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SHERBORNE ULD CASTLE DORSET 

By D.}'.I-lilliams , Ph. D and B.P • Harrison , BO.A. 

Int.roduction (J:l?H) 

From 1900 onwards there have been considerable excavations at Sherborne 

Old Castle , in the parish of Castleton, on the edge olf: Sherborne (,,;ational 

Crid Reference : ST 648167 ) • This >Iork has produced large quantities of :1edieval 

coarse wares , particularly/from the latest excavations conducted by Peter lfuite , 

I..'"1spector of AJ.'1.cient Monwnents , for the Department of the Environment '" "and has 

provided an opportW1ity to further pursue -ohe Queries of R.A.H.Farrar "ho discussed 

1 the pottery [kom the Old Castle and Durr~~t Close , Sherborne , recovered in 

both cases bJ" C.;';.Bean , F.S.A • At the same time it seems reasonable to describe 

the :.eans by whicr. this pottery study has been undertaken. 

'rhe surviving remains of Sherborne Old Castle originate in the 

t"ffelfth centu::::"y ~ "b".lt ther'? is scattered evidence o.f eal'"lier 2.ctiv:i.ty on the 

site , notably a graveyard disturbe': by a rock cut ditch ~~d by the buildir:g of 

2 the castle-palace • The earliest groups of pottery occurrinG on the site data 

from the twelfth century, although there have been a few sherG.s of "hat seems 

to be ",xass tem;ered ware from the OIorth Cate excavation. The Castle Was built 

by Bishop Rogex of S&rum , lla7 - 1139 , the Chancellor of Henry I , who often 

acted as iiceroy when Henry was away on long viuits to his French possesszions 

When Stephen ;;as crowned King in 1136 Roger sUP1;orted him , but ~-:o.;er' s pO;ler 

was curtailed in 1139 ~~d Sherborne was confiscated with Roger's other castles 

at Devizes , t1almesoury and Sarurn • During the CrOwn's occupation Sherborne was 

garrisoned from time to time and it was UurlllG this period that major additions 

were made • In 1354 Bishop Wyville regained the Castle for the See of Salisbury 

fxom tlie Earl of :1ontague , who held the Castle at that time • The castle was 

used and maintained by his successors until 1542 • It was held by the Crown 

again until Elizabeth I transferred it to Sir WaltOer Raleigh in 1592 , but it 

was in need of too muoh attention and fell out of. use when he moved to the Lodge 
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now the New Castle • The last major period of use was c.u:l.'ing the Civil \oIa,r , when 

tbe Castle was besieged twice , once in 1642 and again in 1645 , after which 

it was slie;hted • '1'he "ottcry se'lucnce .01' the site shows thi::; Genoral continuity, 

with a little disru[Jtion caused by redeposited material 3 • 

A sei~s of medieval pot sherds was SUOmitt8d to Dr ~t:illiJJ1ls from 

the most reGent excavations ,'"hich is the basis for this study , although 

sherds from the Castle also match pottery from the town of 3herborne and its 

~~edi~te district 4 . The main problem in the Sherborne area is that there has 

been very little work undertaken on medieval pot types and fabrics , in consequence 

any analysis at this staLe must be in isolation • The large quantity of )ot':.ery 

has made it difficult. to do anything other thm select a representative group 

for thin sectioning and heavy mineral analysis and gaps are bound to be left 

as a result • It must be stressed that tnis study is only the beCin."1i."1g of \{nat 

must be a larger study in the area , and could be successfully continued as 

excavations occur • 

Throughout the medieval period there would have teen hUi"1dreds of 

kilns scattered over the cClmtry , prodUcing many varied \{ares • A kiln needs 

to be si.ted. '~!here there is a supply of claY, water and fuel i.'1 addition to a 

,marke1; for the product 5, so that whenever any of these factors chang-ed , like 

the clay running out , the kiln would be resited • John l1usty suggested that 

in tne case of LaverS1;ock , the kilns had a life of five years each and that the 

industry on the site lasted about fifty years 6. The potter himself was classed 

as a very insignificant person in~ medieval society and his pots were equally SO , 

certaLly in the early lieriod • Most coarse pottery '.as used- in the kitchens and 

by those unable to afford anything better , so this market tended to be very 

conserva1;ive and the potter changed' his techniques very little in consequence • 

