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AN ANALYSIS OF THE LATE BRONZE AGE AND
EARLIEST IRON AGE FINDS FROM SOMERSET

MATTHEW G. KNIGHT

SUMMARY

During the Late Bronze Age and Earliest Iron Age
(c. 1150-600 BC), many bronze and gold objects
were buried across Europe. The same was true in
Somerset. However, while the corpus of metal finds
from Somerset is well established (and continues
to grow), there has been limited attention to the
treatment of the finds, nor any investigation into
how they fit within the broader context of landscapes
and depositional practices. This paper presents an
analysis of the finds recovered from the county, with
the aim to contextualise the actions of Bronze Age
communities. In doing so, it is possible to observe
how the relationships between people, objects and
places informed how and where artefacts were
deposited as part of wider belief systems.

INTRODUCTION

It is well established that towards the end of the
Bronze Age many thousands of metal objects were
deposited in a variety of contexts across Europe
(Burgess 1979; Huth 1997; Fontijn 2019). From
south-west Britain alone, nearly 2,000 bronze and
gold artefacts have now been found dating from 1150-
600 BC (Pearce 1983; Knight et al. 2015; author’s
data). As part of the South West Archaeological
Research Framework, Andrew Fitzpatrick (2008,
122) highlighted that while this corpus of finds is
well established, it requires integration into studies of
context, landscapes and depositional practices. There
remain few studies that contextualise the south-
western material and none focusing on Somerset.
However, integrating the material culture into a
broader analysis is what allows us to understand
the meaning of depositional actions to Bronze Age

! For abbreviations used throughout text, see Table 3.

communities. The question of why people buried
metal artefacts (and other objects) is a crucial point of
debate (Bradley 1998; Needham 2001; Fontijn 2002;
2019). Were depositions symbolic (e.g. offerings to
deities)? Or were they more prosaic (e.g. abandoned
scrap)? Considering the biographies of objects, the
processes of deposition and the relationship between
depositions and the landscape helps us get closer to
answering these questions.

In this paper, I use Fitzpatrick’s recommendation
as a stimulus for presenting and discussing the
treatment and deposition of Late Bronze Age
(1150-800 BC) and Earliest Iron Age (800-600 BC)
metalwork and metalworking material recovered
from Somerset, particularly concentrating on single
finds, hoards and settlement deposits and their place
in the landscape. Focusing on localised contexts and
case studies allows us to consider specific practices
and what certain deposits may have meant to people
and reflect on how they fit into broader trends and
belief systems.

THE DATASET

The dataset of Late Bronze Age (LBA) and Earliest
Iron Age (EstlA)! metalwork from Somerset
comprises 425 copper-alloy and gold objects and
fragments from 171 findspots and contexts, including
single finds, hoards, settlement contexts and scatters?
(Tables 1 and 2). The material broadly dates between
1150 BC and 600 BC, thus including the two key
metalworking traditions of the LBA (Wilburton and
Ewart Park) as well as the EstlA (a.k.a. the Llyn
Fawr period), though some undiagnostic fragments
may date slightly earlier (e.g. spearhead or blade
fragments that could date between c. 1400-800 BC)
(Table 3). Overwhelmingly, the objects largely date

2 ‘Scatters’ were defined as groups of objects found within close proximity (e.g. a field) and possessing a similar chronological

span (cf. Knight 2022, 44; see also Knight 2018, 251-53).
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TABLE 1 SUMMARY OF OBJECT TYPES DIVIDED BY CONTEXT.
WHITE COLUMNS INDICATE LATE BRONZE AGE FINDS; GREY COLUMNS INDICATE EARLIEST IRON AGE
FINDS. FINDS ARE LISTED BY BROAD TYPE, REGARDLESS OF CONDITION (E.G. ‘SWORD’ INCLUDES
COMPLETE EXAMPLES AND FRAGMENTS)

Context

=

z s

e E g c
gﬂ E @ g .:g g g <
objet 5 |85 |8 2 |z2| 5 |¢#

Anvil 1 1
Armring 1 1
Armring, gold 1 1
Awl 2 7 9
Axe 1 1 1 3
Blade 5 2 2 9
Bracelet 1 1
Bracelet, gold 1 2 3]
Bugle-shaped object 2 2
Casting jet 3 16 1 20
Chape 1 1 2
Chisel 5 2 1 8
Fragment 2 2
Fragment, gold 1 1 2
Ingot 8 8
Knife 15 4 2 2 23
Knife/razor 1 1
Knife/dirk 1 1
Metallurgical waste 1 10 1 12
Palstave 3 2 5
Penannular ring, gold/composite 4 1 3 8
Pin 14 14
Razor 1 4 5
Razor/chisel 1 1
Ring 1 1
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Rivet 1 1
Sheet metal 2 2
Sickle 2 2 4
Socketed axehead 59| 6 2 2 69 21 1 1 161
Socketed gouge 6 2 1 1 10
Socketed hammer 3 8
Socketed tool 1 1
Spearhead 18 4 1 20 1 44
Stud 1 1
Sword 9 21 30
Tweezers 4 4
Uncertain 2 1 4 7
Vessel 2 1 1 4
Winged axehead 2 1 8
Wire 7 7
Total 425

TABLE 2 FINDSPOTS FROM EACH CONTEXT DIVIDED BY PERIOD.
FOR THE TWO ESTIA SETTLEMENT/ACTIVITY AREAS, FINDS SPAN THE LBA AND ESTIA AND DEPOSITION
PROBABLY OCCURRED ACROSS 1150-600 BC.

LBA EstlA Total

Single finds 145 8 153
Settlement/activity areas 2 2 4
Scatters 3 0 3
Associated finds/hoards 4 (+2 possible) 1 (+1 possible) 8
Burials 1 0 1
Uncertain 1 1 2

171

to the LBA; the EstIA metalwork provides a contrast
and comparison within the dataset. For ease,
metalwork that falls ambiguously across periods
is grouped under the latter period (i.e. M-LBA
metalwork is grouped under LBA and LBA-EstIA
metalwork is grouped under EStlA).

The data were largely collected during the author’s
PhD research from 2014-2017, which involved
consulting existing corpora (e.g. Colquhoun 1978;
Pearce 1983; Knight et al. 2015), first-hand study of
metalwork held in museum collections, and collating

records from the Portable Antiquities Scheme
database. The dataset for Somerset has been enhanced
for the present paper with data collected up to 30
October 2022.° The form and treatment of metalwork
were assessed, coupled with a desktop analysis of the
findspot and circumstances of discovery. Distribution
maps present all findspot locations with at least
a parish-level provenance; those with a broader
location (e.g. “West Somerset’) have been excluded.
Portable Antiquities Scheme finds have been plotted
using protected four-figure grid references.

