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INTRODUCTION

In thc late 1 890s British forces attackedand saekedBenin city in
WesteraAfrica. Amongst the booty taken ‘«ere a aumberof piecesof
artillery including a smaii bronzeswivel gun whieb is the subjectof this
short article.

DESCRIPTION

The gun isa singlebronzeeasting,noxv l62cmslong overalí.The barrel
isapproximately114cmslong‘«lib aboreof 5 cms(figure 1). At themu-zzle
are a seriesof simple decorativemouldings and the barrel fIaresslightly
and endswith aplain tubularshapedring. Qn thc barrelare threeernbiems:
the first at the rear is a rectangulareartouchein which are the letters
COF(?R); forwardof this is an armiliary spheme;andat thefront the arms
of Portugal(figure 2). The trunnions,castin onewith the barrel,areat 59
cms from the rearof the piece.The Iron swivel is still in place.The barrel
is damagedat approximatelybalf its lengthwhcre thereisa holein the ‘«ah
of thc barrel about5 cms in diameter.

Thc powderchamberholder, at the rearof the barrel, xvas cast as an
integral partof the gun. It is approximatelyrectangularin plan,46 cmslong
by aboot 18 cms wideoveralí. At its rear on eitherside isa siot, about 7.5
cms long by 4 ems wide, into whicb the ‘«edgewas insertedto securethe
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powdemehamberin position for firing. [be innerfront pan of Ihe chamber
boider is taperedto takethe mouthof the powderehamberwhieh, from
measurement,would havebeenapprosimately35 emslongby about12 enís
in diameter.i’here is a roughly-eut rectangularhole in Ihe bottom of tbe
powderebamberbolder. fin the mear lace.wbich is roughly semi-eireuíam
in shape,isa raisedcircular projection witli a hole <hroughits middle. ‘[bis
was to take Ihe iron tiller witb which the gun wasaímedandwbieh is flOW

míssing.There is a cmoss-sbapedníark on the top face of the rear of tbe
ebamberholder.

ORIGIN OF [HE GUN

The gun wasfound in Beninandbrougbtbaekto Englanda! the endof
tbe lUtb century.sinee‘«ben tbemehasbeen somedoubt as to its origins,
Eumopeanor WestAtrican. Its African provenancewould sugesttbat it was
cas! in Beninwherc tbere‘«as, for a considerableperiod, a thriving bronze
eastingindustry.Howeverthe armsof Portugalon tbe barrelwould suggest
that u wasníadein Portugalandeithemtraded,lostor usedby tbe Portuguese
on the westcoas!of Africa. Th i s assumptionis reintomcedby thc additional
marksof the armillary spherc and tbe letters COFR. presumablytbe
foundcrs monograní. Ihe former. tbe armi II ary spbcre.is found oii a wide
rangeof otherPortuguesegunsandappearstobe an deviceassoeiatedwith
the erown of Portugal.

The monograníCFRO has beenfound on gunsfrom a Portuguesesbip
wreckcd off thc coast of South Africa (Aure! and Maggs, 1982; 6-7).
l-lowever, ‘«bereason the British Museuní gun the letters ame contained
within a rectangularframe,theseare witbin a sbield shapedframe. Vcmy
similar bronzeswivel guns,thoughwith the ietters CFR witbin a shield,
havealso beenfound on a Portuguesewreek in tbe Seychellcs(Blakeand
Green. 1986;8-14). It is not clearwliether [bis is the samemonogram.as
the 1 etters areworn and di ffieult to read.It is possible t bat tlíe nionogmam
‘«as omiginally CFRO andthe lastlettem hasbeenmis-readoc rubbedawav.
Howeverwhateverthe nionograní.CFRor CFRO,the form of the bronze
gunson wlíicli they are found are verv similar. This eyidencewould point
to tbebeing of Portugueseorigin.

The metal of wbieb the gun was made‘«as analyscdin an attenípt to
ascertainwhether tbc metal badoriginated froní either Europeor West
Africa. The metalhasa very bigh eopperconten!with about2% tin togetber
wíth smallamountsof leadandantimony(for detailsseeappendix1, below).
U nfortunately the amoun!of comparativematerial is vervsmall. Craddock
andPieton (1985 andCraddock.1985) suggestthat after 1500 most Benin
material‘«as generally madefrom brass,that is eoppemand zinc, in which
thc amountof zincvanesconsidcrabív.Thecompositionof ingotsrecovered
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from the wmeck of the St Anthony,which sank in 1527 on its ‘«ay fmom
Antwerpto Lisbon, is verycloseto the British Museumpiecethougbthere
is more tin in the cannonthen in 0w ingots, thoughfis may have been
addeddeliberatelyin the foundingprocess(CraddockandHook, 1987).The
conípositionof tbemetal.thoughnol conclusive,doesindicatea Europcan
mathertban African origin.

