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Plate .1. Bronze bowl found in Sarah Street, Leicester 
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EARLY in 1943 a firing-hole for a drying-stove was excavated at the iron
foundry of S. Russell & Sons Ltd. in Sarah Street, Leicester. On the 
west the foundry extends to the River Soar, and the excavation was made 
against the riverside wall and about in line with Torrington Avenue, a 
small turning on the west side of Sarah Street. The black mud of the 
river bed was exposed from 5 ft. to II ft. below tl:e foundry floor; under
lying it was gravel. About I ft. above the latter, in the mud, was found 
the bronze bowl here described. This, the most remarkable metal object of 
early medieval date found in Leicester, has been presented to Leicester 
Museum by the Directors of S. Russell & Sons. 1 

Except for one break in the rim and side, the bowl (Pl. I and Fig. 1) 
is in a good state of preservation and there are considerable remains of 
gilding on the inner and outer surfaces. It is made from one piece of 
metal, the greatest thickness of which, on the rim, is t'6 of an inch. The 
form is simple; there is no sharp angle between the convex base and the 
side and the edge is bent outwards to form a plain rim. The diameter is 
rof inches and the· depth 2¾ inches. 

On the inner surface is engraved a design which is seen to consist of 
two identical and continuous scenes of single combat between warriors 
armed with swords and shields and completely clad in chain mail. The 
te;x:ture of.,the latter is represented by lightly engraved chevrons, which 
even appear on the flat-topped helmets. The shields are triangular with 
the upper corners rounded and have central bosses. The swords have 
large pommels and straight thick guards. The background between the 
figures is filled with conventionalised representations of trees which, from 
their sturdy proportions, might be intended for oaks; their branches spread 
wide and their boles are lined to indicate rough bark. Under the figures 
are groups of short lines, apparently for tufts of grass. Against the dexter 
figure of each pair are the letters M A ; against the sinister, A A. In the 
centre of the design are radiating wavy lines. The details of the armour 
indicate a date for the bowl late in the twelfth century. 

Engraved bronze bowls of similar type, attributable to the twelfth and 
early thirteenth centuries, have a wide distribution in northern Europe. 
In England they have been found in London and a few other places, 2 

tLeicester Museum 6.r943. The bowl is published by permission of Leicester 
Museum and Libraries Committee. 

20. M. Dalton, "On Two Medieval Bronze Bowls in the British Museum," with 
a general discussion of the type, in Archaeologia, lxxii, r33-r60, Bowls 
from London have been published in Antiquaries Journal, xiii, r70, in 
Archaeologia, xxix, 368 and in the Medieval Catalogue of the London 
Museum, 201. A bowl found at Taunton Ptjory, Somerset, has been 
published by Mr. H. St. George Gray in Procs. Somerset Archaeological 
and Nat. Hist. Soc., lxxidv, roo-103. 
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while specimens found in Gertnany have been published by Anton C. 
Kisa, 3 who also mentions discoveries on the shores of the Baltic, in Scan
dinavia and even as far afield as Russia and Moravia. The centres of 
production appear to have been in the region of the lower Rhine and the 
Meuse, famous in the early middle ages for engraved metalwork. 4 Some 
of the bowls are engraved with scenes taken from the Bible and from 
classical mythology, while a larger but closely related group bears 
representations of the Virtues and Vices. This range of subjects suggests 
that while some specimens were intended for liturgical use others served 
a secular purpose, probably that of finger-bowls. 

The significance of the scene on the Leicester bowl is not clear. While 
a legendary or allegorical origin may be suspected it is doubtful whether 
a reference to, for instance, a particular episode in one of the medieval 
romances could be identified with certainty. The M's and A's inscribed 
against the figures might be regarded as having the same intention as the 
fully worded explanatory inscriptions seen on the bowls engraved with 
classical and biblical subjects, but the possibility that they are maker's 
marks-or even mere decoration-has to be home in mind. 