3 Noteworthy finds recorded between this date and that of publication are provided below in an Addendum.
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TABLE 3 CHRONOLOGICAL OVERVIEW FOR THE BRONZE AGE AND IRON AGE
FOR SOUTHERN BRITAIN

Period Date Ezinitzii ,:(git)e metalworking assemblage (MA) /
Chalcolithic 2450-2200/2150 BC | MA /I

Early Bronze Age (EBA) 2200/2150-1500 BC | MA III-VI (Brithdir-Mile Cross-Willerby-Arreton)
Middle Bronze Age (MBA) 1500-1150 BC Acton Park-Taunton-Penard

Late Bronze Age (LBA) 1150-800 BC Wilburton-Ewart Park

Earliest Iron Age (EstIA) 800-600 BC Llyn Fawr

Early Iron Age (EIA) 600-400 BC -

Middle Iron Age (MIA) 400-100 BC -

Late Iron Age (LIA) 100 BC-AD 43 -

LANDSCAPE AND SETTLEMENT IN LATE
BRONZE AGE AND EARLIEST IRON AGE
SOMERSET

As we shall see, the LBA and EstIA metalwork
was deposited throughout the Somerset landscape
in relation to both natural and settled places so here
it is worth briefly describing the character of this
landscape, as well as the evidence for occupational
activity across the modern county (Fig. 1). The most
striking element of the Somerset landscape is the
contrast between upland and lowland regions. The
low-lying Somerset Levels and other coastal and
wetland regions were (and still are) highly changeable
landscapes, subject to environmental change and
prone to flooding and fluxes in the vegetational
ecosystems. During the later Bronze Age raised bogs
grew in these areas, crossed by wooden trackways
leading to ephemeral structures and islands associated
with deposits of various material culture, including
metalwork (Coles and Coles 1986; Bell 2013, 304-
12, 316-17). The Somerset Levels, the most sizeable
wetland environment in the county, extend about
25km inland, up the valleys of three major rivers:
the Axe, Brue and Parrett. These rivers originate in
uplands to the south and exit into the Bristol Channel,
which forms the coastline of the county to the north
and provided an important avenue for transportation
and trade. In north-east Somerset, the Bristol Avon,
and its surrounding valley, was also an important
routeway and a focus of later Bronze Age depositional
activity. The upland areas, notably Exmoor and the
Quantock and the Mendip hills, provide altogether
different environments that would have impacted the
way prehistoric societies were able to settle and use
the land (Straker et al. 2008, 108). Collectively, these

landscapes have been subjected to various studies
involving survey and excavation (e.g. Coles and
Coles 1986; Bell 1990; 2013; Riley and Wilson-North
2001; Riley 2006).

It is striking, then, that evidence for LBA/EstIA
settlement activity is relatively scarce (Ellison 1982,
51; Grinsell 1986; Fitzpatrick 2008). This may be
linked to unsuitable lowland floodplains (Bell 1990,
255; Fitzpatrick 2008, 118), but these wetlands offered
a rich ecosystem and range of resources, including
food and organic raw materials (e.g. wood and reeds).
At least five trackways date to the LBA highlighting
their exploitation during the early Ist millennium
BC and may indicate settlement areas that no longer
survive (Coles and Coles 1986, 130-36; Fitzpatrick
2008, 121; Bell 2013, 307). Even in the uplands
evidence remains limited, with field systems poorly
dated and minimal closely datable settlement activity
(Riley and Wilson-North 2001; Riley 2006, 43; Yates
2007, 72, 164, fig. 8.6, table 8.3; Bell 2013, 322).
Stray finds and scatters offer occasional evidence for
activity, but this is limited. More significant landscape
projects, such as the South Cadbury Environs Project
(Tabor 2008), have, however, highlighted the potential
for understanding the complex and variable nature of
settlement in prehistory and later periods, including
the LBA.

METALWORK DEPOSITION AT SETTLEMENT
AND ACTIVITY AREAS

Where closely datable settlement evidence has been
excavated, it often occurs on sites of later hillforts
and closed and scattered deposits of metalwork have
been recovered. Cadbury Castle hillfort represents
one such example where LBA-EstIA metalwork has
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Fig. 2 A view of Cadbury Castle from Sigwells
(Photo: Jim Eastaugh, South East Somerset Archaeological and Historical Society)

been recovered from a site with contemporaneous
settlement activity (Fig. 2). Situated on Cadbury
Hill at the southern edge of the Somerset Levels,
47 pieces of complete and incomplete Bronze Age
metalwork, including bronze and gold objects from
the Early, Middle and Late Bronze Age and EstIA,
were recovered here during excavations (O’Connor
1994; Barrett et al. 2000). The majority of the pieces
date to the LBA, with a concentration in and around
LBA layers, from which contemporaneous pottery
was also recovered (Barrett et al. 2000, 159, fig. 78).
Elsewhere on the hillfort LBA and EIA banks, layers
and structures have been excavated (Barrett et al.
2000, 88, 154-60). However, much of the metalwork
is associated with later features and material and was
seemingly residual or redeposited during Iron Age
and Roman occupation of the hillfort. For instance, a
damaged LBA socketed knife and pegged spearhead
were recovered together from a rubbish layer (context
NO051) with a ceramic terminus post quem in the MIA
(c. 400-200 BC) (O’Connor 1994; Barrett et al. 2000).
An EstIA Hallstatt razor was found in a M-LIA pit
(Fig. 3; O’Connor 1994). Whilst this makes it difficult
to understand Bronze Age depositional practices,
it is striking that so much material was discovered,
retained and deposited during the Iron Age and later
periods; some undoubtedly derives from deliberate

deposits on Cadbury Castle originally made during
the LBA-EstIA.

To the south-west, and overlooking the Parrett
river valley, about 25 LBA and EstIA copper-alloy

Fig. 3 An EstlA trapezoidal copper-alloy razor from
a M-LIA pit at Cadbury Castle (Somerset County
Council and South West Heritage Trust, acc. no.

76.AA.165/90)
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Fig. 4 A selection of LBA and EstlA copper-alloy metalwork recovered from Ham Hill (from top to bottom, left to
right): LBA bugle-shaped object and fragment, EstIA socketed axehead fragment, LBA spearhead, EstlA razor
fragment, LBA razor and LBA knife. (Photo: Amal Khreisheh, courtesy of SANHS and South West Heritage Trust,
acc. nos A1335, 45/1996, 104/1994/1, 45/1996, A112, 104/1994/2, 27/1991)

artefacts have been recovered from Ham (or Hamdon)
Hill hillfort, though no contemporaneous structures
or settlement layers have been identified. The
metalwork includes a spearhead, axehead, sickles,
chisels, razors, awls and pins, as well as two stone
mould fragments for producing EstIA Sompting-type
socketed axeheads (Fig. 4; Pearce 1983, 532, nos 749,
750; McKinley 1998; Knight et al. 2015, 70-71, no.
436). Like at Cadbury Castle, some of these derive
from later contexts, such as a bugle-shaped object
and socketed axehead fragment from a pit containing
MIA pottery (see Fig. 4; Lawson in McKinley
1998, 111). Additionally, a socketed axehead, a
spearhead, a socketed gouge and possibly a socketed
axehead fragment were reportedly recovered with
an interment from an area of Ham Hill called ‘North
Gully’ (SANHS 1886a; Pearce 1983, 431-32, no.
748). However, many of the objects from Ham Hill
were recovered while digging ‘the rubbish heaps
that have accumulated during the ancient quarrying
process’ (SANHS 1886b, 47), making it difficult to
conclusively attribute associations. The Ham Hill

42

metal artefacts mostly lack known contexts and
probably represent residual material from earlier
activities at or around the site.

