
- ﬁfstory of research 1t is all the more amazing that many of the basic

| 5;36r questions concerning bronze age metolwork. although frequently
Sootulated or hypoéheoized upon, remain unanswered.H For example we

| cannot usually 1dent1fy the function of the majority of the items,

ng "‘?I‘*-l’ﬁ

_ . ,.r”' Farﬂ- «h,f "Hﬁ...: A
deapitdﬁgiving them convenient labels, for instance, axes, which may
m“*"f "w* T

: o, ,"m:r;mh gl 1 fa- '

;have aorVGdﬁa -variety of uses either as tools, weapons or both as is

4.!5“""‘ ;
Jnsupported by the range of, often contemporary, forms and sizes (see

chapter 6.9b),

Sinilarly. the lack ofﬁaccurate studies of diatribofions of different

implement forms and dates must be seen as a real gap in our knowledge



and a severe limitation to our understanding of the period.

Unfortunately this problem is not easily surmountable, for two main

reasons: firstly the lack of knowledge of the original frequency of

objects (due to bronze age re-smelting etc) and secondly; more
alarmingly, the poor quality and selectivity of records relating to

those objects that have survived into historic times, together with

understanding the reasons why this survival occurred.

Clearly related to distributions and the factors affecting them is a
knowledge of the frequency of objects, their'value. and, consequently,
their likeiy status and role in society. Although these fundamental

issues have been the subject of general discussion, ver} little detailed
work has attempted to examine either the known, or potential, number of

metal articles in circulation in the bronze age.

This study aims to examine some of these issues. In view of their basic

nature they should reasonably be assumed to be preliminary rather than
subsequent, to other research and interpretations which will neéd to be
based upon the results. It is suggested that as a consequence, many

earliéﬁﬁwpf?;3 without such foundations, may, indeed are likely to, need

h'::ﬂu o o
tl"-:. -

drastic revision,

PR I
The area chosen for this research (see chapiér 2) has been limited to

the three counties of northern East Anglia: Cambridgeshire, Norfolk and
Suffolk., Numbered finds referred to in the1text relatewto the county

computer record numbers used in the catalogues and are prefixed by a C,

N or S for each county, or by a 1 relating to finds from.north-wést



Suffolk listed in catalogue 1 but not yet having a county computer

record number.

There were several reasons for the choice of these three counties,
particularly my personal knowledge of the area and its peoples, its

wealth of artifacts, its geographical position and the diversity of the

gsurviving archaeological evidence and environments.

Having grown up in the fen edge area of Cambridgeshire, Norfolk and

Suffolk I had the advantage of local, although limited, knowledge of the
local terrain, soils and agricultural practices and, probably most
significantly, was able to gain the confidence of individual farmers,
land workers and local collectors with relative ease, This was of major

importance during the main accumulation of data which was based on field

and personal observations rather than published accounts.

The seeds of this work were sown in 1980 when I carried out an intensive
survey of the bronze age metalwork from the village of Vest Row, in the
parish of Mildenhall, in north-west Suffolk (details available from the
author or from the Suffolk Archaeclogical Unit, Shire Hall, Bury St.
Edmunds, Suffolk). By interviewing local farmworkers and the finders of
the metalwork very encouraging results were achieved, some 43 separate
items being listed, of which 44% (19) were unpublished and 26% (11’ in
private possession. It was possible to record a precise findspot for
51% (22) of the artifacts, an approximate findspot for 7% (3) and only
in the case of 42% (18) of the items was it not possible to give more

than a general location. The relative success of the study was due to



the intensity of research. However, it was felt the true value of the
work could not be realised unless a larger physical area was examined.

- It was hoped that this would allow recognition of any wider implications
‘that could be demonstrated by the distribution and nature of the

metalwork, This was likely to be particularly applicable in the East

Anglian area where the abundance of bronze age artifacts has been
obvious for well over a century (cf Evans 1872 and 1881, Fox 1923 and

1933 and Ashbee 1984). Indeed in the late 19th century Henry Prigg
wrote 'There 1s probably no part of the kingdom, for its extent, more

prolific in antiquities than the north-west district of Suffolk’, a view

recently endorsed by Vest (1985, 3).

