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In the spring of 1964 construction work took place for the foundations of the 
new Shakespeare's Head public house in Southgate Street, Leicester 
(SK 58380433).1 In the course of this work a number of features of Roman 
and later date were observed. The subject of the present paper is a shallow 
pit containing kiln material and wasters discovered in the north east corner 
of the site. Although no accurate dating evidence was found, the kiln appears 
to have been producing wares comparable to the Thetford ware family of 
Sax:o-Norman pottery of the tenth and eleventh centuries A.O. 

The Site 
The area to be occupied by the Shakespeare's Head was excavated by 

the contractors to a depth of about ten feet (3 metres). Much of the area 
had already been disturbed by cellars but remains of a Roman building with 
mosaic floors were found on the west side of the site, and on the east side 
evidence of a Roman north/south street (see plan; Fig. 1). These remains 
together with a medieval pit group will be reported on in a forthcoming 
volume of Transactions. At the north-east corner of the site, a sewer trench 
produced a quantity of kiln wasters and the subsequent extension of the 
trench enabled the section to be examined. This revealed a shallow pit cut 
into the soil which had accumulated over the Roman street. The lip of the 
pit was estimated to be about two feet (o.6 metres) above the Roman street 
surface (itself at 197 ft. O.D. approx.; modern street level at this point is 
204 ft. approx.). 2 The sides of the shallow pit were reddened and the ashy 
fill contained a large quantity of wasters and pieces of clay kiln fabric, with 
lumps of granite at the top. The pit is interpreted as the stoke pit of a kiln; 
the lumps of granite presumably derive from the foundations of the kiln 
itself. The stratigraphical position of the stoke pit indicates the kiln was 
constructed at some time after the latest Roman street surface ceased to be 
kept clean. Apart from this, there was no other stratigraphical evidence of 
the date of the kiln, though the nature of the construction work prevented 
any detailed examination and cleaning of the exposed section. 
The Pottery 

The sherds3 recovered from the stoke pit (44 fragments of rim, 29 
fragments of base and 1 handle) are all wasters. So too are a number of 
other sherds of similar fabric found in the course .of contruction work in 
the vicinity of the kiln. The fabric is hard, slightly rough to the touch, 
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although the angular quartz grits visible in the break are rarely apparent on 
the surface. The clay is non-calcareous4 and presumably available locally. 
In the break the colour ranges from very dark to light grey, sometimes with 
both colours apparent in the thickness of the pot. The surface colour ranges 
from dark grey through light grey to pale buff, some sherds exhibiting the 
complete range. Proportionally, twice as many rim sherds (28%) as base 
sherds were in part pale buff. 

Three classes of vessel were recognised. Almost all sherds came from 
flat-based cooking pots made on a fast wheel (Fig. 2, No. 11 ). There was also 
in the ash pit a handle (Fig. 2, No. 1) presumably from a storage vessel. From 
wasters found near the kiln came a flat hand-made platter of circular or oval 
shape (Fig. 2, No. 14). All classes of vessel are in the same fabric. Apart 
from the handles, no vessels were decorated. 

Cooking pots. These vessels show remarkably little variation in size or 
overall shape. The mouth of the vessel (mostly about 14 ems. in diameter, 
but occasionally ranging up to 17 ems.) is wider than the base (mostly 
between 8 and 10 ems., but occasionally ranging up to 12 ems.). The girth, 
where known, is 21 to 22 ems. in diameter. Although no complete profile 
of a single vessel was recovered, this appears to be approximately the same 
as the height (Fig. 2, No. 11). The bases are either flat or slightly concave 
and show traces of string cutting from the wheel. In one instance (Fig. 2, 

No. 12) the shape of the base has been "improved" by knife trimming. No 
sagging bases exist amongst this material,5 The profiles of the bases indicate 
a deliberate attempt to produce a slight pedestal (Fig. 2, No. 11) although this 
is not apparent on 21% of the bases (as on Fig. 2, No. 12). The profile of 
the body of the pot is globular. 