Similar evidence, albeit on a smaller scale, is
known elsewhere in the county. From the coastal
site of Worlebury Camp hillfort, a scatter of Bronze
Age metalwork is known, though precise locations
are unclear (Warre 1852, 9-10; Lawson 1976; Pearce
1983, 538-39,no. 776, pl. 93; see also Knight 2021, no.
ASH-F014/WESTM-F004). This material includes a
LBA socketed axehead, the tip of a LBA spearhead,
a MBA torc and casting waste. The same hill has
produced Neolithic material, barbed-and-tanged flint
arrowheads and Bronze Age pottery and an Iron Age
hillfort was constructed at the western end. We might
question to what extent these scatters associated
with later hillfort sites represent LBA origins for the
hillforts themselves, though this remains a point of
debate as LBA dating for hillfort ramparts and ditches
are limited, even where contemporaneous activity is
known as at Cadbury Castle (see e.g. Briick 2007, 30-
34; Moore 2007, 261-62; Needham 2007, 55).
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Fig. 5 The Brean Down gold bracelet hoard (additional gold fragment not pictured)
(Photo: © Somerset County Council and South West Heritage Trust, acc. nos TTNCM 84.AA.67/1-2)

Fig. 6 The scatter of LBA copper-alloy metalwork from Brean Down midden (Photo: Author, courtesy of
Somerset County Council and South West Heritage Trust, acc. nos 123/1997/1-5
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A different, though significant, association of
metalwork and settlement activity is known at the
Brean Down coastal midden site (Bell 1990). In
1983, two gold bracelets were found projecting out
of the sandcliff (Fig. 5; Crabtree 1984; Bell 1990,
6). The two bracelets are a southern-British form
(Hook and Needham 1989; Needham 1990a) and
were interlinked with no sign of a container. A small
gold fragment was also found. An investigation of the
section noted a possible ditch one metre to the south
of the bracelet find, and two occupation layers about
0.7m to the north; it is probable that the bracelets were
originally part of one of these features (Bell 1990, 6).
While investigating this section, pieces of pottery,
bone and shell were found, and a rim sherd was found
to be associated with the bracelets. This rim sherd
shared compositional properties with other material
from the LBA occupation layer, so the gold bracelets
were possibly deposited during occupation of the
settlement. Bell (1990, 72) suggested that the bracelet
hoard may have been a dedicatory deposit aimed to
establish boundaries or alternatively a ‘founder’s
hoard’ as indicated by the gold fragment. Excavations
at Brean Down uncovered scattered fragmentary
bronze objects relating to the midden site, including
an incomplete bracelet and pin, wire and sheet metal

fragments (Fig. 6; Foster 1990); the midden deposits
also included bone tools, salt-making briquetage,
shale objects and pottery highlighting diverse craft
production on site (Bell 1990).

Finally, metalwork associated with ephemeral
evidence for an activity area was found at Greylake
in King’s Sedgemoor Drain in the Somerset Levels
(Brunning 1997; 1998). Here, people made several
deposits near a wooden structure or platform. The
structure consisted of a series of oak piles with
associated pieces of wood and a horizontal oak
plank (Fig. 7; Brunning 1997). Dendrochronology
indicated felling dates for the piles and plank between
962 BC and 942 BC (Brunning 1997). Twelve
fragments of pottery, two sheep mandibles, at least
two human bones, numerous white quartz pebbles
and a deliberately damaged socketed axehead were
recovered from low-lying marshland in the same
horizon as the wood (Brunning 1997; 1998; Knight
2022, 125). The socketed axehead was exposed to
extreme heat and melted (Fig. 8), whilst the pottery
was fragmented, and animal and human remains were
disarticulated suggesting a series of premeditated
actions perhaps associated with performative
deposition related to the timber platform. Here the
boundaries between the treatment of human remains

Fig. 7 The excavation at Greylake, showing timber piles (Image: courtesy of South West Heritage Trust)
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Fig. 8 The crushed, burnt and broken axehead from Greylake (Photo: Author, courtesy of Somerset County
Council and South West Heritage Trust, acc. no. TTNCM : 95/1997/1)

and artefacts were blurred (cf. Briick 2006). Similar
situations of depositing human remains and damaged
artefacts in wetland areas associated with wooden
trackways are known elsewhere in Britain (Briick
1995, 249-50, 276-7).

SINGLE FINDS OF METALWORK

Overwhelmingly, most LBA and EstIA metalwork
finds from Somerset are single finds either encountered
by chance during agricultural, peat cutting or drainage
work or, more recently, recovered during metal-
detecting. Of the 171 findspots, 153 were single finds
and all bar eight date to the LBA (Fig. 9; see Table
2). The character of the LBA finds is dominated by
socketed axeheads (over 40%), as well as complete
and incomplete fragments of spearheads, swords and

a range of small tools (e.g. knives, socketed gouges,
chisels and hammers) (Fig. 10). Bronze or gold
ornaments are rare, accounting for less than 5% of all
single finds. The condition of the objects deposited
ranged from complete and unused to worn and
deliberately damaged fragments. The EstIA shows
much less variety, comprising six socketed axeheads
(all except one deposited complete) and two vessel
ring handles detached from (probably) the same sheet-
metal vessel. Whilst some of these single finds may be
casual losses, some must represent deliberate deposits
and the stark contrast between two successive periods
is suggestive of more deliberate burial of material
during the LBA.

One way of investigating this further is through
patterns of treatment and deposition within the
landscape (Fig. 9; e.g. Yates and Bradley 2010;
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Fig. 10 Numbers of LBA and EstlA single finds from Somerset, divided by object type

Dunkin et al. 2020). Of the 171 LBA-EstIA findspots,
69 (c. 40%) lacked sufficient information to precisely
locate or no significant landscape feature could be
identified without a site visit or further environmental
investigation. However, some insights emerge from
those remaining findspots. Three complete and three
deliberately damaged LBA socketed axcheads have
been recovered from dryland areas along the valley
of the Bristol Avon, for example, whilst two swords
have been recovered from the river itself (Knight
2022, 123). Elsewhere there are limited finds along
river valleys, even where MBA metalwork has been
found (e.g. the River Tone valley, see Ellis 1989, 65,
fig. 24; Knight 2022, 70-73). This suggests different
rivers and river valleys may have been important to
people for depositional practices at different times.
Other LBA and EstlA single finds often derive
from hilltops or high on hillslopes, occasionally in
proximity to hillforts, or else from low wetlands, bogs
and marshlands, primarily the Somerset Levels (Fig.
9).

