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A BARROW COMPLEX AND HIGH-
STATUS ANGLO-SAXON FINDS: 
INVESTIGATIONS ON A MULTI-

PHASE SITE AT BURLEY, RUTLAND
Richard A. Bradley and Robert Hedge

with artefact illustration by Laura Templeton

A combination of non-intrusive and intrusive exploratory work was undertaken 
by Worcestershire Archaeology in 2017 on a site close to Burley, Rutland. 
This site had been identified through cropmarks and the discovery of a group 
of significant sixth- to seventh-century Anglo-Saxon artefacts during a metal 
detecting rally. The project was completed to support a management plan and 
to assist in the preparation of a Higher Tier Countryside Stewardship agreement 
and involved desk-based assessment, fieldwalking, metal detecting survey, 
geophysical survey, and the excavation of test pits and small trial trenches. This 
focused on determining the potential extents and character of the archaeological 
remains, and thus the context of the Anglo-Saxon artefacts, as well as assessing 
the level of preservation of deposits under threat from arable cultivation. The 
investigations yielded a combination of evidence that suggested a multi-phase 
complex of activity was present on the site, and that it was of high significance.

INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT BACKGROUND

During 2017, Worcestershire Archaeology1, with specialist assistance from a 
geophysical subcontractor2 and a team of metal detectorists, undertook exploratory 
work in a single field just to the south-east of Burley, Rutland (Fig. 1). This was 
completed as part of an assessment to inform a management plan and to assist in 
the preparation of a Higher Tier Countryside Stewardship (HT CS) agreement. The 
risk of arable cultivation and related factors on buried archaeological deposits was 
considered through a combination of desk-based assessment, fieldwalking, metal 
detecting survey, geophysical survey, and the excavation of test pits and small trial 
trenches. Although the work was limited in scope, a complex and highly significant 
archaeological site was identified and, as a result, the findings are presented here. 
This follows up and expands upon a short note on a small group of artefacts 
recovered from the site, previously published in these transactions (Scott 2017).

Worcestershire Archaeology has been involved in similar projects on 
archaeological sites under arable cultivation for a number of years, all completed 
in order to inform applications for stewardship schemes with Natural England (see, 
for example, Bradley et al. 2017). Whilst agri-environment schemes such as this aim 

1 Part of Worcestershire Archive and Archaeology Service, Worcestershire County Council.
2 SUMO Survey Services.
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to address a multitude of wildlife, landscape, access and environmental resource 
protection objectives, Natural England also need to be satisfied that the management 
needs of heritage features are considered.

The original methodology for this type of assessment was formulated by Oxford 
Archaeology (Oxford Archaeology 2006), with funding from the Department for 
Environment Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) and English Heritage (now Historic 
England), for the assessment of scheduled monuments at risk from cultivation 
(termed Conservation of Scheduled Monuments in Cultivation, or, in short, 
COSMIC). This model has been further developed by Worcestershire Archaeology 
during subsequent work that has not been restricted to scheduled monuments. 
These have been referred to as COSMIC+ projects, reflecting that the methodology 
is underpinned by the COSMIC principles and processes, but provides an enhanced 
approach that incorporates geophysical survey and trail trenching, and can be 
applied either across entire landholdings or to individual sites (see Jackson and 
Miller 2010). They follow a staged project design and combine desk-based and 
fieldwork results to produce a risk factor score, dependent on cultivation regime 
and management practices, for individual fields. Due to the inevitabilities of scale 
on large agricultural holdings, combined with the issue of intrusive and destructive 
archaeological work on important sites under consideration for protection, the 
investigations often cover a wide area – yet involve limited interventions.

In this case, the first stage was collation of Leicestershire and Rutland Historic 
Environment Record (HER) and Portable Antiquities Scheme (PAS) data into a 
project Geographical Information System (GIS), principally focused on cropmarks 
and previous discoveries within the field. A farm manager survey was also completed 
in order to gather information on historic, current and potential cultivation regimes. 
The second stage required data collection through non-intrusive methods. An initial 
site walkover was undertaken, followed by gridded fieldwalking for the collection 
of surface artefacts, alongside a metal detecting survey to recover archaeologically 
significant metalwork from within the plough soil. A geophysical survey was also 
carried out, involving both a detailed magnetic survey of the entire field and a high-
density radar survey on areas determined to have higher potential. The third stage 
consisted of intrusive investigation, beginning with the hand excavation of small 
test pits across the field and then progressing to targeted trial trenching. During 
this stage of work, additional metal detecting was undertaken, focused on the spoil 
removed but also revisiting areas in the immediate surrounds of the trenches.

THE SITE

The site was identified within a single field (12.7ha in size), just to the south-east of 
Burley village, on land which forms part of the Burley Estate close to Oakham in 
Rutland (Fig. 1; national grid reference SK 887 104). Immediately west is the Grade 
I-listed Burley on the Hill house (NHLE3 ref. 1073792; HER ref. MLE18273), which 
may have been built on the site of a late medieval hall (HER ref. MLE5099), and is 

3 National Heritage List for England.
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situated within Grade II-designated Registered Parkland (NHLE ref. 1000380; HER 
ref. MLE5090). The southern edge of the field is bounded by tree-lined avenues 
forming part of this designed landscape (HER ref. MLE22602).

