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Two Artefacts of the Bronze Age 
from County Kilkenny

Ellen Prendergast

Through the interest of school-children in the prehistory of their region 
inspired by Kilkenny Archaeological Society, two fine objects dating back 
to about 1000 B.C. are now rescued and are in the care of Rothe House 
Museum, Kilkenny. One is a bronze spearhead and the other a bronze 
axehead. Both are very good examples of their types and are in near-mint 
condition. They may be regarded as “stray” finds since neither was found 
with known archaeological associations.

The Spearhead
The spearhead may well be the earlier of the two. It is socketed and 

looped with delicate ornamentation on the loops. It measures 16.40 cm long 
and is 5.40 cm wide across the base of the blade. The mouth of the socket is 
2 cm in diameter, The kite-shaped blade is razor sharp with a slight bevel on 
both faces; it is strengthened by a pair of converging ridges and a central 
line marks the socket from the tip downwards. The hollow socket is conical 
and penetrates into the blade to the point where the external ridges 
converge. Midway between the base of the blade and the mouth of the 
socket there is a pair of lozenge-shaped tying loops, opposite each other in 
the same plane as the blade; they were cast in one with the body of the 
object. They are ornamented on the faces, probably following the casting, 
with an incised pattern of hatched saltires within a marginal lozenge 
outline. Traces of a similar ornament may be detected on both faces of the 
blade, towards its base: some of this may have been executed in pointille or 
dot technique and likewise applied after the casting had been finished.

The inside of the socket is more heavily patinated than are the external 
surfaces of the spearhead. This suggests that the long wooden shaft on 
which the bronze head was mounted had long since disappeared — it may 
have decayed as it lay in the earth, or the head may well have parted 
company with it before it itself was lost. The loops should have helped to 
secure it to the shaft but perhaps the thongs gave way.

Both this spearhead and the axehead (described below) would have been 
manufactured (by hand, as that word implies) by the cire perdue (lost wax) 
method — that is by using a solid core to produce the hollow socket and 
surrounding it by a wax model of the object required to be cast. The entire 
model was then coated with a layer of clay-and-sand. [An alternative 
method would be to use a two-piece stone mould already carved to the 
desired shape and having the core in position]. This was then fired, the wax 
being allowed to run away and the molten bronze poured in to fill the cavity. 
When set, the mould would be opened, the core removed and the bronze 
casting finished by hammering and decorating. The casting seams are 
visible on the spearhead.

Such a spearhead would be a valued possession of its owner. It could have 
been used in hunting or as a weapon against an enemy, but the 
craftsmanship demonstrated in its expert shaping and ornamentation may 
indicate that it was reserved for ceremonial occasions, when it would have 
been regarded as a status symbol.
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It was found in October 1982 by John Dillon of The Bungalow, Tullaroan 
when doing reclamation work on his farm in the townland of New England. 
(O.S. 6” Sheet 18, Co. Kilkenny). It came up on his spade when digging a 
drain and could have been up to 3 ft. under the surface. His son James 
brought it to his teacher, Michael O 'Dwyer, in St. Kieran's College, 
Kilkenny, who took it to Rothe House Museum for identification.

SP E A R HE A D
IC o u r te s y  o f  N a t io n a l M u s e u m  Ire la n d )

The Axehead
The bronze axehead is of the socketed type with a tying loop at each side. 

It measures 7.50 cm in height and 5 cm across the cutting edge; the mouth 
of the socket is sub-rectangular (2.20 x 2.90 cm internally and 3.95 x 5 cm 
externally). There is a moulding around the outer lip; the unevenness may 
be due, in part, to wear. The crescent-shaped cutting edge is no longer 
sharp; blunted, no doubt, in use. The tying-loop is cast in one with the body 
of the object; it is thicker above than below and round in cross-section. The 
traces of the casting seams are quite distinct on the narrow sides of this 
axehead, one passing over the loop.

On the inside of the socket a pair of short casting ribs converge at the 
apex: these were probably aids to centre the core in casting and they occur 
in the great majority of socketed axeheads. The hollow socket penetrates to 
6 cm towards the cutting edge and is rather heavily patinated, indicating 
that the wooden handle on which this axe was fitted and secured by a thong 
through the loop had long since vanished, probably even before the head 
was lost in antiquity! The hafting would have been on a knuckle of wood
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with a short handle in the manner of a modern hatchet, except that the 
wood fitted into the socket and not vice versa. Its use would have been for 
much the same purpose — to cut trees, lop off the branches and chop the 
wood into manageable sizes: it might also have been used to kill animals, 
carve the carcase and chop the bones. There is the possibility that it would 
have been useful against an enemy's approach too.

This axehead was dug up by Tom Hickey in the garden of his home at 
Rathcash, Clifden, Kilkenny (O.S. 6” Sheet 20, Co. Kilkenny), a couple of 
years ago. It was not recognised for what it is until Tom 's son, Martin, 
brought it to his teacher, Michael Crotty at Kilkenny City Vocational 
School, when it was taken to Rothe House Museum for identification.

These two separate objects are excellent examples of their kind and fit 
into a series of such spearheads and axeheads assembled from all over 
Ireland and preserved in our National Museum. It is only by studying them 
in context and comparing each with others that their significance and 
interpretation can be gained. Since both the Rathcash axehead and the New 
England spearhead have incorporated the knowledge of how to cast the 
hollow socket, it is certain that both were made about the end of the Early 
Bronze Age and the beginning of the Late Bronze Age in Ireland, in general 
terms about 1000 B.C. They evidence a high degree of technology and a 
society which could support metal-working specialists.
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