Identifying significant patterns relies on sufficient
data so here I consider socketed axeheads as the
most prolific object form. In sum there are 65 LBA
and EstlA socketed axeheads. Twenty-three of
the axeheads lacked sufficient findspot data so are
excluded here. Of the remaining 42, 22 have been
recovered from hilltops or higher on hillslopes in
a range of complete and incomplete conditions.
Only one EstIA socketed axehead was deliberately
damaged and this was deposited on a hilltop. The

spectrum of conditions makes it difficult to determine
an intentional relationship between the treatment of
the axeheads and where they were placed. However,
those recovered from wet contexts, e.g. bogs or
marshes, are almost always complete (six out of
eight). All of these date to the LBA, with no single
finds from wetland contexts known from the EstIA.
Interestingly, the two incomplete socketed axeheads
were both deliberately damaged and derive from the
same parish, Middlezoy, in addition to another single,
complete, socketed axehead (Figs 11c-¢). These were
not found close enough to be considered associated
but instead may represent a depositional landscape
close to the Greylake site; that the only two incomplete
single axeheads from wetlands derive from the same
locale may suggest something atypical in the ways
these specific axeheads were treated for deposition.
The Middlezoy area is discussed further below. Other
object types from wetland locations (where known)
include spearheads, swords, a chape, a knife and a
penannular ring; only one spearhead and the chape
show signs of deliberate damage (Fig. 12). There
thus appears to be a general pattern towards leaving
objects complete and undamaged when placed in the
Somerset wetlands, suggesting a degree of selectivity
to the objects and their condition before deposition.
We must of course remember we are dealing with
distributions of recovery, rather than true distributions
of depositions, but certain areas of Somerset seem to
be genuinely devoid of LBA/EstIA single metalwork
deposits, or indeed other materials. This includes
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Fig. 11 A selection of metalwork detected from Middlezoy CP: a) EBA dagger (PAS SOM-AC79FD); b) MBA
socketed axehead (PAS SOM-AE4024); c¢) socket fragment of LBA socketed axehead (PAS SOM-8CFFBB); d)
deliberately crushed LBA socketed axehead blade (PAS SOM-AE9836); e) complete LBA socketed axehead (PAS
SOM-7B35AD). (Images: a-d courtesy of Somerset County Council; e courtesy of the Portable Antiquities Scheme;
all CC BY 2.0 with minor adaptations by author)

western Somerset particularly in the Quantock Hills
and on the Exmoor uplands — a trend that continues
west along the north coast into north Devon and east
Cornwall (Pearce 1983, 9-10; Knight 2022, 94, fig.
5.1). Similarly, few finds have been recovered on the
Mendip Hills, with most being on the edges and in
river valleys, suggesting people were generally averse
to depositing metalwork at the height of the Somerset
uplands.

The single finds also reveal the long temporal
span over which depositions were being made and
the places that were revisited. There are several areas
from which multiple single finds or groups of material
have been recovered and in all cases the metalwork
recovered spans the Bronze Age though the evidence
does not extend into the EstlA. Peat cutting during the
19th century recovered multiple bronze implements
from the turbaries to the west of Glastonbury on
the Somerset Levels, including two complete LBA
socketed axeheads, broadly dating to around 1000-
800 BC (Stradling 1850; Pearce 1983, 514-16).
Metalwork recovered from this area includes an EBA

48

axehead (though its provenance is not certain) and
MBA axcheads, spearheads and a sword, as well as
flint knives. Coles and Coles (1986, 135) suggested
these finds may relate to trackways through the Levels
that no longer survive.

From Pitney Moor, a MBA dirk and LBA
sword, both incomplete, were recovered on separate
occasions during ploughing (Gray 1901; Pearce 1983,
523). Similarly, a scatter of six copper-alloy objects
dating from the Early, Middle and Late Bronze Age
was recovered during drainage works at a wetland
landscape around a barrow cemetery at Battlegore
(Gray 1908a; 1931a; Jones and Quinnell 2022).

Lastly, one of the Middlezoy axeheads mentioned
above was deliberately crushed and broken before
deposition and was recovered during metal-detecting
from the same area of reclaimed land as an EBA
dagger, a MBA socketed axehead and another
uncertain axehead (Figs 11a-b and d; Burnett 2018a;
2018b; 2018c; Somerset HER 28403). Further, these
findspots are close to the Greylake depositional site.
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ASSOCIATED FINDS AND HOARDS

Compared to single finds, associated finds and hoards
of LBA and EstIA metalwork are few (Fig. 9). This
is surprising for two reasons. Firstly, LBA metalwork
deposition in Britain is often conceptualised in terms
of hoarding practices: Somerset stands in contrast
to areas such as south Wales (Gwilt 2004) or south-
eastern England (Turner 2010), where hoards are
regular discoveries. Secondly, Somerset is a region
from which significant numbers of MBA ornament
and ornament-dominant hoards are known (Smith
1959; Wilkin 2017; Knight 2022, 66-78), suggesting
that depositing hoards became less common over
time or that any hoards that were buried were largely
recovered. Potential reasons for this are discussed
below and the LBA and EstIA evidence is presented
inturn.

Late Bronze Age associated finds and hoards

To date, only two definite and four possible LBA
associations and hoards are known and these are
heterogenous. At Hayne, an EBA flat axehead, two
MBA palstaves and a LBA socketed axehead were
reportedly found together close to a disused railway
(Fig. 13; Gray 1931b; Pearce 1983, 521-22, no. 700,
pls 80, 81). These were donated to the Somerset
County Museum in 1931 from the collection of Sir
Walter J. Trevelyan (Gray 1931b). This group might
represent multiple single finds collected from the
same area, or it could be a multi-period hoard where
objects from different periods were collected for
deposition in antiquity, such as known elsewhere in
LBA/EstIA Britain (Knight 2019).

Other possible associations include deliberately
broken fragments of a blade and a socketed axehead
found on two separate occasions from the same area
at Martock, perhaps representing an original closed
deposit, and two M-LBA spearhead fragments
recovered from Ilchester (Knight 2021, nos
PAS-F218-219; PAS-F227). In both cases though, it
cannot be ascertained the pieces were once associated.
The discovery of a gold penannular ring in 2017,
followed by two more, from the same field at West
Bagborough, probably represents a plough-dispersed
hoard;* these may date between 1300 BC and 800 BC,
spanning the later Bronze Age (Fig. 14; Adams 2018;
Burnett 2018d). LBA hoards that can be confidently
considered closed deposits come from two sites: the
bracelet hoard from Brean Down discussed above and

4

see Addendum).

Fig. 12 A damaged LBA chape from Chedzoy
(Photo: Author, courtesy of Somerset County Council
and South West Heritage Trust,
acc. no. 29/2007)

the bronze hoard from Stogursey.

At Wick Park, Stogursey, a large hoard of 146
objects and fragments was recovered, predominantly
comprising complete and incomplete socketed
axcheads, as well as spearheads, swords and
metallurgical debris and casting waste (Figs 15
and 16; McNeil 1973; Knight 2022, 108-15). The

Since submission, a fourth gold penannular ring has been reported through the Portable Antiquities Scheme (SOM-75BS8E;

49



SOMERSET ARCHAEOLOGY AND NATURAL HISTORY, 2022

Fig. 13 A possible multi-period hoard from Hayne containing (from left to right) an EBA axehead, two MBA

palstaves and a LBA socketed axehead. (Image: Author, courtesy of SANHS and South West Heritage Trust, acc.
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nos 80D, 81C, 81D, 82A)

hoard was found in 1870 during drainage operations
under a flat stone, about two feet down in the clay,
contained within a space of about one cubic foot
(0.028m®) (Hood 1873; Gray 1908b, 60). Although
many pieces are complete, 100 objects were
deliberately fragmented (Knight 2022, 108, 114-
15). One might traditionally consider this a ‘scrap’
hoard or a founder’s collection (cf. Evans 1881), and
indeed the extensive fragmentation, which required
metalworking knowledge, may lend to this idea.
However, this ignores those complete elements in
the hoard which, firstly, do not make sense as ‘scrap’
objects, and, secondly, allow us to explore some of
the aspects that resulted in this hoard being collected
and deposited.

