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It was with great pleasure that I accepted the invitation of Mr. D. T.-D. 
Clarke, Keeper of Antiquities at Leicester City Museums, to examine the 
pottery sherds excavated at Potters 1\farston, Leicestershire. 1 

The deserted village site of Potters Marston is eight miles south-west of 
Leicester.2 The ridges and mounds marking houses and streets can be 
clearly seen in the fields known as the Big and Little Townships. Potters 
Marston Hall and farm are built on the foundations of the moated manor, 
including enom1ous cellars. The medieval dovecote and a small chapel of 
about 1230 A.D.3 (restored) are still in good condition, and though the moat 
is drained, the site remains remarkably complete and undisturbed. From 
all the evidence it seems at its most populous to have been a flourishing 
centre of industry. 

Appearing in the Domesday Survey4 as "Mersitone", and later as 
"Merssheton", the name changed to "Le Potteres Mersitone", and to 
"Potteresmerston" during the reign of Henry IJI.s Potters Marston was 
mentioned, in that spelling, in 1346, as being in the Hundred of Sparkenhoe.6 

As a result of the development of sheep-farming, the village became 
depopulated in the reign of Henry VJ.7 

The land belonged to the Priory of St. Mary of Coventry from before 
the Conquest till the Dissol.ution.8 During the thirteenth century there 
were three cartularies of the Priory, mentioning Potters Marston.9 One, 
formerly in the Staunton Collection, is known to have contained 
extensive references. It was destroyed in a fire at Birmingham Reference 
Library at the end of the last century, and so far efforts to trace copies or 
useful notes have failed. The other cartularies contain nothing relevant. 

The presence of pottery sherds on this land had long been known,10 

but it was war-time ploughing (1939-1945) which made two small mounds 
noticeable. In 1943, Mr. E. Pochin, of Croft, recovered a number of 
sherds from the site, and in 1945 he spent some time in excavation, seeking 

1 In the work, which I commenced in July 1950, I have received the greatest help 
and encouragement from Mr. Clarke, Mr. Pochin, and Mr. Fox, who farms 
the land. I am deeply indebted to Mr. Bruce-Mitford, Assistant Keeper of 
British Antiquities, the British Museum, for reading my MS. and com
menting on it. A provisional report on the work described here appeared 
in the Archceological News Letter, September 1951, p. 29. 

2 Ordnance Survey Arch. Branch, Leics. Sheet xxxvi. 
3 Rotuli Hugonis de Welles (Lincoln Record Society, 1912-1914), i. 246. 
4 Under "Land of St. Mary of Coventry": V.C.H. Leics., i. 3n. 
s E. Ekwall, Concise Dictionary of English Place-Names (1936), 301; Calendar of 

Charter Rolls, ii. 70. 
6 J. Curtis, Topographical History of the County of Leicester, p. xvi. 
7 W. G. Hoskins, Midland England (1949), 46. 
8 Nichols, History of Leicestershire, iv. 485. 
9 Dugdale, Monasticon (1817-30), iii. 184. 
ro White, c. 1868, Leics. and Rutland Directory. 
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the assistance of Mr. Cottrill, then Keeper of Antiquities at Leicester City 
Museums. Help was also given by the Rev. J. W. Burford and Alison 
Burford. The recoyered wasters, some in the possession of Leicester City 
Museums, but mostly in that of Mr. Pochin, remained unpublished, though 
the site appears in a list of medieval kilns given by Mr. G. C. Dunning in 
Archceological News Letter, March 1949, p. 8. The soil over these mounds 
is strikingly dark, and sherds are thickly scattered here. Mr. F. Cottrilln 
identified here a kiln of thirteenth-century construction, of the type of 
those at Rye,12 Nettleden,13 and Sible Hedingham.'4 Wasters were 
recovered, including sherds of pitchers, cooking-pots, jars, shallow dishes 
and ridge-tiles, etc. 

Much of the ware was made by the same hands, those, it appears, of a 
master-potter trained at one of the neighbouring workshops. A close con
sideration of material and technique lead to the belief that the business was 
carried on during the life of this one skilled man, assisted by others who 
varied from indifferent to clumsy and stupid. 

The best work reaches a high level, technically and artistically. Con
sciously-considered form contrasts well with the fine moulding of the rims. 
Fine proportions ensure that the bold, simple shapes of kitchen vessels shall 
be pleasing, while from a medieval standard function is well considered. 