The rims fall into two main classes roughly equal in numbers. 45% 
have a single rim (Fig. 2, Nos. 9 and 10) and 55% a double rim (Fig. 2, 

Nos. 2 to 5). Of these, one example of the single-rim series and six of the 
double-rim series exhibit a slight rebate internally (Fig. 2, Nos. 6 to 8). 
Otherwise, the shape of the neck is very similar in all instances. The range 
of variation in the double and single rim is indicated in Fig. 2 . The interior 
of the vessels show marked finger grooves which occasionally occur on the 
outside. The potting, though these are rejects, seems not to be of the highest 
standard; the wall of the vessel is sometimes very thin and the bases are 
clumsily manufactured. 

Storage jars. The only evidence for the production of these vessels is 
derived from the discovery of two handles, one in the stoke pit (Fig. 2, No. 1) 
and one unstratified (Fig. 2, No. 13). The former is decorated with a raised
finger impression strip; the latter is decorated by a strip with 6nger im
pression applied to each side alternately. The handles are interpreted as 
coming from storage jars on analogy with Thetford-ware products. 

Platters. Fragments of one vessel only (Fig. 2, No. 14) were found 
unstratified on the site. It was thick, roughly made without the use of a 
wheel. Insufficient remained of it to determine whether it was circular or 
oval. It was probably a "one-off job". 



A SAXO-NORMAN POTTERY KILN, SOUTHGATE STREET, LEICESTER, 1964 7 

.• ,, 

ems 
I I I I I 
ins 

12 

I I 

,-,-, 
2 3 4 

6 7 

I I 

5 

J \ 
10 

"li-
1 I a 13 

' -..... 14 

l [,. \ 
Fig. 2 . Saxo-Norman pottery from Southgate Street Nos. r-12, from the kiln; 

Nos. 13-14, unstratified kiln products; No. 15, unstratified Stamford ware. 
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Discussion. The overall form resembles the later (Thetford-ware) 
products of the kiln found in 1928 in Carr Street, Ipswich6 and dated to 
the tenth/eleventh century. The shape of the neck and rim (though not the 
double rim) and the flat bases are found at Ipswich. However, except in one 
or two instances where it may be attributed to poor workmanship, the 
external girth grooves apparent on the Ipswich products do not appear at 
Leicester. The technique of knife-trimming (seen on Fig. 2, No. 12) is 
general in the Thetford-ware family. It begins on the middle-Saxon products 
of the Ipswich kilns? and is found for example on the Saxo-Norman pitcher 
from Quaveney, Cambridgeshire. 8 Decoration with thumb-impressed strips 
(seen on Fig. 2, Nos. 1 and 13) is applied to both body and handles on 
Thetford-ware storage vessels.9 The Leicester handles suggest relatively 
small storage vessels, which seem to be earlier when they occur in the 
Thetford-ware series. 10 

Other Saxo-Norman pottery kilns belonging to the Thetford-ware family 
have been found in the Medieval town of Torksey in Lincolnshire." Kiln 2 

at this site is the only one in which flat bases predominate; all the others 
produced sagging base wares. This fact coupled with the presence of 
rouletting on some of the pots suggests that it is the earliest in the series 
perhaps dating to the second half of the tenth century.'2 However, apart 
from the flat bases, the forms and decoration in use on kiln 2 pottery are not 
comparable with Leicester. Kiln 5 at Torksey has produced rim forms 
similar to Leicester and also handles decorated in a comparable manner. 1 3 

The site itself, as has already been stated, provided no clear evidence 
of the date of the kiln other than that it was post-Roman. For dating it is 
necessary to turn to indirect evidence : the occurrence or non-occurrence of 
products of this kiln in other contexts, and comparison with the products of 
other centres of manufacture. The pottery does not seem .to occur in pit 
groups in Leicester of the thirteenth century and later; though it is well to 
add the caution that the pottery has a superficial resemblance to Roman 
wares and may not have been recognised. The writer examined medieval 
material in Leicester Museums,'4 and only one possible sherd of the Lei
cester ware was seen. This was found in a well discovered in the course of 
constructing an extension to the Co-operative Society's premises in Free
school Lane. The sherd, a fragment of the base of a cooking pot, was found 
with five cooking pots ascribed to the twelfth century.rs An upper date limit 
of c.1100 seems, therefore, probable; the sherd in the twelfth-century deposit 
may be residual. 