Fig. 1. Location of the site, showing the field in relation to Burley (shaded).
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Burley is located on a notable hill that rises sharply from the surrounding 
landscape, with the field occupying a relatively level plateau on top of the hill at 
around 150m AOD, only dropping away in the south-east corner into an area 
of woodland (140m AOD). It was previously grassland, used as a polo field and 
then for pasture and as a showground, but more recently has been under arable 
cultivation. At the time of the assessment it had been harrowed and contained the 
rough stubble remnants of a previous crop.

Using the COSMIC+ methodology, the project focused on characterising the 
archaeological context for a group of significant artefacts reported via the Portable 
Antiquities Scheme, and to assess the risk that arable cultivation could pose to any 
significant surviving deposits identified. Cropmarks present within the field were of 
uncertain date, but comprised a linear ditch running north-west to south-east and 
another ditch aligned north to south, which together may have formed part of a field 
system (HER ref. MLE5098). In the south-east corner of the field, a further ditch 
defined the north and west sides of a possible rectilinear enclosure. Other aerial 
photographs suggest that these are elements of a more extensive arrangement, with 
similar ditches identified in adjacent fields and across the surrounding landscape 
(e.g. HER ref. MLE5100). Cropmarks in regular, slightly curved parallel lines were 
also visible, likely to be the remnants of ridge and furrow ploughing.

Numerous artefacts were recovered in the field during a metal-detecting club 
rally held by the Leicester Search Society, and the Melton and Belvoir Search Society, 
undertaken in August 2016 (HER ref. ELE10096). A particular cluster, however, 
contained items all dated to the sixth or seventh century, and were of a type that 
suggested the field may include one or more high status burials of early to middle 
Anglo-Saxon date (HER ref. MLE22880; see Scott 2017). This group included 
a plain gold buckle formed of a hollow triangular plate with a ‘D’ shaped loop, 
fixed to a sheet back-plate by five decorative rivets (PAS ref. no. LEIC–47843A; 
Treasure case no. 2016T636; Fig. 2), a scatter of 12 copper alloy fragments (some 
with integrated drop-handle loops) identified as being part of a possible ‘Coptic’ 
bowl (PAS ref. no. LEIC–47AE03; Treasure case no. 2016T636), and a gold disc 
pendant with a plain back but decorated with applied filigree on the front, which 
includes a central ‘cruciform’ motif (PAS ref. no. LEIC–47932A; Treasure case no. 
2016T637). In the same area was an early medieval lead alloy spindle whorl thought 
to be of eighth to tenth century date, although it could be slightly earlier (PAS ref. 
no. LEIC–754C78). Not securely located, but reported around 240m to the north-
east of these, was a copper alloy mount (HER ref. MLE22881; PAS ref. no. LEIC–
4199B9). Rectangular in shape, this has a zoomorphic ‘Salin style I’ decoration that 
may originally have been gilded, probably dating to the fifth or sixth century.

FIELDWORK RESULTS

Fieldwalking

Fieldwalking took place in March 2017, using an alpha-numeric grid system aligned 
on the south and west field boundaries (i.e. the south-west corner started at A100). 
The grid was divided into 30m long stints that were walked from south to north 



a barrow complex and high-status anglo-saxon finds   29

in 4m transects, with the material collected and recorded by transect. Based on an 
average cone of vision per field walker of 2m (1m either side of the transect line); 
then approximately 50 per cent of the surface was examined in detail.

The artefacts recovered were rapidly assessed, quantified and recorded with the 
aim of highlighting particular items of interest, plotting any notable concentrations, 
and to date artefacts if possible, reflecting the need for prompt feedback to inform 
subsequent trenching design. Overall, 812 artefacts, weighing 11.6kg in total were 
recovered (Fig. 3). The spread of artefacts demonstrated a slight concentration to 
the east, south-east and south of the field, with lesser recovery in the northern third. 
Due to the scale and highly abraded condition of the assemblage, certain classes, 
particularly pottery, proved difficult to identify and date – this is typical of medieval 
and earlier ceramics within the ploughzone.

Prehistoric
The prehistoric material comprised a total of 264 pieces of worked flint, weighing 
1,277g, with at least two distinct phases of activity visible: Mesolithic/early Neolithic; 
and Bronze Age. Of these, 191 pieces of debitage and 27 tools were not closely 
dateable to type, and probably represent elements of both phases of activity. There 
was higher recovery of items in the south and east part of the field, particularly in 
the area of ridge and furrow (Fig. 4).

Fourteen pieces of debitage and nine tools were consistent with a Mesolithic 
or early Neolithic date. Careful selection and preparation of cores, platform 
preparation, and blade production were evident. Retouched pieces included 
an obliquely truncated piece, a burin and a denticulate. Although finer pieces of 
debitage are typically less likely to be recovered through fieldwalking, the presence 
of four cores of this date is an indication of knapping activity on the site rather than 
chance losses.

Fig. 2. Obverse and reverse of gold buckle from the original detecting rally, following 
conservation (images ©Rutland County Museum).
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Fig. 3. Fieldwalking survey, all finds.

Fig. 4. Fieldwalking survey, lithics.
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Pieces characteristic of early Bronze Age flintworking included a tanged 
arrowhead and three thumbnail scrapers. Other tools included several piercers and 
a number of retouched flakes, and eight pieces of debitage showed signs of casual 
flintworking typical of later assemblages. The (somewhat crude) arrowhead appears 
to have been fashioned from a much earlier flake or implement, with semi-abrupt 
retouch to form the point and tang. This cuts through a mottled light grey patina to 
expose a mid blue grey flint. In the centre of the tool, the dorsal and ventral surfaces 
of the original flake are visible.