An utter lack of sympathy for the material is shown in the work of a 
clumsy and careless assistant, producing ware with dull, heavy lines and . 
lumpy, formless rims. This worker used a sharp knife on his soft material, 
instead of the more suitable bone or wooden tool. 

The body is the local glacial boulder clay and very calcareous. 1s Dug 
near the surface, it contains combined iron, small stones, and other 
impurities. When oxidised, it fired from light buff to red, with considerable 
scumming. The many impurities, combined with careless preparation, 
caused the wastage. Stones or air-bubbles can often be seen as causes of 
fractures. Of sixty sherds broken in antiquity, only seventeen were properly 
oxidised. 

An interesting find at the mouth of the kiln was a ball of clay prepared 
for throwing. I made three small cressets with part of this, and found it 
very plastic on the wheel. It fired well up to 1,000 deg. C, which seems to be 
the temperature to which this kiln was taken. The body takes a glaze of 
powdered lead ore, or lead and clay, very easily, with the average amount of 
crazing. The medieval glaze was usually sparingly applied on the 
earlier examples, and at its best was a good olive green. At a later date it 
was used more thickly, and also its decorative value on a greyish-white body 
was realised. More copper was added to make a bright apple green, but its 
application, scanty on the inside, absent on the lower part of the outside, 
and showily free on the neck and front, makes it obvious that the glaze, to 
the potters, was merely used to catch the housewife's eye. 

n G. C. Dunning, "Medieval Pottery Kilns", in Archceological News Letter, March 
1949, p. 8. 

12 Sussex Archawlogical Collections, lxxii. 83 and lxxiv. 45. 
1 3 Dunning, op. cit., no. 17. 

14 ibid., no. 2 I. 

1 5 I am obliged to Mr. S. J. Snowball, of Leicester City Museum, for examining 
and reporting on it. 
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Fig. I. Cooking-pots. Scale: all ¼ linear. 
A, B. The finest type of workmanship. (Unglazed). C, D. The cruder type. 
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THE KILN 

All traces of the upper part of the kiln had been obliterated, no more 
than eighteen inches of the wall standing at the most. The kiln ran from 
east to west, with sandstone walls and floor. There seems to have been an 
opening at each end, that at the east being full of ash and charcoal, while 
there was none at the western opening. 

The kiln was filled with burnt wattle-and-daub, soot-darkened soil, 
and Swithland-type slates, each with one nail-hole. These slates litter the 
whole site, and can be picked up even in the modern farm-yard. There 
were several pots lying on the floor of the kiln. 

THE STORAGE JARS (ovoid) 

These probably formed the most important product of the workshop. 
Standardisation of shape seems to have been more an accident of develop
ment than an aim, as few sections are alike. The finest type were about 
19 cm. high, with slightly convex bases varying from 20 cm. 
i:o 22 cm. (Fig. I A,, B, c). A wooden or bone tool was used to trim waste 
clay from the bottom inch or so of the walls, and sometimes a line 
was run round about 3 cm. from the bottom. On the whole the section is 
even, and often quite thin. The neck is narrower than the base, hollowed 
on the inside, and frequently has a groove in the wide upper surface, often 
with the inner ridge higher than the outer. When there is no groove, there 
is occasionally an incised, wavy line running round. 

The clumsier type of production is shown in Fig. I D. Such inexpert 
work appears in comparatively few examples, fortunately. The crude 
proportions, inert quality, and slimy lack of finish in the section of the rim 
are remarkable when compared with the pitcher in Fig. 2. 

THE COOKING-POTS 

In addition to the ovoid jars with necks narrower than their bases, 
there are many sherds of straight-sided jars, suitable for use over the fire. 
These have the neck usually a little wider than the base. Most are decorated 
with applied ~trips of clay, often under the slightly projecting rim, but 
sometimes the bands are vertical. The thumbing-down of the clay, boldly, 
delicately, or sometimes clumsily, varies greatly. It seems possible that 
some could have been done by a child. (Fig. 3 A-J.) There are similar 
examples among the collection at Nottingham Museum. 

SHALLOW DISHES 

Sherds of shallow dishes were found in some quantity (Fig. 3 K-N). 
As with all the Potters Marston ware, two distinct standai.ds of craftsmanship 
appear. The sides of the shallow dishes are usually thicker than the bases, 
and they often slope outwards. The rims vary. One sherd has a lip 
(Fig. 3 N). 

The marks of burnt-out fragments, visible on the surfaces of most of 
the ware from this kiln, show that, to prevent binding · and cracking, they 
were placed, while still wet, on a surface covered with cut grass, perhaps 
merely the ground. This would allow them to move as they shrank. 