Fig. 14 Two of the four gold penannular rings
recovered from the same field on separate occasions
at West Bagborough, probably once a hoard; a) single
find of a bi-partite penannular ring (two single rings
soldered together) (PAS SOM-4D34ED); b) one of two
penannular rings found together. Image of associated
ring unavailable (PAS GLO-A9AD4A).
(Images: a) courtesy of Bristol City Council;

b) courtesy of Portable Antiquities Scheme; both CC
BY 2.0 with minor adaptation by author)
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Fig. 15 A selection of complete and fragmentary axeheads and casting waste from the Stogursey
hoard. (Photo: Author, courtesy of SANHS and South West Heritage Trust)

McNeil (1973, 52) described Stogursey as ‘a key
hoard, drawing together influences from the North,
South, East and West’, situating Stogursey as the
coming together of several manufacturing traditions.
This interpretation was based on the complete
axeheads, that were atypical in south-west Britain
but stylistic of production traditions in northern

and eastern England and particularly south Wales.
Thirteen South Wales-type axeheads were present in
the Stogursey hoard, as well as five further possible
fragments; this represents over a quarter of all
examples of this type known from south-west Britain
(Knight 2022, 110-11). Apart from Stogursey, only
eight others are known from Somerset, all of them
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Fig. 16 A selection of complete and fragmentary objects from the Stogursey hoard, including swords,
spearheads and ingots. (Photo: Author, courtesy of SANHS and South West Heritage Trust)

single finds. The South Wales-type axeheads, then,
contribute to the atypical nature of Stogursey in being
not only an exceptionally large hoard for the area, but
also being a hoard containing significant numbers of
extra-regional objects. Although McNeil suggested
this hoard was the coming together of different
production traditions, I suggest the Stogursey hoard
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instead represents a snapshot of an ideology imported
into north Somerset from south Wales during the LBA
(cf. Knight 2022, 108-14). Supporting this, several
large hoards from south Wales are of a comparable
character containing complete and incomplete objects,
dominated by axeheads (Gwilt 2004), and Stogursey
would fit in well with such hoarding practices
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Fig. 17 The Stawley CP hoard, comprising a complete socketed axehead and
two socketed knives (PAS SOM-8E9827). (Image: courtesy of Somerset County
Council CC BY 2.0, with minor adaptation by author)

(though the number of objects would nonetheless
remain exceptional). The Stogursey hoard relates to
production, accumulation and depositional practices
more common across the Bristol Channel and may
encapsulate the movement of people, ideas and
objects through a depositional event. The deposition
may have served a utilitarian function, but the
accumulated objects capture the diverse, regionalised
networks people were a part of (Knight 2022, 114).

Earliest Iron Age associations and hoards

There is only one probable association and one
definite hoard from the EstIA. From Stawley
Community Parish (CP), a complete Sompting-type
socketed axehead and two complete socketed knives

were found in close proximity while metal-detecting
in a possible wetland area (Fig. 17; Burnett 2017);
the axehead broadly dates to the EstIA, though the
knives are more typical of the Ewart Park tradition
of the LBA (c. 920-800 BC). If a true association,
these objects were probably deposited c. 800 BC;
the possible wetland context ties into the practice
noted above of placing complete axeheads (and other
objects) into watery areas during the LBA.

The Kings Weston Down hoard from near
Bristol was found during metal-detecting in 1980
on a ridgeway outside a Late Iron Age hillfort. The
hoard comprised one complete socketed axehead
and approximately 27 fragmentary objects including
17 socketed axeheads, three casting jets, a socketed
sickle fragment, casting waste and sheet metal
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fragments from vessels; these were found over
several weeks from a 10m-diameter area (Everden,
date unknown; Grinsell 1986, fig. 3.9; Locock 2001,
126; Gerloff 2010, 158, no. 45; Boughton 2015,
207-8, no. 56; Knight 2022, 136-37). The form
of axeheads, including Sompting, Blandford and
possibly Armorican types, place the depositional date
during the EstIA. Apart from the complete axehead,
all objects were probably deliberately broken, which
is reminiscent of the treatment of LBA hoards in
southern Britain which were often heavily fragmented
and considered scrap, as with the Stogursey hoard.
The presence of fragments of Transitional-type
axeheads, which stylistically date to around 800 BC
(Boughton 2015, 941t.), hint that this hoard may have
been deposited at a time when traditions relating to
the treatment of objects were changing. New forms
of axeheads were thus produced, though treated and
deposited in ways more typical of earlier traditions.
Intriguingly, four barrows were excavated on the
same site during the 1920s (Tratman 1923; 1926), at
least one of which may be broadly contemporary with
the hoard on the basis of pottery, which unfortunately
no longer survives (Tratman 1975; Locock 2001, 126;
though also see Green 1973, 43-44).

METALWORK WITH HUMAN BURIALS

Other than the possible association of metalwork with
an interment at Ham Hill, there is only one instance
of metalwork possibly found in association with a
human burial. A M-LBA tanged and collared chisel
(alternatively known as a leather-worker’s knife)
was found at the base of turf on top of a multi-phase
cairn that contained two human burials at Court
Hill, Tickenham (Green 1973). A central inhumation
burial in a pit was radiocarbon dated to 3325+100
BP, which at the time was calibrated to the MBA,
but recalibrates to the E-MBA (1882-1417 cal BC at
95.4% probability).” A secondary cremation deposit
was inserted into this pit and dated to 2665+130 BP,
which was projected to fall in the 8th century BC; the
recalibrated date gives a wide span from the LBA to
the MIA (1125-414 cal BC at 95.4%). On balance,
this cremation probably dates to the beginning of the
1st millennium BC, when cremation was the primary
burial rite. The chisel was not clearly associated
with either of these burials and instead appears to
represent a practice of placing metalwork into an
earlier monument during the later Bronze Age. Other
examples of this reengagement with already ancient

monuments are known elsewhere in south-west
Britain (e.g. Jones and Quinnell 2008).

METALWORKING EVIDENCE

We may turn now to the evidence for metalwork
production, which continues to grow in Somerset,
and is relevant to our understanding of metalwork
deposition as a related activity. Apart from the
Ham Hill mould fragments, no EstIA metalworking
evidence is yet known, which reflects a more general
dearth of evidence across Britain (Webley et al. 2020,
90). We will thus focus on the LBA evidence, which
all derives from excavated sites (Table 4; Fig. 18; see
addendum).

At Norton Fitzwarren, in the River Tone valley,
70 clay mould fragments, possibly deriving from a
single mould, were deposited in a pit along with two
complete ceramic plain ware jars within the terminal
of a ditch or a post pit, flanking an entranceway
(Needham 1989). The mould would have produced
a Ewart Park-type sword, and was probably the
work of a single smith; the material appears to have
been deposited soon after the casting event (ibid.).
It was transported from the location of that event,
and heavily fragmented before burial. The Norton
Fitzwarren hilltop enclosure has limited evidence
of contemporaneous LBA settlement activity but in
the preceding centuries a MBA hoard of interlinked
bronze bracelets and associated palstaves was buried
in a pit in an enclosure ditch (Langmaid 1971). This
hilltop also became a hillfort during the Iron Age
(Ellis 1989). It once again highlights the repeated
interactions with certain places through depositional
actions and LBA interactions with hills prior to
hillfort construction.