Raw material was mostly moderate to high-quality flint, with a range of colours 
from mottled blue grey to translucent dark grey. The relatively thin cortex, where 
present, suggests that much of the material came from secondary sources, such as 
boulder clays. This is a similar pattern to that seen in a fieldwalking project 2km 
south-west of the site, on the edge of Oakham (see Clay 1998, 310). A mottled 
light grey patina is present on many of the earlier pieces, though most of the later 
prehistoric material exhibits little or no patina.

Roman
A single 76g abraded piece of tegula and 14 pieces of abraded pottery in poor 
condition could be confidently ascribed to the Roman period. Most appeared to be 
local grey wares, with occasional sherds of white ware.

Saxon and medieval
A single sherd (20g) of late Anglo-Saxon pottery was recovered. A further 53 sherds 
(mean weight 15g) could be assigned a medieval date. The majority of these were 
local earthenwares. Among products of the Lyveden/Stanion industry, mid-thirteenth 
to fourteenth-century Lyveden/Stanion ‘B’ Ware was common, with leached oolitic 
inclusions. This fabric was abundant on excavations at the nearby deserted medieval 
village of Nether Hambleton, and is likely to have accounted for much of the local 
market (Davies and Sawday 1999, 176; Clough 2007, 435). Some sherds were 
thought to be examples of glazed Grimston and unglazed Thetford wares from East 
Anglia. The surfaces had, however, decayed on many sherds to the point of being 
very difficult to discern.

Late medieval to post-medieval transitional wares were present, including a 
small quantity of Midlands Purple ware.

Post-medieval
Post-medieval pottery was well-represented, with 54 sherds identified (mean weight 
12.7g), including a typical range of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century glazed red 
earthenwares and slipwares. As with the earlier material, the condition was poor.

Overview
The fieldwalking exercise yielded surface evidence for a long history of activity on 
the site. A background scatter of early prehistoric flint suggests transient groups of 
Mesolithic or early Neolithic people used the area: no less than 1,000 years later, the 
finds indicate that it then became a focus of early Bronze Age activity. The spread of 
abraded Roman, medieval and post-medieval artefacts is consistent, both in volume 
and condition, with material incorporated from nearby settlements into the field 
through agricultural practices such as manuring. Ceramic material was in notably 
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poor condition due to mechanical abrasion (i.e. ploughing) and soil conditions. 
This combination of factors may account for the absence of (typically friable) early 
Anglo-Saxon ceramic material contemporary with the recovered metalwork.

Geophysical survey

The primary geophysical survey was undertaken in April 2017 by SUMO Stratascan, 
using a cart-based magnetometer system with a traverse interval of 0.5m and a 
sample interval set at 0.125m. Follow-up work targeted on a smaller area comprised 
a high-density radar survey.

The site proved highly responsive to geophysical survey, with a large number 
of anomalies highlighted (Fig. 5). This stage of work was essential in defining the 
extent and character of the archaeological remains.

Towards the central and southern part of the field are eight (in two groups of 
four) positive circular ditch anomalies, all enclosing discrete positive responses (Fig. 
5(A)). The form and layout of these, without a clear entrance or visible break in 
the ditch, suggests that they are the remains of barrows, likely to contain burials 
and/or cremated remains in the centre. They appear to range between 10m and 
17m in diameter. A similar but slightly irregular partial feature, extending across the 
southern field boundary, may also be part of a ring-ditch (Fig. 5(B)).

Crossing the field from north-west to south-east is a strong positive linear 
anomaly indicative of a substantial boundary ditch (Fig. 5(C)). This correlates with 
a cropmark visible on aerial photography. A similar linear response is oriented 
approximately north–south, intersected by the aforementioned north-west to south-
east ditch, and corresponds with another cropmark (Fig. 5 (D)). In the south-east 
of the field, the north, west and east sides of a large rectilinear enclosure are clearly 
defined, also visible as a cropmark on aerial photography (Fig. 5(E)). A further 
linear anomaly running from the north-east corner of this enclosure may represent a 
conjoining enclosure, or part of an associated field system. This includes an apparent 
break, potentially an entrance.

Elsewhere, several positive linear anomalies are visible, mostly oriented roughly 
east–west, north-west to south-east, or north-south across the field. These are likely 
to be associated with a field system (Fig. 5(F)). There are remains of ridge and furrow 
cultivation visible as widely spaced, slightly curved, parallel linear anomalies in the 
northern and eastern parts of the field (Fig. 5(G)). These also reflect the cropmark 
evidence. Closely spaced, parallel linear responses crossing the field are a result of 
modern agricultural activity, and a linear anomaly that runs north-east to south-
west across the entire field may also be of agricultural origin.

