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the Late Iron Age. Very recently, the
Portable Antiquities Scheme
recorded a hoard of five spearheads,
four swords and at least 13 miniature
bronze shields from a probable

sanctuary site at Rothwell Top, Lincs.

In many cases, these miniatures had
been intentionally bent or otherwise
damaged.

Very few miniature weapons in
Britain were found in stratified
contexts, though it is significant that
they are generally found in
sanctuaries, and that the forms of the
weapons imitated are usually based
on recognisably Iron Age prototypes.
To best understand them, we must
look to a parallel find of more than
500 miniature iron swords, spears
and shields made at the sanctuary
site of Mouzon in France. The site
included pre-Roman levels in which
iron weapons and shield bosses were
found (Fig. 2). At some point in the
late first century BC, or very early in
the first century AD, the miniatur-
ised weapons were placed in a single
heap near the front door of one of the
sanctuary’s three main temple
buildings. Some had been ritually
bent, and others have nail holes,

Miniature iron weapons from Mouzon. Musée de I'Ardenne.

suggesting
exhibition,
perhaps by nailing
to the temple wall.
The single
context of the
finds, the early
dating, and the
ritual mutilation
all seem to
supportan idea of
these miniatures
as being used as
substitutes for
actual war booty,
but the enormous
pile of them
seems to comply
with the old idea
of acommunal or
elite-level rite.
Finds of
enormous groups
of clay and lead
coin-sized tokens
at temple sites in
Germany and
France suggesta
similar
replacement for
the Iron Age tradition of dedicating
precious metal coins, but again, the
idea of individualised substitution is
missing.

Practically all other objects that
have been classified as miniaturised
votive offerings find quite different
explanations, but shared types are
sometimes found over very large
areas, suggesting a certain element
of continuity in religious practice.
The best example of this is the
miniature bronze axe (Fig. 3), most
of which range from 3 to 6 cm in
length, though longer examples in
iron are known in Switzerland. At
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Fig. 3.

and Chinham. All bronze.

least 87 of these miniature axes have
been found in Britain, compared to
39 in France, and 79 in Switzerland.
The numbers probably reflect
reporting and research habits more
than actual density, and it is fair to
see the dedication of miniature axes
as a universal phenomenon in the
Roman west, stretching from the
Alps to Britain. A few examples come
from late pre-Roman contexts, but
most axe models come from the first
or second centuries AD. Many bear
simple decoration, such as X’s or
lines, though a few Swiss specimens
have been inscribed with the names
of individuals, deities, and the votive
formula VSLM, clearly placing the
models into the realm of personal
dedication.

The significance of the miniature
axes is less clear, and several
hypotheses have been proposed. The
idea of them as substitutes for the
tools of ancient craftsmen, however,
is simply not plausible, for the simple
reason that life-sized axe-heads, or
indeed other tools, are quite rare
finds on sanctuary sites. Miranda
Aldhouse-Green saw them as
dedications to a Celtic solar deity on
the basis of the inscribed markings,
while Martin Henig has argued that
they are representations of the axe
used in Roman animal sacrifices.
Axes were also symbols of divine and
human authority, and axes were
carried by the lictors who
accompanied Roman magistrates. In
anumber of French sanctuaries
where the axe models have been
found, Neolithic and Bronze Age axe-
heads have also been recovered - in
one case grouped with the bronze
model in a small pit. These artefacts
must have been found in Roman

Miniature axes from British temple sites. From left to right: Woodeaton, Asthall, Alcester
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times and brought to the temple as
puzzling antiquities. They are not
mere intrusions from earlier strata.
The association of the models and
the prehistoric artefacts may be
mere coincidence, and it seems
unlikely that these Stone Age and
Bronze Age artefacts were
recognised as axe heads in the
Roman period. On the other hand,
most of the axe models from
Switzerland copy an Iron Age
socketed-axe form, rather than the
Roman style hafted axe.

Other miniature votive offering
types require detailed consideration
before a convincing argument as to
their meaning or function can be
proposed. Some seem to represent
elements taken from the iconography
of particular deities, and have
nothing to do with the actual objects
they represent. The most important
instance of this type was the
miniature wheel, which reproduced
the chief attribute of a Romano-Celtic
solar deity. In the case of votive
pottery and containers, it is often
unclear whether one is dealing with a
miniaturised form or small
specimens of functional objects,
Small pots might be used to hold
small offerings of food or drink, or
for drinking sips of holy water from
sacred springs, In a similar vein, tiny
but functional fibulae are more likely
to have worked as fasteners for fine
garments or for children than to have
been produced specifically as
dedications. The amount of work

recquired to produce them would
have eliminated any saving in
material costs. A number of small
bronze and iron hammers and tongs
have been identified as votives, but
finds of these objects in metal
workshops suggest that they were
actually the functional tools of fine
smiths. The old adage that archaeol-
ogists always interpret what they
cannot explain as ‘religious’ seems to
be doubly true for small items.

Often thought of as a single
homogeneous group, miniature
votive offerings actually form a
number of different groups,
stemming from different periods,
and serving different functions. A
few seem to have replaced Iron Age
rites of mass dedications of war booty
and prestige goods, though the idea
of substitution at a personal level
seems nonexistent. Other miniatures
reproduce divine symbols, and many
finds interpreted as votive offerings
are more likely to have served purely
practical functions. The diversity of
miniature votive offering is
astounding, and so is the amount of
information that they yield about
votive activity. It seems likely that
other offering types and artefacts, if
studied in a similar manner, will
reveal an equally varied picture, For
the archacologist,
the true value of miniature
votive offerings is the
new element they add to
our understanding of
ancient religion.
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THE ROMAN FURNACE PROJECT:

AN ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXPERIMENT IN BUILDING AND
FIRING ROMAN GLASSMAKING FURNACES

Mark Taylor is a glassmaker
and glassblower and David
Hill is a graphic artist and
sculptor. Together, as Roman
Glassmakers, they have
devoted the past twenty years
to the study of ancient glass
techniques and technology.
From their project workshops

by Mark Taylor and David Hill

near Andover, Hampshire,
they give regular glassblowing
demonstrations to groups,
including, on two occasions,
the ARA. In 2005 and 2006,
funded by English Heritage,
and with the co-operation of
their landlords, they undertook
an experiment in reproducing

Roman wood-fired glass-
working furnaces, based on
excavated examples. The
following article describes
these experiments.

Introduction

An ever-increasing number of Roman
glassmaking furnaces are being

Page 26 ARA Issue Nineteen





































