At Sigwells, c. 879 fragments of moulds for
producing swords, spearheads, chapes, ferrules,
socketed axeheads and pins were recovered during
excavations as part of the South Cadbury Environs
projects (Fig. 19). These were found within an
enclosure, mostly from scoops potentially associated
with a structure from which casting waste and slag
was also recovered (Skowranek 2007, 109; Tabor
2008, 61-67; Knight et al. 2015, 69-70, no. 428;
Richard Tabor pers. comm.). Possible metalworking
tools of stone and bone were also recovered though
not directly associated with the moulds, as well as a
range of other material culture (e.g. quernstones). The
moulds would have produced metal objects falling
within the Wilburton metalworking assemblage

*  Radiocarbon dates from the original report recalibrated by the author, using OxCal v.4 online (Bronk Ramsey 2009) and the

IntCal20 atmospheric curve (Reimer et al. 2020).
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TABLE 4 LBA AND ESTIA METALWORKING MATERIAL FROM SOMERSET

Site Metalworking material

Character and date of

K £
depositional context ey reference(s)

c. 180 fragments of clay moulds and other
refractory ceramics, including matrices for

From a LBA/EIA pitin a

Fitzwarren | sword

Banwell . . . contemporaneous activity layer, | Young 2017
pins, rings, possible spearhead or ferrule no structural evidence
and possible socketed axehead and chisel
Ham Hill Two stone mould fragments for EstIA Uncertain but LBA/EstIA finds | Knight 2021, no.
axeheads scattered across later IA hillfort | TTNCM-F020p-q
Norton c. 70 clay mould fragments for at least one | In a pit within a LBA enclosure

ditch Needham 1989b

c. 879 clay refractories, including moulds
for swords, spearheads, chapes, ferrules,
socketed axeheads and pins;

Sigwells Possible stone and bone metalworking
tools

C. 117 clay mould fragments representing
at least eight objects

Most material from several
trenches within LBA enclosure Knight et al. 2015, 70,
and associated round structure; no. 428; Skowranek

. 117 mould fragments from a 2007, 109; Richard
single pit to the north-north-west | Tabor pers. comm.

of the enclosure

Nearly 2,000 clay refractories, including
moulds for swords, spearheads, spear
ferrules, socketed knives and possibly
fittings and pin

Yatton

From two LBA pits, associated
with charcoal, burnt stone and Fitzpatrick in prep.
stone tools

Fig. 19 A selection of mould fragments from the Sigwells metalworking enclosure
(Photo: Graham Norrie, Birmingham University Field Archaeology Unit)

(c. 1150-920 BC) and, quite remarkably, several
sword hilt mould fragments could be refitted with a
surviving bronze sword recovered 37km to the east
at Midsomer Norton (Fig. 20; Tabor 2008, 67, pl. 6).
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Barley or spelt grain from the same scoop as these
hilt mould fragments (FO11) has been radiocarbon
dated to 1222-1047 cal BC (OxA-23716; 2936+26
BP) (Tabor and Darvill 2020, 4, table 1), aligning well
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Fig. 20 Excavation of the Sigwells metalworking enclosure and mould fragments refitting with
a LBA sword from Midsomer Norton (Photos and composite: Richard Tabor, South Cadbury Environs Project)

with the proposed object typochronology. Another 117
mould fragments for producing eight-twelve objects
were recovered from a single pit about 150m to the
north-west of the Sigwells enclosure, representing a
separate casting event and possibly dating later than
the mould deposits within the enclosure (Tabor 2008,
79; Knight et al. 2015, 69-70, no. 428).

At Yatton, north of the Mendips, nearly 2,000
fragments of clay refractories were recovered,
almost all from two pits, representing a minimum of
13 moulds for producing swords, spearheads, spear
ferrules, socketed knives and possibly fittings and
pins (Fitzpatrick in prep.). Charcoal, burnt stone,
and stone tools were found in the pits, which are
radiocarbon dated to the LBA. At least two casting
episodes are represented and the condition of some
of the moulds suggests they may have been deposited
shortly after each casting took place. It is considered
likely that there was a settlement in the immediate
vicinity and that the two pits may have been casting
pits (Fitzpatrick in prep.).

Lastly, at Banwell, about 8km south of Yatton,
c. 180 fragments of ceramic refractory material,
including moulds, wraps, gates and cores and
a possible crucible fragment were recovered
from a LBA/EIA activity layer on the edge of a
paleochannel in an area that would have been prone

to waterlogging and inundation (Tizzard et al. 2017,
8-11, 22-31). Surviving matrices indicated moulds
for producing LBA objects, including pins, rings and
possibly a spearhead and axehead/chisel; portable
X-ray florescence analysis on the moulds returned a
composition consistent with the LBA (Young 2017,
172-73). No settlement or structural features were
identified nor any secure context for the refractories,
but artefacts consistent with a LBA/EIA date were
also recovered from this layer, including pottery, a
shale ring and bracelet, a wooden mallet, coal, flint
and bone implements and faunal remains as well
as possibly dressed paving slabs (Hayward 2017,
Tizzard et al. 2017, 22fT.).

There are some key points to draw from this
evidence. Firstly, these deposits indicate relatively
small-scale but diverse metalworking practices.
The objects represented across the surviving mould
evidence includes many of the types of bronze objects
recovered (e.g. axeheads, swords and spearheads),
but also pins, rings and fittings which are rare or
unknown in the corpus of metalwork. It illustrates
that what we find archaeologically is not necessarily
the full repertoire of material in circulation. Further,
the diversity of matrices on moulds within the
groups from Sigwells, Banwell and Yatton suggests
metalsmiths could produce a range of objects, rather
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than necessarily being specialised in one or two
particular items. Alternatively, metalsmiths operated
in groups. Either way, the evidence indicates short
periods of intense metalwork production (or multiple
small production events accumulated over time),
rather than centres of intensive industrious production
where a metalsmith supplied a region with objects
(Webley et al. 2020, 183-4, 186-7).

Another interesting feature of the metalworking
refractories is that they were treated much as we might
expect of LBA metalwork, i.e. heavily fragmented
and placed in pits and at boundaries. At Sigwells,
for instance, Skowranek (2007, 43) suggested the
fragmentation of the moulds exceeded what was
necessary for breaking opening the mould. The same
is potentially true of Norton Fitzwarren. Following
these casting events, someone — perhaps the smith —
deliberately fragmented the moulds into very small
pieces prior to the act of deposition. Webley et al.
(2020, 186-87) highlight that much metalworking
material in Britain and Ireland was deposited at
liminal locations, such as ditches, field boundaries,
watery locations, and caves, and the deposition of
the material served to reinforce these boundaries,
such as at Norton Fitzwarren (see also Needham and
Bridgford 2013). These deposits of metalworking
refractories are particularly striking in a region where
metalwork hoarding was uncommon so we must not
restrict ourselves to a view of deposition defined
by material. It may be that the moulds served to
represent the objects they produced. Alternatively,
the very act of metalworking, or the involvement of
a particular person, imbued the moulds with their
own social significance (cf. Webley et al. 2020).
Certainly, metalsmiths and the act of casting were
probably very important within Bronze Age society,
perhaps involving restricted knowledge. The value of
metalworking may have therefore been reflected in
specific depositional practices.