Pottery was a cheap product and profit margins were very small , so that the potter 

could not afford to tolerate wastage of time or resources by over refining the 

clay or travelling ave>: lone; disto.noea with II. vo>:y b>:itt.la p>:oduot • Thus the 

early pots were made with the clay availabl~ • as close as possible to a suitable 

market • Cook-pots were made for local use only ,usintr unrefined clay 7 .' This 



.', 

was the Case at Laverstock , where the cook-pots are of a coarser fabric than 

8 
the juas It is this coarseness of the wares that facilitates study of the 

fabrics • It seems possible that certain fabrice were used for vessels made for 

specific tasks , the main example at Sherborne being that the fine flint ,lare 

(Fabric B) continues alongside a more carefully refined hard s~~dy ware (FabricE) 

yet it is only the flinty wares which havc the 1 furred 1 deposit from the constaIlt 

boiling of water , as if these wares stayed in Use as 'dater boilers • 

HEI'RODS OF SORTTI1C • (BPR) 

If very large quantities of pottery are expected from one site Or from 

an area where a project is being conducted, it is advantageous to set out with 

the intention of analysing wares as they appear, to prevent duplication of effort, 

a method used in London and by other archaeological units • The pot tery fabric 

types are constantly broutht up to date aad attention is concentrated on the 

smaller quantities of pottery involved. Unfortunately it is more normal to wait 

until the end of an excava.ion, ~~d write the ;ottery report in retrospect • This 

has ~cen the Case at Sherborne Old Castle • 

In these circumst~~ces the best technique at Sherborne was to sort through 

"-the pottery from the site on a general basis , noting the vrious inclusions in ... 

the pottery' and grouping on this basis • At the same time the vessel types were 

also defined wherever possible , this was made slightly easier by the coincidence of 

pottery fabrics with certain vessel types , but this could not allvays be relied upon 

(Reference is made to the list of vessel classifications with notes on the fabrics 

used to produce them at the end of this paper • ) As examples of each type were 

found, some sherds were kept as a cC:ltrol and some were put-aside for thin sectioninc 

and heavy mineral analysis • In the early stages reassessment was frequently necessar:; 

Details were made clearer by use of a magnifying glaSs • 

At the same time'~y pUblished material on the pottery from other excavations 

in the area was consulted and sites lL~ely to have any bearing on the pottery of 

Sherborne were taken into consideration • Generally there ar,e very few sites noted 

in the Sherbol."ne area • Ther" was only one known Kiln site t at Hermitage 9, just 



over five niiles to the south of Sherborne and this has been co"siciered b the fabric 

assessment • There have been excavations in S9~th Dorset 
10 at "!dareham and Corfe 

which have procuced 110ttery and this has been cOffiFared with Sherborne pottery 

11 
regarding sha~e only Naterial from Laverstock seemed similar and was taken 

into·conslderatiom Wherever similarities were seen sUftl.1)les VIera taken for 

12 comparis.:>n 

By the time thin sectioning al1e. heavy mineral analysis -_,as considered for 

• 

the Sherborne pottery • a very defbate set of questions had been formulated , so that 

direct comparisons could be made where necessary ar:a. faurics defined within a 

pre-existing framework. (~.'ihat is the pl.'ecise J:,)etro,logy of the fabrics evident ? 

How do the fabrics from the Old Castle compare \{ith sampl&r submitted from : 

HermHage • Laverstock • Corfe Castle aLld Wareh?_'l1? ) The report by Dr Ivilliams 

is the reply to the series of questions from Sherborne Old Casole • but as will 

be seen the ans>;ers are of use to re',::;earchers ill other parts of :Dorset • as the 

pottery s~"ples were taken from a wide area • 

FABRIC Al':ALYSIS ( DFH ) 

