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INTftoJJUCTION 

Samples of early Anr~lo-Saxon pottery froro the cemeteries 

at Elsltam, Lincolnshire (13 sherds) and Sancton, Yorkshire (10 

sherd,.) were submitted for petrological examination, All the 

sherds were initially vio1<ed with the aid of a binocular rnicrosCOJle 

{x 20), and a sample from each was ,then studied in thin section 

under the petrological microscope. The object of the analysis 

tms threefold. Firstly, to obtain rt detailed fabric description 

of each sherd; aecondly, to see if it is possible to suggest likely 

source areas for the pottery; twcl thirdly, to see· if there are 

any f~thric dmilarities het1-reen the sall'.Jlles from these two sites, 

and also material prev~ot1sly exa111~1ed from tho early Anglo-Saxon 

cemetery at lle1<orth, Yorkshire (\lillittnls 1 1980), 

PETiWLOGY AND FAD!HC 

Blgham 

1 • J,U. 

3 • Jl' • 

' Ilairly hard, sanily, fnhric' with inclusion~< o,;f calcarnolls sandstone 

·• . 
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visible in fre'lh fracture. 

Thin sectioning show11 frequent ill-sorted subangular quartz 

grains, ranging up to 1.30mm in sizep calcite, limestone, calcareous 

sandstone and a little chert. 

Groun 2 

1 • JIG. 

This sherd is vesicular in appearance, and fragments of shell can 

he readily seen in fresh fracture. 

Thin sectioning sl1ows inclusions of shell, limestone and 

calcite, with a scatter of quartz grains. Also present 

are a number of voids which undoubtedly held shell or limestone 

at some stage. 

Group 3 

1 • OS. 

A scatter of limestone, some of it oolitic, can be seen throughout 

the fD,bric. 

Thin sectioning confirm!~ the oolitic nature of the limestone 

" inclusions. 

Group 4 

1,PW. 

2. cs. 
The fabric is hard and very sandy, small pieces of sandstone can 

be seen in fresl1 fracture. 

Thin sectionin11 reveals freq••ent pieces of sandstone and a 

sea tt~er of <1iscrete <tnart:r. gntins. 
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Group 5 

1 • ID. 

2. OX( b), 

3. Ji~. 

4. OT. 

Hard, sandy fabric, especially shercls OX(b) and OT, where 

large gra.ins of quartz and quartzite protrude through the sur faces, 

giving the sherds a 'pir1ply 1 avpearance. 

The odd piece of sandstone is also present in the sherds 

which make up this group. l!o,.ever, the most distinctive feature 

in thin section is the frectuent large (up to 2 ,Omm in size) cliscrete 

subangular to suhrounded grains of <tnartz and quartzite which are 

scattered throughout the fabric. Also to be seen in some samples 

is a little chert, iron ore and felspar, 

Groun 6 

1.EG/PO. 

2. NC, 

Sherd EG/1<'0 is in a hard 11andy f8.hric "ith a little golden mica, while 

''NC contains conspicuous grains of folspar and flecks of golden 

mica. 

1~hese two sherds have a distinctive appearance in thin section. 

Doth c.ontain discrete grains of felspar (orthoclase and piagioclase) 

and large flakes of biotite. TheRe tend to be more prominent in 

sherd gojFO. Also presont in both sl\m]>les is a scatter of qtmrtz 

grains and a little sandstone, limbstone and iron ore. 

Sanct.on 

Group 1 



1 , 44A, 

2. 44ll. 

3, 11 9D, 

4, 12Rll. 

5. 3. 
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llard 1 sandy fabric, inclusions of sandstone can usually be seen 

in fresh fracture, 

Thin sectioning shows frequent t:rain1'1 of subangular quartz 1 

a scatter of sandstone and a little chert and iron ore, In sherds 

128ll and 3 the quartz grEtins are more well-sor-ted than in the 

other samples. 

Groun 2 

1 • 21 9. 

!lard, sandy fabric, 

Thin sec-tioning shows large subangular to subrounded grains 

of <iuartz and quartzite ancl a little fels}mr, 

Groun 3 

,,1. 119. 

2, 191A. 