Tbe Royal Armourics also possessesthreesmall piecesof artillery
whieh were captumedin Benin in 1897 (Bíackmore, 1976, 154, 170). of
ibeseDic urss,a smail iron gua.is probably Chineseas it is similar lo
othem Chinesepiecesand also has an inseription in Chineseeharactcrs.
A seeondpiece,also of iron, is possibiy an oriental or African copy of a
Furopeanoriginal. The tbird is a bronzeswivel gun which superficially
is similar to !he British Museumgun.A numberof featureshoweverlead
tu the conclusion that it is more likely to be of African origin. The
presenceof theseobjectswitb such a wide range of provenanceswould
seemto indicatethat the preseneeof a Portoguesegun in Benin would
no! be out of the ordinary. An inusual exampleof’ ihe movemeníof
objects ~vasthc diseoveryof a late l4th centurycopperalloy jug, now in
the Bmitish Muscum, in the palaceof Ashanti King Prempehat Kumasí.
GoId Coast(now Ghana),in 1895 (Alexander and Binski. 1987, 525;
Read,1898).

DAT] N (ji

The arínillary spherc has been suggestedto be a device eloscly
assocíatedwith King Manuel 1 of Portugal,1455-1521- andthatgunswith
(his device datefrom this period (Blakmore, 1976: 139-140).Howeverit
is clear thai guas‘«ere alsomarked‘«lib Dic armillary spherelater la Dic
l6tb eentumy.For esamplean iron gua from Ihe wreck of thc Mauritius,
dated 1587 (L’Hour, 1987:119-121:Smith. 1991 38-9), as ‘«ellas two guns
in the Militan’ Museum in Lisboa, one dated 1550, tbe othcr 1575, alí
include ammiilamyspheresaspart of their decoration(Lisbon. 1930).Apart
fmom thesedated examplesa large numberof other Portuguesepicees
also bavethe armillary sphemedevice and it would appearthat it was
eommoalyusedon Portuguesegunsduring the lÓth century. Auret and
Maggs (1982.6)suggestthat thc arníillamy spberewas usedin the reigns
of Manuel’ssuccessors,John III (1521-57)and Sebastian(1557-78),bu!
that in generalit wasnot usedin conjunetion‘«ith the royal coatot arms.
Howevcr a surveyof tbe gunsin the colleetion of the Military Museum
la Lisbon would indicate thai it wascommon to include [he armillary
spbereand thc royal coat of arms after the reign of Manuel 1 (Lisbon,
1930).For examplea swivel gun.verysimilar to the Bmitish Moseumpiece.
fouad in the Bay of Cadiz, has,in addition to tbc amisof Portugaland
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thc armillary sphere.the nameIODZ. probablythe mark of the founder
JuanDiaz (Mora-Figueroa,1993).A guawith IODIZ dated 1575 is in the
Militamy Museum in Lisbon (Lisbon, 1930.189-190). It is clear then that
the preseaceof the armillary sphcmecannotbe usedto closely date this
cannon.

The foundersmonogmam,COFR (or CERO),might holdsomeclue.The
only otherguaswith this mark are thosemecoveredfmom tbe wmeck of the
Sao Bento in South Africa which has beendatedto the mid-sixteenth
eentury(Auret andMaggs,1982). As statedaboye,howevem,thc níonogram
on Diese lattcr guasis contained witliin a shield shapedcartoncheso ¡ha!
!hcmeis a possibility that it is not the mark of the samefounder.

The lettersCER within a shield, in conjunetionwith !he armillary sphere
andthc Arms of Portugal,alsooceuron soniePortugueseguns;for example
aguain thecolleetioaoftheMi>itaryMuscum in LisboadatedlSSOandan
undatedculverin with the samemark. Themearealsoseveralundatedswivel
guns.similar in many waysto tbe British Muscum piece, ‘«hich havethe
sameshicldandCFRmark. Theseincludeonefound off !he Goodwin Sands
in Dic late lSrh century(King, >779). riad guastonad on the wreck in tbe
Seychellesdescribedby Blake and Green (1986,8-14). Severalother,
undated.bronzebrcech-loadingswivel gunsof very similar form can also
be found ja artillemy collections in Europeincluding Berlin, tbe Royal
Armooraesin London and Madrid. Ihese aadthe othem piecesalready
mentionedare summarisedbelow:

Guua Number Leuigih Bore Marks Refe~ence

British
Museum

1899,6-10.1 160 5 Arinsof Portugal.armillaryspherc.
(tER in rectangle

Natal 264 75 Arasof Portugal.armillarysphere,
CEOR in shieid

Auren> andMaggs. 1982

King. 1779(ioodwin 217 4.5 Aros of Portugal.arrnillarvsphere.
(?FRinshield

Sevehelles A 259 6.9 Amis of Portugal.armillary sphere.
CRE?