Introduction • 

A range of Medieval sherds from Sherborne Old Castle • and other sites , 

were submitted lor petrolo€ical analysis • As a first step all the sherds were 

examined with the aid of a binocular microscope (X 20 ). This was followed by 

selective thin sectioning and heavy'mineral separation ( Table- ) to allcw study 

in polarized light under the petrological microscope • As a result of this work 

a number of fabric divisions could be made on the basis of the aplastic inclusions 

present in the pottery • These are listed below" following description of the 

sherds • Munsell colour charts are referred to t066ther with free descriptive 

torms • 

The Methods 

For thin section examination a small sample of: pottery ( c. lClrun X lOnun ) 



is ground down wltil the majority of non-plastic inclusions present in the clay 

are transparent , and can be identified by their optical properties in polarized 

light under the petrological microscope • This method of fabric analysis is extremely 

valuable for characterization , for pottery made in a similar way from the same 

materials will appear alike under the microscope • When fragments of rocks or 

certain unique minera.ls· are present in the clay it is frequently possible to 

determine the source of the raw materials , thereby indicating the area of origin. 

of the pottery-making and the area of distribution achieved. 

However , much medieval pottery contallis a range of common inclusions , 

such as flint and quartz sand , the thin sectioning of which does not allow the 

sarne degree of precision in suggesting likely origins • In cases such as these the 

technique c~~ still be used profitably , for it allows a textural ~lalysis to be 

made " where not only the type of inclusion , but also the latter's size, shape 

and relative frequency can be considered • A comparison of the texture of different 

sherds can often provide evidence for suggesting a common source , or alternatively 

several different one3 • 

When dealing with very sandy fabrics ,heavy mineral separation , a 

much under-used technique , can often provide a useful means of classifying the 

sand present in th6 pottery , as distinctive heavy mineral assemblages can usuall~ 

be assigned to a specific geological source • For this ~ethod a comparatively 

large ammount of sample is required ( 11 - 20 gms ) , which is crushed and floated 

in a heavy liquid such as bromoform , allowing the heavy minerals to be siphoned 

. off • These can be mounted on a glass slide and studied under the petrological 

microscope , allowing identification and counting of individ~al grains • 

The Fabric Groups. 

Fabric A (Coarse flint ware ) 

Hard harsh fabric , the surface colour varies from light red (2.5YR 6/8 ) to 

dark grey (2.5Y N4/ ) , with a light to dark grey core. Flint and quartz sand 

are normally clearly visible throughout the,fabric 

PetrologY 

• 
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~ll-sorted aubangular quartz grains , ;ranginB' in size from 0.20 - 1. 00 nun. , 

and a little limostone • 

Fabric B ( Fine flint ware ) 

The description of Fabric A could almost e'iually be applied to the sherds in this 

group , the only difference beine the smaller size of the fl Lnt present , up to 

a maximum of 1.5mm. across and the fact that it appears to be less frequent in 

the paste than for Fabric A • 

Fabrics A and B , representing the majority ~'f pottery from the site • 

have been grouped very tentatively on the basis of the presence of two extremely 

common inclusions in much medieval pottery , flint and frequent quartz grains • 

It is possible that careful study may reveal several subdivisions of this pottery 

by making a detailed textural ru1alysis of the main constituents present • 

HowevEr, to obtain.meaningful results such work is best done by incorporating 

the Sherborne pottery in a general review'of medieval flint tempered ware from 

several local sites , and as such this lies outside the scope of the present work • 

Due to the common nattU'e of the inclusions , therefore· , it is difficult to be 

precise about possible origins , though given the large quantity of pottery involved 

a fairly local source seems likely • 

Sherborne.is situated on Upper Fullers Earth and flinty clay levels. 

Both deposits contain frequent fragments of flint , which would be present in the 

clay if this was used for pottery-making , even if an attempt was made to refine 

the clay somewhat • A heavy mineral separation on a sherd from Fabric B (Table) 

produced a fairly wide range of mine~als • but as these are all·conunon types and 

little similar work has been done in the area , it has not be~n possible to be 

precise about origins • However • at this sj;age there is nothing in the thin section 

or heavy mineral results to suggest a non-local source for either of these fabric 

groups. 