There is to be observed, however, one remarkable fact concerning 
this bowl-a fact which not only throws some light on the distribution 
of the general type but also, it seems, on the commercial contacts of 
medieval Leicester. Apparently 'only one other specimen engraved with 
scenes of single combat has ever been discovered, and that is a bowl which 
was dug up in the German city of Aachen (Aix-la-Chapelle) about fifty 
years ago. From Kisa's illustration of this bowl, reproduced here (Fig. 
2), 5 it will be seen that the resemblance between the two, hoth in the 
general character of the design and in detail, is so close as to suggest a 
common place of origin; they might even be from the hand of the satne 
craftsman. The chevrons indicating the mail may be more heavily 
engraved on the Aachen bowl, while the central design is more elaborate 
and the surface of the rim, left plain on the Leicester bowl, bears groups 
of radial lines; otherwise the only noteworthy difference is in the lettering, 
which on the Aachen bowl consists entirely of A's-two against one figure 
and one against each of the others. 6 

Other engraved bowls are known or presumed to have been found in 
Aachen, whereas the Leicester bowl is an isolated discovery. It is there-

3"Die Gravierten Mei.allschiisseln des XII. Jahrhunderts" in Zeitschrifl filr 
christliche Kunst, xviii (Diisseldorf, 1905). References to other foreign 
publications are given by Dalton, op. cit. 

40ne of the bowls found in London is ehgraved with a simple design and may be 
a local imitation. It has been suggested that bowls of the fully developed 
type may have been made in England as well as abroad, but on present 
evidence this remains unlikely. 

5Kisa, op. cit., 368 and Abb. g. It was found in the Elizabethstrasse. Some 
years later another bowl, engraved with figures of Virtues, was found in 
the same place. 

6Kisa has no explanation to offer of t11ese letters. It is to be obse-rved that on 
both bowls the figures distinguished by two A's are the sinister ones of their 
respective pairs. 
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fore reasonable to suppose that the products of Aachen's metalworkers 
included such vessels, and that the two bowls here compared were both 
made in that city. 

Under what circumstances would a piece of early medieval Rhenish 
craftsmanship find its way to Leicester? In this connection we may note 
that Leicester merchants were engaged in trade at the ports of Boston and 
Lynn at least as early as the thirteenth century. The relations between 
Leicester and Boston were especially close. In 1258 and again in 1261 
it was ordered that none of the Leicester merchants should show their 
woollen cloths beyond th~ row of shops at Boston appropriated for their 
use, and in which they were accustomed to sell their merchandise; the 
drapers were to occupy the south side of the row, the woolmongers the 
north side. 7 About 1273 the mayor and community of Leicester remitted 
to Thomas son of Jordan of Boston some houses in Boston which they 
had rented from him. 8 The borough records also mention by name 
several Leicester merchants who were doing business at Boston. In 1259, 
for instance, Henry Houhil complained that Richard of Shilton and Peter 
the White had denied him the use of a shop in Boston Fair. These three 
names occur in the tallagc rolls of the borough, and the coloured cloths 
of Henry Houhil are mentioned in 1256. Jakcmin of Liege-who was 
perhaps the same man as James of Liege, described in 1298 as a merchant 
of Douai-was admitted to the Leicester Merchant Gild in 1290; in r289 
and 1292 he was charged with irregular practices in the sale of wine, and 
on the first occasion it is expressly stated that he had bought the wine at 
Boston. The purchase of wine there for the community of Leicester is 
mentioned in 1262. It is probable that wine imported at Boston was 
Rhenish rather than Gascon, especially at an early date. 

Before the middle of the thirteenth century the records of the Merchant 
Gild are scantier and do not provide detailed information about trade. 
In 1226 and I227, however, we find candidates for admission to the Gild 
undertaking to pay their entrance-fees at Boston Fair. At a still earlier 
date, about 1207, attendance at certain fairs, including those of Boston 
and Lynn, was judged a reasonable excuse for absence at meetings of the 
Leicester Portmanmoot. It is well known that the continental trade of 
these two ports was very flourishing, and that the Hanseatic merchants 
had a share in it; the presence at Boston of the ships and merchandise of 
foreign merchants is mentioned as early as rr96. 9 We may believe there-

7Bateson, Records of the Borough of Leicester, i, 80, 95. 
8Ibid., 58. The following references to Leicester merchants at Boston are taken 

from the same work. 
9The Chancellor's Roll, ll96 (Pipe Roll Society, 1930) p. xxiv and 248-9. 