Despite this wealth of material remains East Anglia bas, in recent
years, been very much in the background in the study of the bronze age

- in Britain and in terms of research has been treated somewhat as a

parochial backwater. Unfortunately this is probably due more to its
lack of surviving standing monuments, its geography and history than to
its relative importance. Indeed it is, arguably, the single most
important area of Britain in this period. Certainly no other area of
comparable size can boast over 11,000 recorded bronzes. The realisation

that Eastern England is devoid of raw material magnifies. the

significance of this.

The main concentration of artifacts occurs along the fen edges which are

recognised as one of the primary centres for metalwork in Britain. It
is part of this fen edge zone that has been studied in detail in this

work (chapters 6 and 7) and emphasises the importance of intensive, as



opposed to extensive, survey methods. The results allow, for the first
time, a soundly based evaluation of the reasons for such a wealth of

metalwork’ and important re-assessments of bronze.age ritual,  settlement
and society result. Based on this it would appear that the majority of
earlier works have relied on an inadequate factual base and have

exaggerated the results of, usually small scale and limited, initial

research, often through no fault of the originators.

A classic exanmple is presented by two paragraphs in Bridget Trump's
paper 'Fenland Raplers' (Trump 1968, 225) in which she suggested -a
ritual explanation for the preservation of so many rapiers (and -
palstaves and looped spearheads) in the East Anglian fens.- Resulting
from this superficially convincing but strictly limited observation,
popular concepts of water based ritual depositions of prestige metalwork
have developed and continue to-be.expounded by a variety of authors,
ﬁithout an adequate research basis. A few of the more influential
examples of these are noted in chapter 12, The prominence placed on
these assumptions of bronze age ritual practices over the last twenily .
years have dominated models of bronze age society and economy. - It is
suggested that as a result of some of the detailed research in this work
(chapters 6, 7, 10-and 12) these now need re-examination. ..

The record of over 11,000 -objects in-the three counties raises a number
of important issues., For instance; it became clear, from the small
study of 1980 (above), that only a small amount of the metalwork was
actually recorded and the existing.documentation was usually of a very

poor standard. Since 1980 the massive increase of metal detecting and a



plethora. of commercial outlets for the finds has increased the problem
significantly. The praoblems encountered with documentation (see chapter
6.5d), and more specifically in specifying precise finds-spots, are

partially a result of the finders' difficulty in relating field

observations to maps, often of a small scale. Usually personal

interviews, frequently extending to field visits, are the only

relatively reliable way of checking the accuracy of the records.

On occasions original documentation can be found which transforms the
evidence presented in museum catalogues and published sources. For
gxample the late Rowley Edwardson, curator of Moyses Hall museum, Bury
iSt. Edmunds, Suffolk, mapped many of the more important finds obtained |
by the museum on a set of pre-grid system six inchee to the mile
~Jordnance survey m;ps. These included many of the bronzes which he was
| particularly keen on. The items were also catalogued and published in

~ the Proceedings of the Suffolk Institute of Archaeology and the Council

for British Archaeology Group 7 Annual Bulletins. Checking the detailed

| ﬁapping revealed that none of the cited grid references were correct.
Despite usually being quite close, often between 50-200 metres (or 2-3

‘fields) out; this difference is quite critical in the localised
.,_{ . 1

"..-*’ i
e arier B

)

*topogfaﬁhyﬁjfwthe fens and fen edges where most of the items originated.

The- discrepancies- are probably not surprising in view of the pre-grid

Vhat is surprising, and

large scale maps in use in Moyses Hall.

alarming, is the fact that this main regional museum, one of only two in
the county, did not bhave working maps over a 1:50000 scale (1 inch to

the mile metric equivalent) until 1991. As a result any grid referenes

cited by Moyses Hall are likely to be, at best, approximationms.



Personal knowledge has also played an important role in verifying the
reliability of the information. Although today this might appropriately

be applied to some metal-detector users whose complete honesty may be
suspect, and it is important to know how genuine information is likely
to be, this is by no means a problem limited to the present. The citing
of false provenances and the faking of objects is clearly illustrated

amongst earlier collections in East Anglia by, for example, the Clouston

collection (see chapter 6.5c and appendix 2a); various items from the
Arreton hoard (Needham 1986) and a flat axe from Exning (S6420; Needham
1983, 338). Unfortunately it is impossible to know how much of the 19th
~ and earlier 20th century material falls into these categories, although
it 1s suspected that many more artifacts in museum collections are

falsely documented than is at present recognised, especially if

originating from a purchase.