Fabric C (Coarse quartz ware ) 

Very hard. rough fabric ,grey or blaok·outside surface, sometimes with a 

dull olive-green glaze , normally with a dark grey core and creamy inside ~urfaoe .' 

Numerous quartz grains protrude through the surfaces giving the fabrio a 'pimply' 



texture • 

PetrolotlY 

Frequent subangular ·quartz grains. average size 0.60 - 1.0Omm , though some are 

up to 2.0Gmm across, and a little .t'lint • A heavy mineral separation on a sample 

from this group , and also from Fabric D below I in both Cases produced too few 

grains to give a meaningful result 

Fabric D ( Fine quartz ware ) 

lIard smooth fabric , mottled olive-green glaze with a white core and inside surface. 

PetrolollX 

Frequent. inclusions of subangular quartz grains I average size 0.20 - 0.4Omm • 

Fabric E ('Hermitage-Type' ware) 

Hard fairly rough sandy fabric , surfaces tend to be light red (2.5YR 6/8) , 

with traces of an olive-green glaze , and a lightish grey cere • 

Petrology 

Abundant inclusions of subangular quartz, average size 0.20 - 0.56mm. 

Also present are frequent fairly well-rounded light brown grains of limonite 

(altered glauconite )., and some collophane • 

The presence in some numbers of glauconite suggests an origin in the 

Greensand and Gault Beds , of which the nearest ·deposits to Sherborne lie 

Borne six miles to the south • Close to these deposits is situated a thirteenth 

century kiln at Hermitage whose products appear fairly similar in the hand-
. 13 

specimen to those at Sherborne • Thin sectioning of waste material from 

the Hermitage kiln revealed a similar range of inclusions to the Sherborne 

pottery including the glauconite grains • A heavy mineral separation on 

. samples from Sherborne and wasters from Hermitage also displayed points of 

similarity, noteablY in the comparatively high percentage of rutile I 

contrasting with a separation on a sherd from Sherborne Fabric B (Table) • 

It seems quite possible, therefore • that this fabric group , ranging in 

date from the thirteenth century to 1450 plus • was made in the general area 
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. of Henni tage • Indeed , some of the lhirteentjl century examples from Sherborne 

may evon be products of the Hermitage kiln itself. 

Laverstock-'Pype .ware 

Two sherds from Sherborne Old Castle appear similar to certain jug types 

from the Lavo1'stock kilns near Salisbury 14 • Thin sectioning of the Sherborne 

sherds reveals frequent subangular quartz grains , average size 0.20illm - 0.3Crorn , 

and flecks of mica • This agrees quite well with similar analyses of jugs from 

the Laverstock kilns, and the Sherborne jugs may well come from there, though 

this cannot as yet be conclusively demonstrated • Heavy mineral analysis on 

two products of the· Laverstock kilns, a tile and coarse jug, produced too 

few grains for a meaningful assemblage • However , one interesting point did arise 

from thin sectioning , namely that a section from a Laverstock cookin~pot differed 

from the jug sample tested. The former contained only a scatter of subangular 

quartz grains , and these were a size grade higher than those in the jug , average 

size 0.40 - 0.6Omm • Either a slightly coarser clay was used for cookin~pots 
<A< 

as opposed to jugs, or·else the added sand was gently crushed for~jugs • The 

coarser texture of the cooking-pots was ~robably deliberate , adding refractGry 

qualities to the vessels • 

South Dorset Wares 

A small amount of comparative material from Wareham (unglazed) and Corfe 

Castle (both glazed and unglazed) was also examined, to see if South Dorset 

Wares were represented at Sherborne • The Wareham samples contained little else 

but quartz grains , average size 0.30 - 0.4Omm. A heavy mineral separation 

on one of these sherds (Table) produced a tourmaline-rich assembly recalling 

that found in the pottery of the Romano-British black-burnished industry centred 

arOund the western shores of Poole Harbour and on the heathlands south or Wareham 15. 