The surface marks of the shallow dishes also show that it is highly 
probable that these very large dishes, varying in diameter from 56 cm. to 66 
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Fig. 2. Pitcher (in the possession of Mr. E. Pochin). Height 42 cm. 
Light red body, very thin. Greenish glaze over incised 

decoration. Handle slashed. 
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cm., and in depth from 2 cm. to 3.7 cm., were made by batting out a ball 
of clay into a "pancake", which was then placed on the wheel-head, for the 
sides to be drawn up an inch or two. 

There is no sign of a cord being used to cut any ware off the wheel. 

PITCHERS 

Sherds of several pitchers were recovered, showing vigorous and 
shrewd workmanship. The finest craftsman himself executed most of 
these wares, with brilliant results. The marks of handling leave no doubt 
as to the creator of the finest examples. 

Fig. 2 is a graphic reconstruction from the sherds of a fine pitcher, 
42 cm. high, showing the strength and vigour of this class of ware. It has 
a slightly convex base, a large and swelling body, and a well-proportioned 
neck. The handle, slashed and applied with thumb-marks, shows a bold 
curve in close relationship to the form of the jug. Incised decoration, well
placed round the widest part, is carried out with the same confident freedom . . 
The galena glaze is olive-green. 

There were also pitchers of a taller, slimmer form, but all have strong, 
inviting handles, with well-calculated curves. ·Most have the same masterly 
decorative attachment by bold thumb-marks. The stabbing on most of 
them is oblique, with four straight slashes at the top. There were also 
some strap-like handles of simpler form. The incised pattern, as in Fig. 
2 and Fig. 3 P, carried out with a toothed instrument, is placed with 
excellent taste. 

An unusual body, whitish, and very soft, was used for another type of 
pitcher. Crude in form and finish, this ware nevertheless catches the eye 
by reason of its bright apple-green glaze, comparatively lavishly applied all 
over the pot. Thumbed-down bases appear in this class, though never in 
the red-bodied, olive-green wares. There is a tall pitcher of similar type 
in Leicester City Museum (No. 161-1858). 

The neck of a costrel (Fig. 3 oa and ob) is one of the most interesting 
of the smaller fragments found. It has deep finger-indentations, and tri
angular stab-marks in the flat upper surface of the rim, to prevent cracking. 

A number of small glazed handles, such as were used on costrels, were 
also found. 

THE RIDGE-TILES 

The ridge-tiles consist of a semi-cylinder with flattened sides, about 
19 cm. high and 45 cm. long. They have two crests, very convenient for 
lifting into position. The best are admirable. 

The successful handle shape was simply a coil of clay pressed firmly 
on to the crest of the tile at each end and in the centre. There are two 
for each tile, and every example was adhering firmly, however small the sherd 
to which it was fixed (Fig. 3 Qa and Qb ). 

In character, there is a great likeness between the less suitable handle 
and the clumsy type of cooking-pots .and jars. Because of its unsuitable 
shape, it is useless as a handle, giving the hand no grip. As it is unsuitable 
to the material, it offends the eye. Being, in addition, very carelessly applied, 
it has rarely remained attached to the tiles. They take the form of an 
oblong piece of clay, 1·2 cm. thick, cut out by a sharpe blade, and with the 
two upper comers cut off. They were placed on edge on the crest of the 
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Side view and section of handle 

Fig. 3. Scale ¼ linear. A-J, Fragments and sections of cooking-pots. 
K-N, Shallow dishes. Oa, Ob, Neck of costrel. P, Glazed pitcher. 

Qa, Qb, Ridge tile fragment with well-designed crest. 
Ra, Rb, Ridge tile with crude type of crest. 



62 LEICESTERSHIRE ARCH£0LOGICAL SOCIETY 

tile, and the edges slightly smeared down. Though no attempt was made 
to roughen the tile where it was to receive the handle, score marks occur 
where they should not, in clumsy attempts to mark the position, or to tidy 
up. Almost all have come off the tiles, leaving a clean surface below. 
(Fig. 3 Ra and Rb.) 

From an examination of the surfaces, it seems that the large slabs of 
clay from which the tiles were made were beaten out with grass pads on 
boards or stones. There are no signs of cutting or rolling. 

As with the pitchers, the section under the handles was thinned by 
the fingers. The outer surface was smoothed to a uniform roughness with 
a little water or slip. The characteristic texture of clay so treated is clearly 
to be seen below the thin smear of often-underfired galena glaze. 