Prominent across the south of the field is a strong bipolar linear anomaly, 
characteristic of an underground service, such as a pipe. In addition, a series of 
intersecting linear anomalies, oriented north-east to south-west and north-west to 
south-east, are of such regularity and scale as to appear typical of natural fracturing 
in the underlying geology.
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Metal detecting

The metal-detecting survey was initially conducted in parallel with the fieldwalking, 
following the same overall grid but based on 10m rather than 4m transects, thereby 
aiming to get a broad overall coverage. It was undertaken by specialist detectorists 
familiar with the local area and all using comparable equipment set to the same 
level of discrimination. Metalwork items were recorded and located using a 
differential GPS. Due to the very limited recovery of metal artefacts, a series of five 
areas (between 20m and 60m wide, 30m stints) were targeted using 2.5m transect 
intervals in order to achieve blocks of 100 per cent coverage: these were focused 
around the previously reported findspots to act as a control on the recovery method.

Subsequently, during the trial trenching stage (see below), detecting was 
undertaken across the spoil produced when opening the trenches, as well as across 
the features revealed. Only a limited number of artefacts were located in this way 
and none were retrieved from features in the trenches. Additionally, however, 
another intensive search (both gridded and non-gridded) of the surface ploughsoil 
around the trenches, and in the vicinity of the reported locations of the high-status 
metalwork from the 2016 metal-detecting rally, proved highly successful (Fig. 6).

Metal artefacts
There were numerous fragmentary lead pieces, but these are of uncertain date 
and indeterminate function. In addition, there were six fragments of Anglo-Saxon 
copper alloy bowl weighing 328g, all found in a broad north-west to south-east 
spread across the central part of the field (Fig. 6). This assemblage included two base 
pieces and a rim with integrated drop-handle loop, some of which clearly conjoin 
with the original 12 bowl fragments from the metal-detecting rally, and demonstrate 
that these are likely to have been a complete bowl before agricultural disturbance. 
One further small copper alloy rim piece (11g) was substantially different in form, 
patina, and external and internal decoration when compared to these examples, 
suggesting the potential for another type of vessel to have been present.

Of those that can be attributed to the formerly complete vessel (18 pieces in 
total), it is apparent that the base fragments have an open-work alternating 
V-shaped pattern in a shallow depth (25mm) foot ring (Fig. 7). This is characteristic 
of ‘Coptic’ bowls from the eastern Mediterranean, rather than hanging bowls of 
British manufacture, supporting the initial assessment of the finds following the 
detecting rally (see Scott 2017). Based on the (combined) recovered pieces, the foot 
ring diameter measures close to 205mm. At the base of the bowl, within the space of 
the foot ring, are two faintly incised, double lines that appear to cross in the centre 
and curve outwards.4 Internally, the bottom of the bowl has a circular groove with a 
central small dot (demonstrating that it was finished by lathe-turning) and an incised 
line also runs around the lower part of the sides. The rim fragments indicate that   

4 It is noteworthy that the fragments with surviving lines are pieces recovered during the COSMIC+ 
fieldwork stage, rather than during the original metal-detecting rally. This potentially reflects the 
fact that during the fieldwork, and based on what was already known about the site, high-status 
metal objects were expected, and therefore a ‘finds first aid kit’ was employed to immediately stabilise 
the metalwork. The objects were, therefore, not unduly handled, cleaned or brushed until specialist 
conservation.
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Fig. 7 Reconstructed profile of ‘Coptic’ bowl, with conjoining base fragments shown 
below.

the rim sloped slightly outwards: this suggests an estimated overall rim diameter of 
around 380mm. There is a partial chevron pattern along the inside surface of the 
rim, above clearly incised double lines. An external ridge is also present, just below 
the rim, across which two pairs of opposing and slightly splayed drop-handle loops 
are integrated.

‘Coptic’ bowls, or eastern Mediterranean basins, are commonly dated to the 
late sixth century and the first half of the seventh century, with a suggested use as 
fine tableware for presenting luxury food or possibly for liturgical washing (Geake 
1995, 192–3). Crosses marked on the bases of some may indicate a Christian 
connection; others found in combination with one-handled eastern Mediterranean 
flagons, as well as hanging bowls, could support either the association with feasting 
and presentation of food and drink, or the Christian focus as part of washing sets 
(Willemsen 2018, 57; Mango 2019, 184–6). It may be, however, that they had lost 
particular functional associations outside of their origin in the eastern Mediterranean 
and were traded as individual prestige items for subsequent use in differing ways 
in an alternative social context (Scull 2019, 186). Further examples have been 
accompanied by or contained objects within: food offerings such as hazlenuts (e.g. 
Faversham) and antler gaming pieces have been noted (see Riddler et al. 2006).
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Whilst there are various ways in which they may be interpreted, the bowls 
certainly appear to have been prestige items forming part of an elite lifestyle, and 
have mainly been retrieved from high-status burial contexts. They are notable for 
inclusion in ‘princely’ burials, amongst a larger assemblage of other prestige goods 
such as hanging bowls, other copper alloy bowls, drinking horns, buckets, glassware, 
gold and silver personal equipment, as well as weaponry and regalia (see Prittlewell; 
Blackmore et al. 2019). As such, where the sex of a burial found alongside a ‘Coptic’ 
bowl has been identified, this is predominantly male (Geake 1995, 192–3), or has 
been associated with grave goods traditionally viewed as male items (e.g. Riddler 
et al. 2006; Blackmore et al. 2019), although female examples are known. At RAF 
Cardington in Bedfordshire, a supine inhumation assessed as a probable female, 
around 18–25 years old at death, included a ‘Coptic’ bowl close to the head: the 
burial was radiocarbon dated to 551–646 cal AD (Barker 2013, 17–18). Other 
examples from Kent have been recovered from late sixth- and-early seventh century 
graves containing high-status feminine assemblages (Scull 2019, 186).