The introduction of wheel-pottery in the Saxon period took place as 
a result of Rhenish influence in the early seventh century. The use 
of a fast-wheel, such as is used for the production of the Leicester wares, took 
place with the development of Thetford wares in the first half of the ninth 
century.16 This, coupled with the general resemblances to the Thetford-ware 
family, must indicate the Leicester kiln was in production sometime between 
800 and 1100. r7 In support of this general dating is a sherd of an unglazed 
Stamford-ware cooking pot (Fig. 2, No. 15) resembling a vessel from Stam
ford Castle. ' 8 The Leicester sherd was found, probably but not certainly, 
among other kiln products in the vicinity of the stoke-pit. 
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Within the overall date range it is difficult to be more precise. Flat 
bases appear to be early at Torksey, perhaps dating to the second half of 
the tenth century;19 the Leicester kiln may also be of this date. The discovery 
of further kilns, which must surely exist, may improve the dating. It is, as 
yet, impossible to say anything about the distribution of the products of the 
Leicester kiln. 

NOTES 

1. The site is mentioned in T.L.A.S. XLI (1966) 65. The finds from the site were 
generously presented by the owners, Messrs. Ansells, to Leicester Museums 
(Accession 479. 1964). The author, who at the time was Field Archaeologist in 
the Department of Antiquities, is glad to acknowledge the co-operation of the 
architects, Messrs. Reginald Cooper of Nottingham, and the contractors, Messrs. 
Duxbury's of Leicester, in allowing access to the site and the recovery of the 
finds. He was helped in this by John Daniell and Alan MacCormick of the 
Museum staff. For further advice the author is indebted to Maurice Barley, 
John Hurst and Philip Rahtz. 

2. The surface of the Roman Street was not exposed in the sewer trench, but 
observed slightly further south. In the site records the stoke-pit is numbered 
F3. 

3. Unless otherwise stated all the pottery referred to was found in the stoke-pit. 
4. For an identification of the grits and matrix of the vessel the author is indebted 

to Mr. Roy Jeffery of the Department of Geology, City Museum, Bristol. 
5. Although there is one accidental example, which has apparently been stood on 

straw and subsequently tidied up by thumb pressure before firing. 
6. J. G. Hurst, P. Camb. Ant. Soc. L (1957), 32-4, Fig. 1, Nos. 8-12. 
7. ibid., 37, Fig. 2. 
8. ibid., 53, Fig. 7, No. 2. 
9. ibid., 39, Fig. 4, and 57, Fig. 8. 

10. ibid., 54. 
II . Saxo-Norman pottery (Chester ware) with general similarities to Thetford-ware 

is also recorded from Chester, Hereford and Tamworth. 
12. M . W. Barley, Ant. 1ourn., XLIV (1964), 182. 
13. Ex Inform. M . W. Barley. 
14. Through the courtesy of Mr. J. A. Norwood. There are some pit-groups from 

the writer's own excavations in Leicester which have yet to be examined for 
the presence of Leicester ware. 

15. T.L.A.S. XXXIII (1957), 60 and Pl. III. 
16. G. C. Dunning, Med. Arch., Ill (1959) 42. The rest of this article discusses 

Anglo-Saxon pottery in general. 
17. The only alternative is to consider the kiln to have been in production to meet 

the needs of the fifth-century population of Leicester. The forms and t~hnique 
of the cooking pots resemble imported French Class E wares of the sixth 
century, which in turn resemble post-Roman pots produced in Trier down to 
the ninth century (see C. Thomas, Med. Arch., Ill (1959)89-111 and Cornish 
Arch., IV (1967), 35-46). This alternative seems unlikely, especially as there 
appeared to be a considerable accumulation of soil over the Roman street before 
the kiln was constructed. 

18. J. G . Hurst, P. Camb. Ant. Soc., LI (1958), 47, Fig. 2, No. 38. 
19. op. cit., note 12. 