Both sherds are sandy, and elongate voids commensurate with organic 

temper can be seen throughont the fahric, 

Thin sectioning shous that these two samples, like those of 

Group 1 above, contain piecos of Ran<lstone and frequent quartz 

grains • However 1 the principal -te!'l}H!r appears to have he en of 

an organic na-ture, for numerous elongate voids commensurate with 

chaff or grass are scattered thronghout the fabric. 



1. 12!lll. 

2, 128C, 
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llard 1 fairly sandy fabric ( 12BC is finer-textured) 1 with ~orne 

felspar and golden flecks of mica. 

Thin !!ectioning reveals grainll of quartz, quartzite, fel~par 

(orthoclase and plagioclase), biotite and pieces of biotite-granite, 

Sherd 128B also has a small piece of volcanic rock in it. 

- i DISCUSSION 

• 

Thin section analysis of tho pottery from Elsham and Sancton 

shows tl1at the material fall~ into fairly well defined fabric 

groupings based on the principal inclusion types in the pR~te. 

Doth si~es are situated 011 tho chalk, with Jurassic doposits 

situated closeby: mainly !Cimmeridgo Glay in the case of ElshRm 

and Lias at S~ncton. Deposits of Lower GreensRnd, Corallian, 

Spil11by Sandstone, blown sand and Boulder Clays also occur reasonRhly 

close to Elsham 1 while Oxford Clay, Oolitic limestone, hlown sand 

and Boulder Clays <tre all in the vicinity of Sancton. The major 

"temper consti tuent.s of the first five fabric groupings at ElshaPl -

calcareous sandstone, calcite, limestone, shell, oolite, sand~tone, 

quartz and quartzite and the fir~t three at Sancton - sand11tone 1 

!J.Uartz n.nd quartzite could thus all hi! obtained at a reason<1.ble 

distance from both of the find-sites, Po11sibly al!!o the granite 

constituents of Group 6 at l~lsham and Group 4 at Sancton 1 as 

the local Boulder Clays of ~ast Yorkshire and Lincolnshire are 

known to contain granite and volcanic erratics. 
'· 
' It is' worth empha11izin~; 1 however, that l!ourcell for the }lottery 

~Some di~tance from tho find-spot!! are efJ_ually possible, and a 
., 

number of points of similarity between certain of the fabric 
< 



groupings should be note<l. Tho-re are, for example, 11imilaritie!! 

between the fabric of Ea11ham Group 1 and !!herds 44A, 44D and 

119B of Group 1 a.t Saucton. It i!'l difficult at this sta.ge though, 

to decide whether thi:~ i!'l because roughly similar materials have 

been used from two !'leparate area:~ or whether there is a direct 

connection between the two groups. A l!tronger case for the same 

origin might perhaps be made in the case of Elaham OT (Group 5) 

and Sa.ncton 219 (Group 2). Doth sherd1! have the same range of 

inclusions and, additionally, the decopative design1! on the vessels 

are closely matched. 

A common source may al11o connect Group 6 at Elsham with Group 

4 a.t Sancton, both groups being characterized by inclusions of 

biotite-granite or discrete mineral!! probably derived from such 

a rock. The combination of granite and volcanic rock pregent in 

SanctoP 128!3 points to Boulder Clay m!\terial being U1!ed. A siMilar 

fabric has already been noted in early Anglo-Saxon pottery from 

the lleworth c~metery (Williams, 1980), A local origin was postulated 

for the Ile,fOrth pottery as the Boulder Clays of the Vale of York 

are known to contain erratics of Shap Fell biotite-granite. 

The ques~ion of locally made as opposed to non-local pottery 

at Elgham and Sancton will probabl~' only adequately be answered 

when comparative sample11 of pottery from other Anglo-Saxon 11ites 

in the regifln htwe been analyz.,d. The ·present results suggest that 

there are points of similarity between certain of the fabric 

groups at Elsham and Sancton. l'ossihly also between those two 

sites and Ileworth, for n11 well as the comMon granitic tempered 

pottery so(l]e of the quartz/<tnartzi te, and sandstone fn.brics at 

lleworth may he connected with s{Milar tempered shcrds at Elsham 

and Sancton. 
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