The ‘Coptic’ bowl identified here at Burley is similar in appearance to a number 
of examples of eastern Mediterranean origin recovered from East Anglia and 
Kent, including the Rendlesham bowl and Faversham bowl, as well as others from 
Lincolnshire, Essex and continental Europe, with the open-work foot ring version 
classified as a ‘Type B1’ (after Werner 1957). The exact number of bowls found to 
date is not certain, although there are at least 60 recorded examples of Werner’s 
‘Type B1’ in Europe, of which 19 are from England (Mango 2019, 185). Distribution 
is largely confined to the south-east (particularly Kent and Essex) and East Anglia, 
although further ‘Type B1’ bowls and other examples with varying forms and styles – 
such as external fluting, tall pedestals, or a closed foot ring (Werner ‘Type C’) – have 
been found in Lincolnshire, Hampshire, Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire, and along the 
Thames valley in Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire (see Chadwick Hawkes 1982, 
76–7; Huggett 1988, 76; Geake 1995, 50 and 192–3; Christie et al. 2014, 346). 
Previous consideration has suggested it is most likely that they entered the country 
alongside other exotic items such as amethyst beads and cowrie shells, under the 
control of Kentish ports; these were then distributed further afield by donation, 
gift exchange or high-level trade networks (Chadwick Hawkes 1982, 76; Huggett 
1988). It is possible, however, that those recovered from the east of England arrived 
via a riverine trade network, based on north sea trade routes developed north of 
the mouth of the River Rhine (Williamson 2013, 47), especially as these items are 
thought to have travelled northwards from the Mediterranean through Italy, over 
the Alpine passes and then along the Rhine itself.

Other metalwork finds from the meta-detecting survey included lead shot, pewter 
and copper alloy buttons, a copper alloy spoon and an iron horseshoe, all of post-
medieval date. A thirteenth- or fourteenth-century single-loop copper alloy buckle, 
with D-shaped frame and integral shaft, was also recovered. This is a close match 
for other examples recorded by the Portable Antiquities Scheme that are thought to 
have had a specialist use, perhaps on animal leashes (see, for example, PAS ref. no. 
SWYOR–419FBD).
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Test pits

Excavation of seven small test pits was completed in May 2017 (Test Pit 1 to Test 
Pit 7; Fig. 8). These were not undertaken for the purposes of locating archaeological 
features or artefacts but, following the COSMIC+ methodology, to verify the depth 
of the current cultivation soil and any other soil deposits that may act as a protective 
buffer overlying the natural geology; this interface is where archaeological features 
are liable to survive. As such, the test pits were arranged to cover areas where the 
cropmarks and geophysical survey indicated archaeology was present, but away 
from direct association with archaeological deposits. These were regularly placed, 
yet dispersed in a wide array designed to effectively bracket features and act as 
control data for the assessment of cultivation impacts (both past and potential).

In all test pits there were relatively shallow soil profiles above the natural 
geology, but the plough soil coverage was slightly greater in the southern part of 
the field than the north. This averaged at a mean depth of 0.18m (or 7in) across the 
whole field, a figure classed as ‘shallow ploughing’ in the COSMIC+ assessment. 
Below the cultivation soil, an average of 0.09m (or 3.5in) of subsoil was recorded. 
Again, there was a slightly greater amount of subsoil in the southern test pits than 
the northern test pits. The subsoil deposit forms a small buffer (classed as ‘shallow 
buffer’) between the observed cultivation depths of the current arable regime and the 
interface with natural geology at which buried archaeological features are known to 
be present..

Trial trenches

Eight trial trenches were excavated in two stages, in May and June 2017, referenced 
in sequence with the test pits (i.e. Trench 8 to Trench 15; Fig. 8). These were 
undertaken in order to assess the character and preservation of the archaeological 
deposits that the cropmarks and geophysical survey had indicated to exist on the 
site, and to provide further data on the depths of overlying soil for comparison with 
the test pit data.

Trench 8 was a small box trench, 6.20m × 5m in size, located in the western part 
of the field. There was no clear geophysical anomaly here, but this was targeted on 
the reported findspot of a gold disc pendant found during the 2016 metal-detecting 
rally. It was intended to provide context for this high-status metalwork, but 
unfortunately there were no archaeological features or further artefacts identified.

Trench 9 was 19m × 1.60m in size, positioned across the north to south aligned 
ditch visible both as a cropmark and as a geophysical anomaly. The ditch [904] was 
in the centre of the trench, correlating well with the geophysical survey, and was 
sealed by 0.23m of cultivation soil and 0.07m of subsoil. It was found to be 3.14m 
wide and more than 0.69m in depth, but the base could not be reached due to water 
inundation. There were at least three fills: the uppermost (903) contained Anglo-
Saxon pottery, as well as a small piece of industrial waste.

Trench 10 was 13m long and 3.40m wide, targeted on the large north-west 
to south-east aligned ditch, highlighted as a slightly sinuous cropmark and as a 
geophysical anomaly, but also specifically on the reported findspot location of 
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an Anglo-Saxon plain gold buckle (found during the 2016 metal-detecting rally; 
Fig. 2 above). Subsequent investigation determined that this findspot was actually 
further north than originally determined (see Trench 14). The ditch itself was readily 
identifiable and consistent with the geophysical survey [1004]. Although it was not 
excavated, augering suggested that it survived for at least 0.90m in depth.