DISCUSSION: METALWORK DEPOSITION IN
CONTEXT

The evidence presented highlights the varied nature
of the treatment of LBA and EstIA metalwork and the
character of its deposition in Somerset and highlights
a series of questions and points that warrant further
discussion.

Why was so little metalwork deposited during the
Earliest Iron Age compared to the Late Bronze Age?

Across all contexts presented, EstlA metalwork

deposition is very uncommon compared with the
LBA. Such evidence in Britain has often been taken
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to represent a fairly simplistic economic collapse in
the bronze industry resulting in the abandonment of
bronze during the LBA (Burgess 1979), but it is now
recognised the situation was in fact more nuanced
(Needham 1990b, 130-40; 2007; O’Connor 2007). We
know this was an era during which early hillforts were
established and large midden sites accumulated, with
significant communal feasting events and a flourish
in craft and production activities, notably around
the Vale of Pewsey (Wiltshire) and southern Dorset
(Tullett and Harrison 2008; Roberts et al. 2015, 381-
84; Waddington et al. 2019). Further, new forms of
metalwork continued to be produced and deposited
(O’Connor 2007; Roberts et al. 2015), which runs
contrary to the idea of a collapsing bronze industry.
Although the number of single finds and hoards across
Britain is not great by comparison with the LBA, an
increasing number are being recorded through the
Portable Antiquities Scheme. Strikingly, grouped
deposits of EstlA metalwork tend to be concentrated
in certain areas, notably the Wessex region, with
smaller clusters in south Wales, East Anglia and
Cornwall (O’Connor 2007; Boughton 2015, fig. 6.32).
Single finds of EstIA metalwork such as axeheads,
chapes, razors and swords have a broad distribution.
However, some areas have very limited evidence for
metalwork deposition at this time, with Somerset
being one of those regions. Devon, east Cornwall
and north Dorset likewise have few finds of EstIA
metalwork (Knight 2022). Perhaps the most obvious
reason for this sporadic distribution is that hoarding
and metalwork deposition became a highly variable
and selective practice. Whatever social or economic
function it served during the LBA, during the EstIA
it ceased to be important in some regions, including
Somerset, and thus we find little archaeologically.
Instead what we observe is in fact people actively
deciding to not deposit metalwork during 800-600 BC
and thus a socio-cultural shift in practices.

LBA hoarding vs single finds

We can take this notion of selectivity further in
our consideration of the LBA evidence. The LBA
evidence presented clearly indicates a preference
for depositing individual complete and incomplete
objects in this region of Britain punctuated by very
infrequent instances of depositing groups of material
(including  metalworking  refractories), which
contrasts with the perception of the LBA in Europe
as an era dominated by hoarding (e.g. Huth 1997).
Hoards in Somerset were deposited very infrequently
during the LBA and show no homogeneity: the hoard
of bracelets from Brean Down compares poorly in
both character and context to the large fragmentary
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Stogursey hoard. This is not exclusive to Somerset.
Contemporary hoards from north Devon and east
Cornwall are unknown, though many have been found
in south Devon and west Cornwall, and few LBA
hoards have been recovered from Gloucestershire or
Dorset (Knight 2022, 96-121). This latter comparison
is important as Gloucestershire and Dorset were
regions, like Somerset, from which large number of
ornament hoards were recovered during the MBA
(Wilkin 2017). Overall, the evidence suggests a
significant shift in decisions relating to hoarding from
the preceding centuries. Moreover, hoarding was
often an isolated and very rare event within the region,
perhaps undertaken in response to highly particular
events, or in relation to interregional connections, as
evidenced at Stogursey.

As highlighted already, people most often deposited
single artefacts. Although difficult to interpret, if we
approach single finds as part of a related and scaled
practice of deposition through how and where they
were deposited (cf. Becker 2013; Autenrieth and
Visser 2019), then we can consider its implications
for understanding metalwork deposition in Somerset
as a whole. The types of objects deposited as single
finds, predominantly axeheads, tools and weapons,
are the same types one might expect to find in hoards
elsewhere and these are likewise deposited both
complete and deliberately damaged. Moreover, most
objects deposited in wetland areas were left complete,
including axeheads and spearheads, suggesting a
relationship between treatment and depositional
locale. Across south-west Britain, single finds of
socketed axeheads and swords were deposited in
similar areas and similar conditions to those that
ended up in hoards; this is particularly evident in
areas where LBA hoarding was more prolific, such
as south Devon and western Cornwall (Knight 2017;
2022, 121-24). Elsewhere, in areas such as north-
cast England (Poyer 2015) and south-east England
(Yates and Bradley 2010; Dunkin et al. 2020) single
finds show clear distributions along river valleys,
as also seen for the Bristol Avon, and relationships
between the treatment of objects and their eventual
location in the landscape (Dunkin et al. 2020). This
evidence increasingly suggests that even where an
archaeological feature may no longer be visible,
we can start to observe overarching concepts that
governed deposition of single finds, in much the same
way we might expect for hoarding, and this allows us
to recognise selective deposition of finds.

The importance of places: hillforts and wetlands

Another aspect highlighted throughout this paper
is the recurrence of certain locations at which LBA

and EstIA metalwork has been found. Bronze Age
metalwork recovered from later hillfort sites, such
as at Cadbury Castle and Ham Hill, is also recorded
elsewhere (Pearce 1976). From Chalbury Camp,
Dorset, fragments of probable Bronze Age metalwork
were recovered during excavations of the Iron Age
hillfort (Whitley 1943; Pearce 1983, 464, no. 346),
and a MBA spearhead and LBA socketed gouge were
recovered by chance on separate occasions from Hod
Hill, Dorset (Pearce 1983, 481, nos 443, 444). Further
afield, a substantial group of Bronze Age metalwork
of a broadly similar character, including a complete
socketed axehead, rings, pins, tweezers and fragments
of weapons, was found in or associated with LBA
contexts at the Breiddin hillfort, Powys (Coombs
1991; Musson et al. 1991). Closed deposits or hoards
of material at later hillforts, such as Kings Weston
Down, are less common, though an eclectic multi-
period EIA hoard, comprising E-LBA and EstIA
metalwork was recovered from Danebury, Hampshire
(Cunliffe and O’Connor 1979; Britton et al. 1984). In
Gloucestershire, a LBA hoard was recovered during
excavations at Nottingham Hill, including three
complete swords, a chape, a palstave, a socketed
blade, a perforated whetstone and other tools, rings
and fittings (Hall and Gingell 1974). Almost all of
the Nottingham Hill objects were complete and were
recovered from the same layer as contemporaneous
pottery (ibid.). These comparisons serve to illustrate
that the evidence from Somerset broadly fits within
wider concepts of where one might deposit or
encounter Bronze Age metalwork.

