HIDDEN HISTORIES

The Bodlelan Bowl

This medieval bronze bowl was found in Norfolk
over 300 years ago. How did it get its name,
and what connects it to Colchester?e



How did it get its name?¢

This medieval bronze bowl with three little feet was found in a water course in
Norfolk, over 300 years ago in the 1690s. It is in the collection of the Department
of Antiquities at the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. So why is it referred to as the
Bodleian bow!?

After it was found, it belonged to a number of different people - firstly the Master
of Christ's College, Cambridge, then Robert Harley 1* ‘Earl of Oxford and Earl
Mortimer’. In 1742 it was bought by the benefactor of the Bodleian Library, Dr.
Richard Rawlinson. Dr Rawlinson bequeathed it to this library along with his
books and manuscripts, so it was added to the collection under the title of a
Bodleian manuscript. From then on it was simply referred to as the ‘Bodleian

Bowl’, even after it was eventually passed on to the Ashmolean Museum.




What does it look like?

The bowl is made of bronze and weighs about 5 kg. It is almost 25cm in height

and has three legs and two handles. Above each foot is decorated. These include
the stamp of a bird, a stag, and a patterned circle that may represent a sun, or a
flower motif. Under each handle is a distinctive ‘fleur-de-lys' design. Vivian D.
Lipman, in his book The Jews of Medieval Norwich, quotes a theory that this
indicates the bowl was made in France. Other sources suggest a date of
manufacture between 1267 and 1277.




Around the centre of the bowl there is an inscription in Hebrew, which mentions
an historically known Rabbi, Rabbi Yechiel of Paris. He is known to have died at
Acre in Israel in 1268. Acre was a city important to the Crusaders, so there is
some suggestion that the bowl may have been looted during the Crusades.
However, this is just one of many theories about this enigmatic object - another

being that it belonged to the medieval Jewish community of Norwich.

One of the mysteries surrounding the bowl is its Hebrew inscription. It is cryptic, in
that some letters are missing and words abbreviated. It has been difficult to
transcribe it with certainty, although the commonly accepted text is based on the
first interpretation by Jewish scholar Dr. Israel Abrahams (1858-1925).

Simplified, this reads: “This is the gift of Joseph, the son of the Holy Rabbi
Yechiel- may the memory of the righteous holy be for a blessing — who answered
and asked the congregation as he desired in order to behold the face of Ariel.”

72 509 DRIYY 5OWNa D PRI IR 9 ‘PRIaR0Y M a

(Mn)n2°%n P71 PR*MP°NI2 N33 RN °18 NI X




What was it fore

Another mystery is its usage — what was it for?

Suggestions include:

e a collection pot, for alms or donations to the Holy Land

for washing of hands in the synagogue

for washing the body of a dead person
for collecting the ashes of a martyr, or other religious funerary use

for holding ballot papers for voting.

This continues to be something which we can only speculate on.

What is the link to Colchester?e

The bowl is thought to be a gift from Rabbi Joseph, son of Rabbi Yechiel of Paris,
to the congregation of Colchester’s Jewish community. This was supported by the
publication by M. D. Davis of Shetaroth or Hebrew Deeds of English Jews
(London 1888), among which is a deed from 1258.

“...relating to an act by the sons of Rabbi Yechiel, Rabbis Isaac, Joseph and
Benjamin, who transferred their part of the ownership of a house on Stockwell
Street, Colchester, to their brother Rabbi Samuel.”

This connects with certainty the sons of Rabbi Yechiel to East Anglia, suggesting
that the bowl was not brought back to England from another place but instead
was given to the local Jewish community as a gift. Its location at this point would
likely have been Colchester.




Historical context:
Medieval England and the Edict of Expulsion

The Edict of Expulsion was a royal decree issued by King Edward | on July 18"
1290 that expelled all Jews from England. He ordered that they had to have left
the country by 1% November. This marked the first time a European state
permanently banned Jewish people, and proved to be the first of many across
Europe during the medieval period. They were allowed to take cash and personal
belongings, but their homes, synagogues, and other properties were seized by
the Crown. While there were no recorded attacks on Jewish people during their
departure, some died while crossing the English Channel due to piracy and
dangerous storms. Many Jews resettled in places like France, Italy, Spain, and
Germany.
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The Jewish population in England largely arrived with William the Conqueror in

1066. The expulsion of 1290 was not an isolated incident, but a culmination of 200

years of growing persecution. At the time of the expulsion, the Jewish population

of England was relatively small - perhaps as few as 2,000 people. East Anglia
was an area of Jewish settlement: Ipswich and Norwich in particular both had
well-documented and important Jewish communities. It is possible that the bowl
was dropped or hidden during the period of expulsion.

The Bodleian bowl is therefore a rare survivor from medieval England’s Jewish
population in pre-expulsion times.

For more information:

Ashmolean Museum: Search the collection
Title: Bowl (The Bodleian Bowl) Accession no. AN2009

www.ashmolean.org/collections-online#/item/ash-object-735384

British Archaeology at the Ashmolean Museum
British Collections by Archaeological Period: Medieval (c.1050-1650)

https://britisharchaeology.ashmus.ox.ac.uk/collections/medieval.html

Oxford Jewish Thought

The Mystery of The Bodleian Bowl!: New insights into a 320-year-old mystery
Posted by Rabbi Eli Brackman
www.oxfordchabad.org/templates/blog/post_cdo/aid/708481/PostID/55976




Oxford Jewish Heritage
The Middle Period 1290-1656 in England

www.oxfordjewishheritage.co.uk/exclusion-period-for-jews/

Norfolk Heritage Explorer
'The Bodleian Bow!', a medieval vessel

www. heritage.norfolk.gov.uk/

Essex Society of Archaeology and History

Colchester: A Smaller Medieval English Jewry (from 3rd Series, Vol.16 [1984-5])
by David Stephenson

http://cat.essex.ac.uk/reports/EAS-report-0007.pdf

On the Main Line
The 300-year-old mystery — the bowl is located. A guest post by Paul Shaviv.
https://onthemainline.blogspot.com/2010/09/300-year-old-mystery-bowl-is-located.html

The National Archives
Jews in England 1290

https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/jews-in-england-1290/

European Royal History
On this day: July 18th
https://europeanroyalhistory.wordpress.com/2020/07/18/july-18-1290-king-edward-i-of-

england-issues-the-edict-of-expulsion-expelling-all-jews-from-the-kingdom-of-england/

The Conundrum of the Bodleian Bowl: An Anglo-Jewish Mystery Story
by David S. Katz, in ‘The Bodleian Library Record, Volume 13, No. 4’ (1990)

The Jews of Medieval Norwich

by Vivian D. Lipman, published by the Jewish Historical Society of England (1967)

Images of the Bodleian bow! courtesy of The Ashmolean Museum, Oxford

Map of areas of expulsion: By Expulsion_judios.svg: Ecelanderivative work: ecelan
(talk) - Expulsion_judios.svg, CC BY-SA 3.0,
https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php ?curid=10844808