Trench 11 was similar in size and positioned across the same ditch, but a short 
distance further to the south-east, targeted on the reported findspot location of a 
scatter of copper alloy fragments from a ‘Coptic’ bowl (also found during the 2016 
metal-detecting rally; Fig. 7 above). As with Trench 10, the ditch correlated well 
with the geophysical survey and, although not excavated, augering suggested that it 
survived for at least 0.90m in depth [1104]. To the south of the ditch were two small 
features that were also visible on the geophysical survey: a shallow gully [1106] 
aligned east to west; and an oval pit [1108] that contained charcoal and prehistoric 
pottery in the upper fill (1107).

Trench 12 was 28m in length and 1.60m wide, and was opened across the 
northern side of the large rectilinear enclosure, visible both as a cropmark and 
geophysical anomaly in the south-east part of the field. The enclosure ditch was 
clearly defined in the centre of the trench and auger tested to a depth of 0.65m 
[1210]. It was sealed by 0.25m of cultivation soil and 0.07m of subsoil. Pottery from 
the surface was dated as Anglo-Saxon. Numerous other features were identified in 
the trench, including up to five gullies, a pit and a probable post hole, but none were 
excavated. These were found internal and external to the enclosure ditch.

Trench 13, 20m × 1.60m in size, was targeted on a number of east–west aligned 
ditches, thought to be part of a field system. These all correlated very closely with 
the geophysical survey, visible as five parallel ditches or gullies of varying size. None 
were excavated, but two were auger tested and found to be only 0.18m and 0.19m 
in depth [1310] [1314]. Pottery and flint from the surface of one feature suggested a 
prehistoric date, but this is not certain.

Discussions on site with the metal-detectorist involved in the original discoveries 
suggested that the reported location of the findspot for the Anglo-Saxon gold buckle 
(Trench 10) was erroneous. The location of the original investigation hole was 
therefore re-established (seen as a depression in the field surface) some 55m north 
and 15m west of the recorded co-ordinates. As a result, Trench 14, located close 
to the centre of the field, was opened as a 7m × 4.30m box in order to attempt to 
provide context for this find (Fig. 9). Within the trench was a curvilinear ditch [1404], 
identifiable as the northern side of one of the ring-ditches shown on the geophysical 
survey, and it was clear that the findspot was directly above this. The ditch, found 
to be 1.51m wide but only 0.36m in depth, was sealed by 0.24m of cultivation soil 
and 0.09m of subsoil, and defined the easternmost of four ring-ditches forming the 
northern cluster of at least two barrow groupings in the field. There were three fills, 
the lower two of which appeared to have formed through weathering and edge 
stabilisation (1405) (1406), whilst the upper one was suggestive of ploughed-in 
mound material (1403). No additional metalwork was found in this trench, but 
flint was recovered from the lower ditch fill and pottery from the uppermost fill. 
The pottery fragments were of Roman and medieval date and, therefore, potentially 
intrusive from later cultivation.
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Trench 15 was 18m in length and 4.30m wide, excavated across the western side 
of the southernmost ring-ditch – with the intention of establishing the condition 
and potential date of the southern cluster of ring-ditches shown on the geophysical 
survey. The ditch was located at the eastern end of the trench, and found to be 
1.83m in width and 0.40m in depth [1505] (Fig. 10). There were two fills: the lower 
containing some flint flakes (1504); and the upper including flint and a single piece 
of Roman pottery (1503), similar to the ring-ditch sample excavated in Trench 14. 
The ditch was sealed by 0.21m of cultivation soil and 0.11m of subsoil. Elsewhere 
in the trench were three possible pits and a linear feature, all very diffuse and poorly 
defined in plan. One was excavated [1509]: this was 0.33m in depth with two fills, 
the lowest of which included charcoal flecking and early prehistoric flint (1514).

Artefacts
The artefact assemblage from the trial trenching was comparable with that 
recovered from fieldwalking: several phases of prehistoric activity in the Mesolithic/
early Neolithic and the Bronze Age, with additional material from Roman, medieval 
and post-medieval agricultural activity. A Mesolithic scalene microlith on light grey 
patinated flint, from the lower fill (1514) of a feature in Trench 15, represents the 
earliest find.

A very small quantity of abraded prehistoric pottery, with grey core and orange 
outer surface, and abundant angular quartz and flint inclusions, was found within 
pit [1108].

Fig. 9. Working shot of Trench 14 with ring-ditch highlighted (the findspot of the gold 
buckle is visible as a dark mark within the fill, just to the right of the archaeologist).
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A significant addition was the recovery of three sherds of probable early Anglo-
Saxon pottery from ditch fill (903) in Trench 9. The presence of pottery of this date 
within a stratified feature below the plough soil suggests that its absence from the 
fieldwalking assemblage owes more to poor preservation conditions than to cultural 
factors. Though small and abraded, the three sherds form a conjoining section of 
an uneven everted rim of typically early Anglo-Saxon form. Carbonised organic 
residues on the inner surface suggest it was a cooking vessel rather than a funerary 
urn. Assignation of early Anglo-Saxon pottery to specific fabrics is, as Blinkhorn 
(1997, 117) notes, problematic, even for large assemblages. That said, the sherds 
contain large, angular mineral inclusions, and therefore belong to the grit-tempered 
tradition common elsewhere in the East Midlands (ibid, 119). A further two sherds 
of early Anglo-Saxon pottery, in an organic-tempered fabric, were recovered from 
the surface of enclosure ditch [1210].

