The Snettisham Great Torc
A torc, or torque, is a neck-ring, usually made of metal, that was worn during the Iron Age by various peoples around Celtic Europe.[footnoteRef:1] The name comes from the Latin ‘torques’, twisted bar.[footnoteRef:2] They feature regularly in Celtic artwork, generally being worn as jewellery or held by figures, as seen on the Gundestrup Cauldron.[footnoteRef:3] Smaller torcs may have been worn as armlets or bracelets or could have been worn by children[footnoteRef:4]. Both sexes wore torcs, and it is thought that they were worn as a show of status.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  Current Archaeology, ‘100 BC - The Snettisham Treasure’, Current Archaeology; Online, 24 May 2007 <https://archaeology.co.uk/articles/specials/timeline/the-snettisham-treasure.htm> [accessed 10 October 2023].]  [2:  Christiane Eluère, ‘Celtic Gold Torcs’, Gold Bulletin, 20.1–2 (1987), pp 22–37 (p. 1) <https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03214656>.]  [3:  Arne Jouttijärvi, ‘The Gundestrup Cauldron: Metallurgy and Manufacturing Techniques’, Materials & Manufacturing Processes, 24.9 (2009), pp 960–66 (p. 961) <https://doi.org/10.1080/10426910902988067>.]  [4:  Jody Joy, ‘More (or Less) Than Meets the Eye? Torcs of the European Iron Age’, in The Matter of Mimesis (Brill, 2023), pp. 117–34 (p. 120) <https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004515413_008>.]  [5:  Benjamin Leonard, ‘Inside a Magnificent Celtic Tomb’, Archaeology, 76.4 (2023), pp 36–41.] 

The Snettisham Great torc is an electrum (gold and siler alloy) ‘torus’ torc, weighing 1084 grammes and measuring almost 20 cenimeters in diameter.[footnoteRef:6] It is made up of 64 strands of metal braided into 8 ropes, which are then themselves braided. There is a hollow sheet-gold terminal at each end of the torc, which would rest on the wearer’s collarbone. The terminals are decorated in what is known as the la Tène style, with archaeologist Tess Machling noting:  [6:  British Museum, 'Torc', The British Museum <https://www.britishmuseum.org/collection/object/H_1951-0402-2> [accessed 13 October 2023].] 

The individual design elements seen in both terminals are typical of the art of the period: punched dots, roundels, raised lentoids, curved raised ridges, dummy rivets, and areas of punched tooling infilling space.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Tess Machling, ‘Pattern and Purpose: A New Story about the Creation of the Snettisham Great Torc.’, The Big Book of Torcs, 2022 <https://bigbookoftorcs.com/2022/05/29/pattern-and-purpose-a-new-story-about-the-creation-of-the-snettisham-great-torc/> [accessed 13 October 2023].] 

The Great torc is in relatively good condition, with some cracking to the solder that fitted the terminals to the wire ropes. There is debate around whether the terminals were reused. Machling and Williamson argue that the joins between the collar and terminals are ‘messy’, with large quantities of solder having been poorly-applied to fill gaps between the collar and terminals. They suggest that this indicated the terminals could have been recycled from a previous torc and fitted to a new collar. The wire ropes on the neck-ring seem too small to fit the terminals exactly, further supporting this idea.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Tess Machling and Roland Williamson, ‘Investigating the Manufacturing Technology of Later Iron Age Torus Torcs’, Historical Metallurgy, 52.2 (2018), pp 83–95 (p. 90).] 

It is estimated that the Great torc was made between 150-50 BC.[footnoteRef:9] It was discovered in 1950 by ploughman Tom Rout while working a field on the Ken Hill Estate in Snettisham, Norfolk.[footnoteRef:10] The Great torc was part of a hoard containing the remains of a second torc, a sheet-gold bracelet and a gold stater coin.[footnoteRef:11] This collection made up Hoard E, one of several hoards found on the Ken Hill estate. Archaeologist Jody Joy writes that over 150 torcs and torc fragments have been recovered so far, making it ‘one of the largest concentrations of precious metal finds known from prehistoric Europe’.[footnoteRef:12] There is much discussion amongst scholars about why so many torcs have been buried at the Snettisham site, with theories ranging from the hoards being religious offerings, a treasury or even an Iron Age workshop. The site is enclosed in what has been debated to be a Romano-Celtic temple, further arousing debate among scholars. However, archaeologist I. M. Stead writes that ‘no Romano-British religious artefacts were found and coin evidence does not suggest that this was the site of a Roman temple’.[footnoteRef:13] The Snettisham Great torc is currently housed in the British Museum (museum no.: 1951,0402.2).[footnoteRef:14]  [9:  British Museum, 'Torc'.]  [10:  I. M. Stead, ‘Snettisham Swansong’, in Celtic Art in Europe: Making Connections, ed. by Christopher Gosden, Sally Crawford, and Katharina Ulmschneider (Oxbow Books, 2014), pp. 297–303 (p. 298)  <https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvh1dqs8.35> [accessed 20 October 2023].]  [11:  Stead, ‘Snettisham Swansong’, p. 302. ]  [12:  Jody Joy, ‘Hoards as Collections: Re-Examining the Snettisham Iron Age Hoards from the Perspective of Collecting Practice’, World Archaeology, 48.2 (2016), pp 239–53 (p. 243) <https://doi.org/10.1080/00438243.2016.1152197>.]  [13:  Stead, 'Snettisham Swansong', p. 300.]  [14:  British Museum, ‘Torc’.] 
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