The problem presented by museum records again highlights the need, when

possible to personally check details with the finders (who are
frequently not recorded). The large amount of material in private

possession also necessitates the seeking out of likely individuals,
including farmers, farm workers, private collectors and metal detector
'users. though clearly it 1s not possible to visit each and every one.
The revwards of this kind of research are illustrated well by the
following account. I had been informed of a man working in a carrot
washing plant who had found a bronze axe. Upon visiting him it
transpired that two had been found on separate occasions, both of which
were rare flanged forms (catalogue 1.27 and 1.32). Before leaving I

asked, as I always did, whether he had found any other objects. He



$

“rééponded by shbwing'me a small collection of flint axes and arrowheads
and a stone pestle-shaped object. On examining this last item I was
told, as an after-thought, how he bhad found what he thought was a brass
‘loop, on the same field, when élearing weeds off his plough share. It

was kept for cleaning and mounting on a wall. Since it didn't polish

fvery well he hadn’t bothered with it any further and had relegated it to
the shed. He retrieved the item for my inspection. It was a unique late

middle bronze age bronze torc, the first from Suffolk and the only cast
example from East Anglia (Pendleton 1986). Other similar accounts can

be ‘related personally and by many other field workers who, in addition

to researching the documentary evidence, take the trouble to talk to

people.

How representative the surviving metalwork is of contemporary bronze age

assemblages is another key, although not completely answerable, issue.

It ig felt that the preservation of bronze age horizonse has occurred in

the fens due to their blanketing by peat. The comparatively recent
drainage and subsequent arable agriculture has disturbed, and offered
the means of recording, a representative sample of artifacts. This has

also identified the area as one needing detailed research.

1
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Ciéarlygiiérélare'difficulties in relating a sample from the fens and
fen edges to other landscapes, although the implications of such
comparisons are, again, significant. Attempts to study this problem
have recently been aided by the recognition of a new source of
artifactual evidence that has only become available over the last 20

years, namely small items of bronze age metalwork located by metal



‘detecting.: The evidence presented by these finds is drastically
Hﬁltering'the nature and patterns presented by former, largely
unrepresentative, finds (see chapter 9). The recent renewal of field

walking surveys has also helped in assessing the problems of bronze age

ﬁterritorial and settlement patterns and are seen as an important, and

necessary, addition towards understanding the distribution of bronze age

metalwork and the social -implications (chapters 9 and 11).

One of the more obvious, yet major, considerations is the contemporary

Galue of bronze. Metal has usually been seen to be a valuable commodity
in its own right in bronze age times. ' This would appear to be valid in
the case of gold items (see chapter 12.5b and chapter 8.5 1) and, to an"

extent, 0f early bronze age metalwork. However, the 11,000 bronzes and
more of later bronze age date, representing an unknown but probably
quite minor proportion of the true number of objects, rather suggestis
that this popularly held belief is incorrect for the later bronze age.
Most of the objects need not be viewed as material wealth of high
prestige, but should perhaps now be seen more as rubbish, discarded like
pottery or stone artifacts. In view of the considerable lengths, both
phygicaliaﬁd;geographical. that the bronze age population must have gone

ot i - \
e ‘&-ﬁn"fu
it ; | "y ""f' ™

to.inuﬁiiifiéignd importing the metal into the region the organisational

>
d
:
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and economiciimplications are considerable. We are not left with a view

of a simple agricultural peasant society at a basic level of

subsistence, but with one able to consistently produce, control and

exploit enough surplus to result in such a mass of recorded finds.



On the other hand the change in objectivity resulting from bronze being
common and of low relative value bas implications regarding its
association with status and elites. A consideration, but not one I wish

to answer here is: do hierarchies still need to exist or could the

material be more representative of a egalitarian society, especially

when coneidering the observable differences seen in the Vessex area

where such elites would appear toc have been present?

A more down to earth consideration concerning this vast amount of
metalwork was how could I deal with it. Bronze age metalwork was
originally chosen as the subject matter as it had generally been better
recorded and more easily recognised than other prehistoric artifacts and
its frequency was thought to be at a level so as to allow it to be
worked upon without being overwhelmed by a welter of information. I
admit I was wrong on that count!{ In view of the amount of material and
the need to carry out detailed survey work it became necessary to

concentrate on an area within the three counties small enough to allow

the work not to be too confined by physical and financial constraints.