An origin in this area may also be likely for the Wareham sherds, the medieval 

potters utilizing roughly the same clay beds as were in use during the Roman period • 

Neither thin sections nor the heavy mineral assemblage agreed with those of the 

Sherborne samplea atudied • 
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Thin sectioning of the Corfe Castle ,sherds showp.d a scatter of 

subangu1ar quartz grains , average sizo 0.80 - 1.0Qrun , with a little flint and 

iron ore • Texturally , these sherds appear to be slightly different to those 

samples from Sherborne Fabrics A ,B , and C ,con:\laining less lJ.uartz than the 

latter , and SO suggesting the possibility of a different orie-in , though it is 

difficult to be precise on this point • 

TABLE 

PERC&~AGE OF NON'-OPA~UE MINERALS 

• 
'Cl 
G> 

§ 
0 
0 

VI 

.!l 
G> II 4> 

~ 1 ~ ... .... ., 
"' .-i ., 

6 ., ... '" 0 ... :t: ..... 
.-i .... ..... 

~ 
G> 0 

0 .... 
~ 

oj 

~ "crt Site !j ~ 
'Cl • 

0 !l tl ~ ~ N 8 0 

. 
Sherborne Old 

71.0 13.4 2.8 1.4 4.3 1.4 4.3 269 1.4 
Castle. Fabric B 

Sherborne Old 83.6 4.2 8.8 1.3 1.4 0.7 .277 
Castle. Fabric E 

Hermitage Kiln 80.6 2.5 11.2 2.1 2.1 
. -

1.5 397 

Wareham ·40.8 51.9 0.9 0.9 3.7 0.9 0.9 308 

'. 



, .... 

na~ios of pottery f~brics ( BPH ) 

Selected wal'es from one section of Sherborne Old Castle have been used to 

• 
demonstra"e the variation in occurence of the different potterJ fabrics , as 

shown by the llrid to the left of the details • Tho ratios are independent within 

each layer sno\;n , as the layers are not uniform in size or content • 3racketted 

numbers indicate a suggested ratio based on weiGht rather than vessel count 
prolific 

which is used in the other cases • In the . most: I layer (55) weight only W2.S used 

as a vessel count was not practicable. In the case of the structures at the 

end of the list - given as examples of the more extreme variations - the precise 

n~~ber of identified vessels has been given • 

South I-lest Unoercroft area 

A 

31 
( 

33. 

34 

(Dist=bed). 35 7 

36 

38 

39 

43 4 

45 

46 

47 

48 - ( 5 ) 
54 

structure YC : (12th Cent.) 3 

structure W : (14th Cent) -' 

structure H : (Tudor) 

. . 

B 

2 

14 

6(2) 

9 

( 2) 

2 

( 1 ) 

(1) 

: 

: 

c D 

o 1 

1 4 

2 

(;) • ( 1 ) 
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1 

o 

: 

. • 

o 
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: o 

· · 

· · 
· · 

E 

2 

? 

1 

o 

o 

16 

: 7 plUB 
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Coramic Influ€'1!ces in the Heelj eval Po:ciod R.t ShHrbome , (BPH) 

Sherborne is on ttH3: Somertlet - norset botdor J but there seems to be 

mora evidence tiULcontine a ccrrunic link wit.h ":;outh Dorm.!t , than "/ith :30mcrrJ(.:t 

'fraditionally Shcr'corne • like the rest of llorset • is part of the '''est Cour.-:'ry 

pott0ry grouping for pot shapes , and there is definate similarity to vessel 

shapes from Burrow Mump 16, Castlo .lleroche 17 • Yeovil and other Somerset sites ., 

This is where the similarity stops • beoause on visual assessment of tr.e pottery 

fabrics there is no comparison between any of the Somerset material ~~d~hat from 
/ 

Sh b d 't h " 1 ' Th ' '1 d Yeovl'l 18 d ' t t' er ornB a.'1. ~ S l.nt.er ana, '" ~s even l.nc u as , e5p1. e ne 

short c..istu:-.ce between the t\vO settlements , .nade easier by the valley of t;~.e 

River Yeo •. There may be some similarity in the late medieval period • but more 

evid~nce is needed • 

L~ the petrological analysis two SOurces of pottery • other than the 
. 

