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Ihe hinged mirrors from Hirvitham Priory, Yorks.

Justine Bayley
Ancient Monuments Lab.

This assembly (A.V. Ho.749175) was examined and analysed
for comparison with two similar objects from lerth which were
investigated for Lhe Museum of London. All aralyiical results
were obtained by x-ray fluorescence unless otherwise stated.

The metal casing was a gunmetal, the major alloying
element added to the copper bheing zinc, but with s reasonable
amount of tin too. The alloy also contained a few » of lead. This
was a very similar composition to that of the mirror case of the
same design Trom Perth. The second {(more highly decorated) of the
Perth mirror cases was of pewber (Uin and lead with a few & of
copper). '

The glass in the mirror cases appeared to contain some
lead. This may have been rodeposited from either the lead backing
on the glass or the blacking on top of the surrounding 'puity'
(see below). Alternatively 1t may have been a deliberate addiiiom
To o bhe iass but this is not very likely as translucent lead
glags is virtually unknown in the mediaeval period and anyway
tends to be better preserved than this pjlass appears to be. The
colour of the glass is rather variable, that in the plainer Terth
case 8ppeafing brown, that in the Kirkham case trsnslucent, clear
in some parts and brown in olhers, and that in Lhe pewier case
paler than the other Ferth slass. In Lhis last case the plass may
oripginally have been complebely clear bul its feairly advsnced
state of decay makes a deflinitive comment impossible.

The glass in all the mirror cases has a Ihin layer of
lead on its underside (between the glass and the melal case).
This presumably acted ag a veflective (mirror) surface which
suggests Lhat all fhe plass must originally have been translucent
and of a pale colour, if nobt colourless. If the glass were dark
brown its upper surflace would act as a mirror, making the lead
coating; superfluous. The brown colour now visible in the glass
must therefore be a recult of Lhe decnsy processes 1t has vnder-
gone during Lhe hundreds of years 1t has been buried. The colour
may be dve Le bthe deposibion of material from waler in ihe soil
in cracks in Lhe glass.

In all canes bthe rlass was held into the melal case by a

white 'pulty'. 4 sample from the pewb~r case wat analysced by



x~-ray Aiffrsction (ARL) and found to be caleite {calcium
carbonstbe). This could originally have been applied in either of
tvo forms; firstly as pully - whiting (cnleium carbenetle) ground
up in a drying oil-or sccondly as a lime plaster that set,
producing calcibe. Tha 1ime micht also have been applied with a
dryinpg oil as a lime putty. “Which it was cannot he said from the
exisbing evidence.

The 'nuitty' in volh Lhe mirror caces {rom Teri{h had been
covered by a black layer, presumably to enhance the sppearance
of Lhe finished objects. his was shown (by XED) to be galena
(lead sulphide). This is a lead ore w ich has a lusbtrouvg
crey-black appearance. "he putbty in ihe irkhem wirror case nay
z2lse have had a hilack covering bul none had survived con Lte

exposed areas of 'pubtty'

All Lhre analyses performed only record whalb is now present;

it is quite possible that the burial conditions have produced
chemical changpes and whal we now gee is nol whal was originally
there. Above I have supgested that the lead delecled in the ¢lass
is not part of its originsl composgition Ll merely deposited in
cracks in it, together wiith "he colouring Agents which are alao
post-burial a'dilions.

The 'pubtty' is now calcite bul what it was when it was
applied Lo the objeclts i nob sure; all three supgrestions above
are pessible on bhe anaiytfcal evidence. Enowledpe of methods and

materials vsed by mediaeval craltsmen could suggest which
posasibility ‘s meost like

The blacking could hove been applied as a lead oxide
which has then been reduced Lo Lhe sulphide by burial e.g. in a
cesoplit or obhier walerlopged organic deposit. T do nol consider
this likely (e2lthouch I do nob know anything about the nature of
the Tind spots for Lhese objecets) as I think the blacking was
applied as a deccrabive Dinish - snd for this purpose alena

would be the most sulbabhle lead compound.
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