The area choaen. the district of Forest Heath in north-west Suffolk,

‘covered;anaarea of. approximately 144 square miles (37,398 hectares) and

"'”k+
is discusaedfin detail in chapter 6. Having grown up in the district I

had tha ;;;;ﬁtage, not only in knowing the area and people relatively
well. but also of having carried out a considerable amount of field
work, mostly field-walking, on the north-west Suffolk fen edges between
circa 1960 and 1982. I was also one of the two fieldworkers for the

Fenland Survey of Suffolk in 1986 and 1987 and worked on variocus local

excavations, for example the round-barrows at Chamberlain's Farm,

- 10 -



Eriswell (Dymond 1973) and Pin Farm, Gazeley (Petersen 1973); burnt
flint patches at Chairfen and Cooks Droves, Mildenhall (Murphy 1979 a

and b) and early bronze age settlement sites at Mildenhall (MNL 130 ‘and

165, Martin and Murphy 1988). In addition to this I had catalogued the
entire archaeological collection of the district's main museum at

Mildenhall, where I obtained an insight into the problems pertaining to

museum collections, and which in most instances appear to be

proportionately magnified the greater the size of the museum.

Being situated in the north-west corner of Suffolk the intensive survey
adjoined the principal fen edge zones of Cambridgeshire and Norfolk.

Following the fieldwork in north-west Suffolk it was hoped to carry out
a general background study of the three counties and follow this up with
further detalled work, perbaps of a slightly different nature, in two
sinilar areas of Cambridgeshire and Norfolk. The background study was
intended to be based on the bronze age metalwork recorded in the County

Sites and Monuments Records.

'

As Suffolk County Sites and Monuments Record Officer I am, to a certain
extent, familiar with the practices and metbods employed in compiling
these records and hoped that the information available would 'be
relatively consistent in quality and content. ‘Unfortunately this proved
not to be the case (see chapter 8.1 and 8.2). The limitations imposed

by the poor quality of information within the Cambridgeshire Sites and

Yonuments Record and the appalling records in the Cambridge University
Museum of Archaeology and Anthropology (both in 1986) caused the rapid

abandonment of any practical possibility of further work in
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Cambridgeshire, The recognition of the variability of information
(County Sites and Monuments Records) is an important issue for
researchers. It is particularly relevant for those studying artifacts
rather than 'sites', the latter tending to be more frequently and

thoroughly recorded.

Several other limitations need to be pointed ocut. Probably the most
‘personally restrictive was the difficulty in finding time to carry out

the essential detailed research, and also the time consuming listing,
analysing and mapping, especially as a part time student in full time

- work. This is not to mention the other duties expected of a husband and
father. For these reasons the research had to be locally based, which
as I illustrated above, was undoubtably advantageous, possibly vital, to
many aspects of the detailed research. One disadvantage of this
situation was the lack of good local library facilities (it might be
added that the majority of Sites and Monuments Records have the same

problem). Although theoretically available at Cambridge (35 miles
away), 1in practice most of the documentation unavailable in the county

record offices had to be studied at Nottingham (135 miles away).
Therefore I have not attempted to find an array of comparisons, either
for examples of specific items of metalwork, or of a range of ideas,

claims, assumptions, theories or hypotheses regarding bronze age life in

most of the rest of England or continental Europe,

Indeed 1t 1s felt that attempts to correlate local evidence with that
from outside the region could in many instances be misleading. It is

clear from any reasonably detailed studies that during later prehistory
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England should be seen as a number of discrete territories. This is not

to disregard the obvious contact and influences evident with other
regions, as witnessed in, for example, several of the items or traits

seen in the metalwork, 1nc1udiﬂg the source metal itself. Some obvious

examples of long distance contact already highlighted by various authors

can be cited, for example, the stone axe and jet trades; beaker pottery;
the Vessex connection (note the two 'gold! barrows at Little Cressingham

and Birchanr in Norfolk, see Taylor 1980, 45-7); the Arreton tradition;

an enormous range 0f other metal types up to the end of the bronze age,
eg Hallstatt C bronzes and even late iron age coinage. The range of
contacts, and reasons for them, are mbstly unknown, as is the economic
basis for it - livestock, perishab<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>