Blake aid Creen.1986

Madrid 1042 140 5.5 Aras of Pon ugal.amular>spbere,P Madrid. 1909, 17

Berlin

Lisboa B 1

203 4.8 Arosof Portugal,armillary sphere.L Post.1921-2

163 5.2 Aras of Portugal.armillary sphere Lisbon. 1930

Rosal
Araourie.s

XIX 90 239 II Arnasof Portugal,armillary sphere Blackmore,1976

Cádiz 28) II.> Arnaso! Portugal.amular>spbere,
10hz

Mora-figueroa.t993

Seychelles B 59 4.7 Aras of Porlural,armillarysphere.
0!’

Blake andCreen,1986
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CONCLUSION

Takeaalí the evidencetogetlier it would seemto indicatethat the gun
is of Portugueseorigin. It is identicalto otherPortuguesepieces,itsanalysis
is consistentwith it being Northern Europeanand thereis no reason to
wonderat thepresenceof a Europeangun in thiscontext. It shouldalso be
notedthat if it hadbeenmadein Benin it would havetobe supposedthat
therewas anothergua from which this one wascopied, completewith alí
the samemarkiags,a suppositionwhich, thougb possible,is extremely
unlikcly. Much of the evidencefor datiag this piece is ineonclusiveand
ratherservesto confusethe problemmatherthanto clarify it. It is clearthat
it neednot be datedto the reign of Manuel 1, 1495-1521,but could date
from later in the sixteenthcentumy,possiblyas late as 1578 the deathof
Sebastian—or even1587— the dateof the iron gun from thewreck of the
Mauritius. Recentwork on wrought-iron swivel gunshas suggestedthat
imon gunsof very similar forní ‘«ere in usein the l6th century,thoughthe
esactdating is still not clear (Smith, forthcoming).

Appendix 1 Analys¡s

A small sample of the metal of the Britisb Museum swivel guns‘«as
removedfor analysisby energydispersiveX-ray fluorescencespectromctry
(XRF). Comparable data with which to compare these results is
unfortunately limited. Craddockand Hook analyseda group of copper
ingots from the wreck of the St Anthony which sank in 1527 en moute to
Lisbon fmom Antwerp (Cmaddockand Hook, 1987). Theseanalysesare
summarisedbelow:

Cannon Ingots

Copper 970/ 95.2-99.9%
Tin 2% <0,15%
Lead 0,5% 0,42-1.69%
Antimony 0,2% 0,26-0,51o!n

The analysisof the iagotsalsoincluded tracesof otherelements.zinc,
silver. iron, nickel. arsenieand bismulhalí of which wereno! looked for in
the anaívsisof the cannonmetal. Eseeptfor the increasedamount of tin,
which couldbavebeenaddedduriag thecastingof tbe gun, the eompositions
of the two are very similar. As lar as 1 am awarediere ameno analysesof
l6th ecntury cannonfor comparison.A numberof bronze guns in tbe
colleetionof the Army museumin Stockholmhavebeenanalysedbut thcse
were i7th aad lStb ceaturyin date (Forshell, 1984; 1990)

la additioa surfaceanalysisof the bronzeswivel gua in the collection
of the Roval Armourieswhieh was found in Benin, XIX 113, wascarried
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out for comparisonpulposesby energydispersiveXRF. líoth thebaneland
tbc tiller, wbieh ‘«as a separatecasting, were analyscdas it had been
suggestedthat the tiller hadbeenaddedto the barmela! a later date.

Barrel Tiller

Copper 84% 78%
liii 10% 14%
Zinc 2% 2%
Lead 2o!o 3%
Antimony 0,6% 1,2%
plus tracesof iron, nickel, andarsenie.

This swivel gun is unlike thosediscussedin thispapenit is completcly
unmarked,tbetiller al Iherear is of bronze,theoutersorfaceis rough and
unfinishedin appeamanceandvcmy unlike otherFuropeanguns.The analysis
Oii i ts 0W11 doesnot heIP to clarifv thc situation. Howeveron balance1 aní
of tbc opinion that this pieceis African or far Easternin origin. andcopied
from an Furopeanoriginal bu! Ibis is no! certain.
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