DISCUSSION

The combined cropmark and geophysical survey evidence, supported by the 
fieldwalking, metal detecting and trial trenching, demonstrates that the field contains 
an extensive multi-period and multi-faceted archaeological site. Despite the limited 
nature of the intrusive work, it was clear that this complex of activity was of high 
significance.

There were at least eight ring-ditches, clearly visible in two clusters of four, 
but with more hinted at on the geophysical survey. These represent the remains of 
ploughed-out barrows, with each having a central pit (probably a burial) and a well-

Fig. 10. Profile of the ring-ditch in Trench 15 (1m and 0.5m scales).
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defined outer ditch. The small-scale of the investigations means that the possibility 
that these are all Anglo-Saxon in date cannot be entirely ruled out. However, where 
the ditches were sample excavated, Roman and medieval pottery in the upper fills, 
above flint in the lower fills, suggests that, on balance, this is most likely to be a 
prehistoric barrow complex. Across the wider area of the field, flint artefacts found 
in the topsoil during the fieldwalking stage included a tanged arrowhead and three 
thumbnail scrapers that are characteristic of early Bronze Age flintworking on the 
site, and by extension a clear Bronze Age presence.

Prehistoric activity in the surrounds is also well established. A large scatter 
(3,831 pieces) of Mesolithic, Neolithic and Bronze Age flint was recovered from 
fieldwalking 2km south-west of the site, on the edge of Burley Road, Oakham (Clay 
1998). Excavation that took place alongside the survey revealed features forming 
a ceremonial complex, comprising pit circles associated with Peterborough ware 
and a ring-ditch with central crouched burial. Other prehistoric remains recorded 
during the survey included two pit alignments and a series of ring-ditches, identified 
as cropmarks. Later work within the same area involved excavation of a series of 
parallel boundary ditches and a double pit alignment, all of prehistoric date (Mellor 
2007). Positioned on a prominent natural rise, the site here at Burley is likely to have 
been a major focus for burial activity within this wider landscape, and comparable 
with other prehistoric barrow sites in the region (e.g. Cossington; see Thomas 2008).

The finds in the upper parts of the ditches were probably deposited after the 
surviving negative earthworks of the barrows had slowly silted up, before plough 
soil infilled the remaining depression. However, the presence of a small amount 
of Roman material within these ditches, as well as elsewhere across the field, may 
also suggest a longevity of visibility and association for the monuments. This can 
perhaps be linked to land rights or ancestral ownership and appropriation: similar 
prehistoric barrow sites such as Cossington and Eaton in Leicestershire have 
exhibited evidence for a retained significance as landscape features over a long time 
span, continuing through the Iron Age, Roman and Anglo-Saxon periods (Thomas 
2013). Furthermore, the north–south aligned ditch that runs through the edge of 
the two ring-ditch groupings, but still respects their presence, was dated as Anglo-
Saxon. This suggests that the barrows were upstanding and visible when this was 
dug out, consistent with a pattern of later landscape boundaries using prehistoric 
barrows as marker points (see, for example, Semple 1998, 113; Williams 1998, 95). 
The absence of ridge and furrow ploughing, identifiable as both cropmarks and on 
the geophysical survey to the north and east, may also suggest that the monuments 
survived as visible features well into the historic period. It remains unknown if they 
were present during the development of the landscape park in the late eighteenth 
century.

Elsewhere, the well-defined ditched enclosure in the south-east part of the field 
was dated by Anglo-Saxon finds from the surface of the ditch, though these may 
not date the origin of the feature. Whether the ditch represents a stock or settlement 
enclosure was not conclusively determined. It is possible that the enclosure was 
associated with the sinuous ditch running broadly diagonally across the field and a 
number of a smaller field system ditches further north, but this remains uncertain. 
A reported discovery of three Anglo-Saxon urns from close to Cottesmore Road, 
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just to the north-east of Burley (though these are not located with accuracy), are 
also notable in demonstrating clear Anglo-Saxon activity within the surrounding 
landscape (Hawkes 2007, 267).