Similarly, above I highlighted several wetland
sites which were the receiver of multiple individual
objects over the course of the Bronze Age; there is,
though, limited suggestion that any of the objects
were recovered together (however, the Stogursey
hoard context was probably a wetland environment).
Watery places, such as bogs, marshes and springs, are
well-known as contexts into which metalwork was
often deposited, particularly during the later Bronze
Age (Bradley 2017), but the concept of repeated
single depositions in a locale accumulating over time
is rarely considered. In Somerset, the greatest number
of bronze single finds and hoards from wetlands
derive from the MBA, largely concentrated in the
Somerset Levels where extensive peat cutting took
place (Coles and Coles 1986); however, it is clear that
metalwork deposition as a practice began in the EBA,
preceded by Neolithic deposition of stone axeheads,
pottery and wooden tools (Coles 1982), and carried on
into the latest phases of the Bronze Age. In turn, this
suggests a persistence of cosmological understanding
of the appropriateness of depositing objects in water.
High places and wet places were clearly not the only
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locales to receive metalwork but the recurrence of
these locations suggest a cultural memory associated
with certain places.

Why deposit metalwork in Somerset?

To conclude, we turn to the question that drives
most studies of metalwork deposition. Reasons for
the deposition of metal artefacts have traditionally
centred on whether they served a practical function
(e.g. a ‘merchant’s’ hoard), abandonment of material
(e.g. ‘scrap’), or something more personal or
symbolic (e.g. Evans 1881; Bradley 1998). However,
it is increasingly recognised that this process was
more complex, especially when single finds, the
biography and treatment of objects and their place
in the landscape are considered (e.g. Becker 2013;
Bradley 2017; Fontijn 2002; 2019; Knight 2022). We
have seen some of these nuances in the Somerset data
already.

One suggestion for why people buried metalwork
has been as a practice for managing social and political
relationships and/or relationships with the landscape
(Needham 2001; Fontijn 2002). Communities may
have come together to make offerings, as was likely
for hoards, and perhaps single objects were the work
of individuals and small groups. Depositions may
mark certain social events, though clearly also tied
into broader traditions. The recurring location of
many depositions in wetlands, along river valleys,
at boundaries and on hilltops suggests certain places
were chosen for metalwork deposition and that
depositional practices, landscapes and the people
involved were intimately related (Fontijn 2019).

Regarding the bogs, marshes and wetlands of
Somerset in which multiple depositions were made,
it is perhaps unsurprising that so much metalwork
should be recovered. We know wetlands were
important in people’s lives, regularly crossed with
trackways and occasionally settled from the Neolithic
onwards as well as providing a unique and important
ecological environment for everyday resources
(Coles and Coles 1986). Nonetheless, wetlands can
be dangerous places where disorientation and death
through drowning or other means were possible.
Wetlands thus provided an environment of both life
and death. People probably had a daily relationship
with these dynamic places interacting in many ways
(cf. Van de Noort and O’Sullivan 2006; O’Sullivan
2007). Depositions were part of the long-lived
relationship with these areas where objects were
offered perhaps to ensure safe crossings as well as
ensuring bountiful resources, or else in response to
dramatic events such as flooding (Fig. 21). Repeated
depositions of Bronze Age metalwork were just one
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expression of this social relationship and transformed
practical objects into otherworldly gifts. People
may have made public or private offerings, perhaps
linked with the spirituality of water and the special
life-giving potential of wetlands (cf. Larsson 2001).
Similarly, O’Sullivan (2007) has highlighted how
through their dramatic and essential nature, wetlands
in Ireland became arenas for people to negotiate their
social identities and construct their social worlds
through different engagements throughout time. The
same was probably true in Somerset.

At Greylake, we see that other ‘performative’
clements to these transformative offerings such
as burning and fragmentation of objects and other
material, including animal and human remains, must
have also been part of these depositional events, in
this case associated with a timber structure. At Cabot
Park, Avonmouth, in the Severn Levels three areas
of dense scatters of charcoal, burnt stone, pottery
and animal bone have been found, dating to the later
Bronze Age, though with little evidence for structures
(Locock 2001); it is unclear to what extent these
represent settlement activities but they certainly
represent places where people engaged with the land
and water through depositional actions.

As with wetlands, rivers were places for crossing,
served as trade/transportation routes and formed
natural boundaries, and hilltops were places of history
and power (Johnston 2021, 210). These are the places
that endure as depositional foci and, in the case of
hilltops, the places that became hillforts. Metalwork
depositions served to mark these places as significant
(cf. Briick 2019, 185-86), as well as creating,
legitimising and memorialising these places through
repeated visitations and depositions (cf. Gosden and
Lock 2007). The objects involved and the associated
histories and connections are likely to have held value
and, in turn, the deposition acts became significant in
their own right.

The debate over whether certain deposits might be
considered ‘ritual’ or more mundane practices is well-
established and such a clear distinction between the
two is not necessarily helpful (Briick 1999; Needham
2001). Undoubtedly, some of the objects recovered
from the wetlands were accidental losses, just as it
is possible that the fragmentation of the Stogursey
metalwork may have been undertaken for practical
purposes. However, even seemingly mundane actions
and engagements may have been intertwined with
small scale cultural rituals that fit within people’s
understanding of their world (Needham 2001; Fontijn
2019). By undertaking a comprehensive analysis
of the data, we can recognise a series of patterns in
the practices undertaken, as well as chronologically
and spatially varied instances in how, where and
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Fig. 21 Flooding on the Somerset Levels at Fordgate
(Image: Lewis Clarke, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons)

why certain objects and hoards were buried. This
also allows us to identify unusual practices that may
represent a particular snapshot or event in the lives
of Bronze Age communities. In turn, this helps us
recognise selective deposition in the Bronze Age, as
well as connections within and beyond the region; this
is important as much of the material presented derives
from historic discoveries or chance finds which are
otherwise hard to interpret.

CONCLUSION

It is inevitable that the precise meaning(s) of
metalwork depositions will elude us; whilst often
broadly conforming to overall trends, detailed study
usually reveals individual aspects of the deposits
and their meaning to the people burying objects.
People burying metalwork in Somerset engaged with
a range of practices in the selection and treatment
of objects and the places chosen. To generalise
would be to oversimplify the evidence. Yet, through
detailed assessment of individual case studies and by
exploring how these practices related to other forms
of depositional practices and the landscape in which

they were made we can observe how deposition
served as a process of transformation that allowed
people to enact their beliefs. In turn, we can reveal the
meanings and social significance behind metalwork
deposition during the LBA and EstIA in Somerset.

ADDENDUM

Since ceasing data collection and submitting the paper,
two LBA metalwork finds have been discovered
during metal-detecting that warrant mention here
though are not represented in any of the tables, maps
or illustrations.

From West Bagborough, a fourth gold penannular
ring has been recovered from the same field as the
three others and reported through the PAS (SOM-
75B58E (2023 T180)). This confirms this must be
a plough-dispersed hoard, or else this area was a
depositional landscape where multiple rings were
deposited.

Secondly, both valves of a LBA copper-alloy
mould for a socketed axehead have been found (SOM-
FB790C (2023 T394)) at Stawley, the first chance find
of'a mould known from the county.
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