immediate locality. ha.ve bee,n sue-sested • the Hermitage area and the Lavcrstock 

k 'l It' tl 't that' L t k t 11 d 1 .. t 19 .1. n • J.s :ougn avers oc ware ra.ve e oVer ar&'e a.J.s a:lces , 

mainly because it was of such fine quality and there was probably a market for 

its range of fine jugs • as exemplified in a s;nall way at Sherborne • (There 

seems to be evidence of Laverstock jug types at Sherborne from the petrological 

analysis and there is some evidence of Laverstock roof tile , based on shape 

rather than fabric 20 ) The larger identified grouping of pottery is from t~e 

Hermitage area • as the chronological occurrence of this fabric type on the site 

of Sherborr.e Old ,Castle is greater than the period in the thirteenth century • 

when the Hermitage kiln appeared to have been in production .. The Hermita&e 

kiln and area lies on Oxford clay. with other clay types in the vicinity. 

and many streams start in the area 21 , thus fulfilling two needs for a 

successful pottery kiln. It is also known that there was 'a ,dln sited at Holnest 

in the sixteenth century and L~to the seventeenth century, as it is mentioned 

in the Consistory Court records at Canterbury in 1617 22 • On the evidence, 

it seems likely that the area around HerlBitage and Holnest could have been 

ideal for pottery kilns , supplying Sherborne and possibly .. markets further 
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afield There are certainly vessels b, the same tradition of shape and paotern 

as Hermitat;e ware from the latEn: contexts of ' the site at Sherborne Old Castle. 

Conclusi:ms 

At this time there are still many questions unans;Jered on the pottery 

fabrics found at Sherborne , especially on the Old Castle site , but one can 

hope that as further research is undetaken more of these questions will be answered 

The lart~st qu~~tity of pottery on the site is of a fabric apparently restricted 

to the Slwrborne area , althouGh the precise boundries have yet to 'oe defined , 

as evidence is still to scanty oj from the writer's research the type is not 

found in Somerset • Effectively we are left with a coarse local fabric of flint 

chalk ana ferrous inclusions in a grey matrix. with variations within the three 

main'inclusions • Present in lesser quantities is the qu~zy ware, which is 

really just a heavily sanded ware , as can be seen in the fabric ratio chart • 

We do' not yet know the origins, of this type of pottery • There is nothing to 

co~ect it with South Dors8t • There are very definate similarities with quartzy 

pottery froe Si'.aftesbuxy , based on visual assessment at this stage 23 , so that 

further research is necessarJ in this direction • There is a practical limit to 

thin sectioning and heavy mineral analyses carried out in isolation on a site with 

larc'e quantities of medieval coarse wares • like Sherborne • The greatest valu" of 

such a programme would come from a study of North Dorset as a whole , hopefully 

using Sherborne as the starting point • 



Medieval Pottery Pabrics link"d to vessel types - Sherborne Old Castle 

1. Grass tempered ware • Total of 5 sherds recovered. B 

2. Hand ~rown cook-pots • A , B , C • 

3. Hand thrown / wheel finished cook-pots. A,B,C. 

1 4 .Wheel made coarse cook-pots ,larGest group. A, B ~~d some C • 

5.Pans , shallow bowls , rims like c ass 4 1. A, B • 

6. Handled pan - one example - hand finished. A. 

7. Tripod pitchers. Green glazed, globular B, C 

8. Heavy coarse pitchers, sometimes confused with class 7 .; glazed, thick walls 

A,B,C. 

9. Lighter fine jugs • Glazed and painted • Includes imports • (B) C • D , E • 

10 • Large late medieval to 16th Century round jugs • Glazed with accurate combing 

marks around girth • E (I Hermitage-type I ) 

11. Large cook-pots saree fabric and tradition as class 10 above. E ('Hermitage-type ' ) 

lla. Lids for the cook-pot type identified above • Also combed • Many perforatic 

12. Late medieval straight sided pans , often glazed inside, sometimes with a p~lUring 

lip • B and E • 

13. utilitarian vessels: like salt cellars , fish dishes , lamps and several not 

identified. A , B , C ,D , E • 

The Post Medieval wares are almost all of the general type E Fabric, 

that is a hard orange sandy ware • Some vessels have been identified as coming from 

Donyatt. 
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