Apart from the barrow complex, a major additional factor in the archaeological 
significance of the site is the high-status Anglo-Saxon metalwork, both that 
recovered during the original metal detecting rally (Scott 2017) as well as those from 
detecting undertaken alongside the trial trenching in the course of this project (see 
‘Metal Artefacts’ section above). The gold buckle, the ‘Coptic’ bowl fragments and 
the piece of a further copper alloy bowl were found in close proximity and, although 
the gold pendant with filigree decoration was reportedly found around 100m to 
the west of these items, all of these objects appear to be of later sixth to seventh 
century date. Halfway between the gold pendant and the bowl fragments was a 
lead alloy spindle whorl: it is interesting to note that both pendants and whorls 
are associated with female burials (Geake 1995, 88–92 and 133–6), whereas gold 
buckles and, as mentioned above, ‘Coptic’ bowls are predominately seen as male 
items (Geake 1995, 192–193; Blackmore and Scull 2019, 128). Significance may 
also be attached to the ‘cruciform’ motif on the gold pendant and the faint crossed 
lines on the base of the ‘Coptic’ bowl, which could both be reflective of Christian 
religious symbolism in this period of conversion (Willemsen 2018, 57). Together, 
the evidence suggests the presence of an important grave or cemetery containing 
male and female burials, or potentially one or more hoards of prestige items, 
likely associated with a member or members of the Anglo-Saxon elite that may be 
considered to be of exceptionally high status. The metalwork finds are clearly of 
the highest quality, with the combination of artefacts, in particular the gold buckle 
and the bowl (or even multiple bowls), most comparable to those recovered from 
the ‘princely’ Anglo-Saxon grave at Prittlewell, Essex (although in that instance the 
bowl was a Werner ‘Type C’ example; see Blackmore et al. 2019). The buckle is one 
of the few certain examples of a triangular plated buckle made in gold to have been 
found in England to date: this is thought to be the most northerly after Taplow, 
Sutton Hoo, and Prittlewell, and one of only two examples (alongside Finglesham) 
of a gold buckle with additional rivets on the shoulder (Scott 2017, 248; Blackmore 
and Scull 2019, 126–8). The ‘Coptic’ bowl certainly represents contact with high-
level, long-distance, prestigious gift exchange, arriving from the continent along 
trade routes from the Mediterranean, and the deposition of such an item is clearly 
indicative of conspicuous wealth and an elite social status. Based on the likely origin, 
this is potentially amongst the most north-westerly known examples of these items 
recovered.

The specific source of the high-status objects has not been located during these 
site investigations as, although the gold buckle was found directly above a ring 
ditch, these were all recovered from the plough soil. The distribution across the 
central part of the field in close association with the barrow groupings is unlikely 
to be coincidental, however. Burial in or under mounds, often as a later intrusion 
into earlier barrows, sometimes also associated with a larger flat cemetery alongside, 
is a known tradition of the Anglo-Saxon period (Williams 1997; Blackmore et al. 
2019, 297–8). There are numerous examples from across southern, central and 
eastern England (see, for example, Riddler and Trevarthen 2006; Boulter and 
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Walton Rogers 2012), including some of particularly high status (e.g. Speake 1989), 
as well as from both the East Midlands region and more locally (see Vince 2006, 
170; Thomas 2008, 58–65). It has been suggested that this frequent re-use was 
often selective and specifically designed, acting as a visible affirmation of landscape 
ownership through ancestral links to a mythical past (Thomas 2013; Semple and 
Williams 2015). Some areas subject to regional specific study (e.g. North Wiltshire) 
have exhibited a pattern of prehistoric round barrows becoming locations favoured 
for isolated male burials in the seventh century and wealthy isolated female burials 
in the later seventh century, particularly in examples with topographical prominence 
(see Semple 2003). The combination of high-status metalwork found here at Burley 
could therefore suggest that if a cemetery is present, then this would be a major and 
prominent part of the Anglo-Saxon burial landscape of Rutland, perhaps linked 
to nearby cemeteries at places such as Empingham, Great Casterton and Market 
Overton (Scott 2017, 251).

The ‘Coptic’ bowl fragments and the single piece of another bowl were widely 
spread heading south and east away from the northern barrow group, and this area 
also included a large number of lead pieces of uncertain form or use. It is most likely 
that post-medieval and modern land use (particularly levelling and ploughing) has 
dispersed the objects from a burial or cemetery in the upper soils, or around one 
or more relict barrow mounds, before the most recent arable use of the field has 
brought these close to the surface. Unfortunately, no human bone – cremated or 
otherwise – was recovered to help support the suggestion that these were disturbed 
from a burial context, and, as noted above, the possibility remains that these could 
also represent one or more hoards buried in a visible landscape feature (such as a 
barrow, or alongside a boundary) with the intention of recovery.

As a group, the finds, deposits and features can be determined to be of national 
significance. In the COSMIC+ assessment, this resulted in the archaeological factors 
receiving a maximum score and, therefore, the potential loss of information from 
cultivation was very high. Although the survival of features was, in some instances 
at least, found to be reasonable, in other places the depth of archaeological features 
would indicate that truncation appears to have occurred. Whilst it was also apparent 
that the soil coverage in the field offers some protection to this archaeology, deep 
ploughing or subsoiling, or other activities that would potentially denude soil 
cover, would increase the risk substantially and leave the archaeology in danger of 
destruction. With regard to the longer-term preservation of the site, therefore, the 
presentation of the results of the COSMIC+ survey fed into a Parkland Management 
Plan that assisted with negotiation of a ten-year Higher Tier Countryside Stewardship 
agreement between the Burley Estate and Natural England. This commenced in 
January 2018 and forms part of a wider scheme of restoration of the Grade II-
Registered Parkland: a grassland sward has been established across this particular 
field, thereby preventing cultivation damage of buried archaeological deposits. 
This land management should ensure that the integrity of the archaeological site is 
maintained for at least the next decade.

There is unlikely to ever be any major development across the site due to the 
existing designations, the landscape setting, and the status of the surrounding 
property, and so the possibility that the site will ever be fully investigated through 
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archaeological excavation is small. The COSMIC+ work presented here, although 
limited in scope, has provided what may be a rare opportunity to assess the feature 
types and the nature of the archaeology; it is hoped, therefore, that these observations 
may assist with further research into the site and the surrounding landscape.
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