For the medieval trade of Boston, see Associated Architectural Societies' 
Reports and Papers, ii, 362-381; also the customs accounts for goods 
exported and imported there by aliens in 1294-5 and 1303, printed by Gras 
in his Early English Customs System, 273-302 and 516-520. The German 
and Flemish names of the merchants appearing in the accounts may be 
noted. Cargoes imported in 1303 included one of swords and helmets from 
Cologne, 



Fig. 1. Bronze bowl found in Sarah Street, Leicester: design and se<;tion ( !:) , 



Fig. 2. Bronze bowl found . . m El!zabethstrass~ A 1 · ,,, ac 1en (N · 0 scale gjven) 
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fore that the men of Leicester, exporting wool and buying imported wine, 
had regular and personal dealings with merchants from Flanders and the 
Rhineland at this period-early enough indeed to provide a plausible 
context for the transmission to Leicester of a piece of fine metalwork made 
in Aachen in the late twelfth centm.y. 10 

The find-spot of the bowl, half-way between the West Bridge and the 
point where the north wall of the town met the river, is within the south
western corner of the area eventually occupied by the Dominican friary. 
As the latter, however, does not appear to have extended its property 
thus far south along the river bank before I34411 the bowl is presumably 
a relic of an earlier secular occupation of the locality. Did this occu
pation have any special mercantile character? The earliest documen
tary evidence on which an answer to this question can be attempted 
consists of five tallage rolls compiled in the years I269-7I, 12 which may 
be regarded as a fairly complete census of Leicester. householders of this 
period. Taken together they contain about 650 names, listed under the . 
quarterS--north, east, south and west, also an eastern suburb-into which ' 
the town was divided. The individuals who happen to be named in the 
contemporary borough records in connection with business at Boston are 
not found to be grouped in any one part of the town, for in the rolls they 
appear in the north, east and west quarters arid the suburb. Any local
isation of trades in Leicester can only be inferred very tentatively from 
the rolls, as only about one-fifth of the entries mention them-either in 
surnames or explicitly. However, it is to be noted that in the west quarter, 
which extended from the centre of the town to the river, no less than five 
men are described as vintners; one of them is Jordan the Fleming and 
another is Henry of Ruddington, who is assessed unusually high and must 
have been one of the best-known citizens of the time, being mayor of 
Leicester continuously from I258 to 1270.13 In the adjacent north quarter 
three vintners appear. These figures contrast very fairly with those for 
the other quarters, all of which were more populous, for in the east quarter, 
which had more than twice as many inhabitants as the west, only two vint
ners appear, while there are two in the south quarter and none in the suburb. 
The cases of the above-mentioned Henry Houhil and J akemin of Liege 
have to be taken into account, however. In I252 the former was living 
in the east quarter, and in 1262 there is an item for the purchase of wine 
from his taverner-but the reference to his coloured cloths in 1256 may 
indicate his original or main occupation. J akemin of Liege also dealt in 
commodities other than wine; moreover, as an enterprising foreigner 

lDKisa observes that the distribution of the engraved bronze bowls is closely 
related to Hanseatic trade-routes, and he even suggests for them the name 
"Hansa bowls." 

llThis can be inferred from details given in a cash receipt and a grant of land 
printed by Bateson, op. cit., ii, 60-62. 

12Bateson, i, I28-145. 
t3The surname "of Boston" (Galfridus de Sancto Botulfo} occurs in the west 

quarter. 
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settling in Leicester late in the century, he would choose to reside in the 
part of the town to which business was then being more and more 
attracted. 

Thus we are given a hint, however slight, that while the trade in wool 
for export concerned the whole of thirteenth-century Leicester, the dealers 
in the imported commodity par excellence, wine, were mostly to be found 
in the part of the town near the river-front. There may be more than 
mere chance, therefore, in the discovery on the latter of a bronze bowl 
made in a wine-exporting country. 




