
In troduc tion 

D.F. iiilliams, Ph.D., FSA 

(H311C CeramicPetrology Project) 

Department of Archaeology, University of Southampton 

A number of Iron Age decorated and plain sherds from Ileekley, Northamptonshire, 

were submitted for a detailed fabric examination in thin section under the 

petrological microscope. The main object of the analysis was twofold: (1) to 

cha rac terize in de ta il the fabrics in vo 1 ved and compare them bo th wi th each 

other and also with selected material from other local sites, and (2) if possible 

to suggest likely source areas for the pottery. All the sherds were initially 

studied macroscopically with the aid of a binocular microscope (x 20). Nunsell 

colour charts are referred to together with free descriptive terms. The site 

at Heekley lies two miles north-east of Kettering on Upper Lias Clay, closeby 

to deposi ts 0 f Grea t 00 li te, Inferior 00 li te, :lor thamp ton Sand and I rons tone 

and Boulder, Clays (Taylor, 1963). 

Petrology and Fabric 

On the basis of the range of the non-plastic inclusions present in the 

cottery sampled, a number of broad fabric divisions have been made. 

Grouo 1: Ga bbro 

HEEK 76 Kl nos. 14 and 15. Curvilinear decorated bowl (see attached drawing). 

HEEK 76 Id (1). Jase of a (7) jar (clearly a different vessel to the one above). 

\IEEK 76 1'1 (1). Small decorated bodysherd (probably representing a separate vessel) 

'.IEEK 76 KII (1). .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 



-2 -

All of the sherds are in a hard, fairly rough fabric, dark grey (Munsell lOra 

4/1) throughout, "ith small angular inclusions of white felspar clearly visible. 

In thin section the most prominent inclusions are made up of angular grains of 

1')artly decomoosed felsnar, some of which have altered to sericite, fresher 

plagioclase and colourless or brown grains of amphibole, many of which appear 

as fibrous aggregates. Also present is a little pyroxene, serpentine and some 

grains of quartz. This assemblage of minerals closely resembles Peacock's 

(1969a; 1969b) description of the natural weathering clays overlying the gabbro 

on the Lizard Head, Cormvall, and this is mos t likely to be the source of the 

clay used for the "eekley vessels (see also, for example, Freestone and Rigby, 

1982; Freestone, 1982). 

lbe curvilinear decorated bOWl represented above i5 typologically similar to 

early Iron Age 'Glastonbury ware' bowls (Radford, 1951; Peacock, 1969b). The 

"eekley vessels, occuring as they do some 240 miles from the Lizard, lie well 

outside the main geographical distribution of Peacock's Glastonbury ware Group 

1 (ibid.), "hieh is cen tred mainly in Cornwa 11 and Devon, wi th a few ou tliers 

to the east (e.g. the furthest at Chilgrove, Sussex, Cunliffe, 1979). To the 

bes t of the wri ters knowledge these four gabbroic vessels from Ileekley are 

the furthest travelled of Peacock's Glastonbury ware Group 1 (1969b). 

Group 2: Shell 

"EEK sample 1. Sherd from a bowl with short upright rim and tooled curvilinear 

decora ticn. 

IJEEK sample 2. " " " " 

I1EEK 76 2 (1). Plain-rimmed sherd. 

IIEEK 76 K VII (5). 

IJEEK 76 K1 (1). 

Small bodysherd with tooled lines. 

" " " " " 

" " " " 

Fairly hard, roughish fabric, varying in colour from reddish-buff (7.5YR 7/4 -

7/6) to dark grey (7.5YR 'Cl4f). All the sherds contain fragments of shell. though 

the quantity varies. In thin section it is [lossible to SE>.e some examples of shell 
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in which there is recrystalization of calcite, suggesting that it is fossiliferous. 

Weekley lies on the Jurassic Ridge, and so a fairly local source for the pottery 

seems likely. The local Boulder Clays should also be taken into account ( see 

elsewhere, i.e. Rattray's report on the Roman material from I'eekley). All the 

sherds also contain well-sorted grains of quartz, average size O.10mm and below. 

In addition, WEEK 76 K1 (1) has a small amount of argillaceous material. i'lost 

of these pieces appear to be fairly angular, and should therefore perhaps be 

regarded as grog. See also the comments on Group 3 below. 

Groun 3: Argillaceous 

I,EEK 76 Kl ( 1) • Small plain bodysherd. 

I,EEK 76 Kl (1) (2). Small fragmen t of decora ted base. 

WEEK 76 Kl (1) • Small bodysherd with? curvilinear decora tion. 

WEEK 76 Kl (1) • Sherd wi th curvilinear decora tion. 

WEEK 76 K VII 2 (1). Plain uprigh trim. 

Fairly hard, smooth fabric, with a slightly soapy feel, shades of grey in colour, 

and normally visible argillaceous inclusions. Thin sectioning shows a scatter 

of argillaceous material throughout the fabric, together with some grains of 

quartz and the odd piece of limes tone. I t is difficult always to be certain 

whether this should be regarded as grog (i.e. crushed up pottery) or naturally 

occuring clay pellets. Some pieces for example appear to be fairly fine-grained 

and quite well-rounded, pointing to clay pellets. I!owever, as the majority of 

these inclusions tend to be fairly angular in shape and somewhat coarse-textured, 

they should perhaps be regarded as grog. A similar range of argillaceous 

inclusions have previously been noted by the writer in later Iron Age pottery 

from another Northamptonshire site: Gretton. 

Iron Age "herd with ompholos base 

fairly hard, rough sandy fabric, wi th frequent quartz grains protruding through 
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the surfaces, ~inkish-white (i'!unsell 7.5YR 8/2) surfaces, light brown core 

(10YR 5/4). Thin sectioning reveals frequent well-sorted subangular quartz 

grains, average size O.30mm-0.70mm, some pieces of flint and a few flecks of 

mica. It is difficult to suggest a likely source for this sherd when dealing 

with such a range of common inclusions. Flints can be found in the local Boulder 

Clays around Weekley (Taylor, 1963), and so a local origin is possible, though 

a source further afield cannot be ruled out at this stage. 

Commen ts 

From the above thin section results and a macroscopic examination of additional 

sherds in the hand-specimen, it is clear that the majority of Iron Age pottery 

at Ileekley was made from materials that could be obtained locally or fairly 

locally. The exceptions to this are the gabbroic sherds which point to a source 

on the Lizard peninsular some 240 miles to the south-west. 

The majori ty of the Iron Age sherds recovered from Ileekley are non-decora ted 

(information from D. Jackson), but there is a large minority group which contains 

a distinctive scheme of curvilinear decoration .. It has been recognized for some 

time that Hunsbury and other sites in Northamptonshire have produced a distinctively 

decorated range of pottery based on the scroll and returning scroll variet~ as 

opposed to the predominantly geometric patterns on contempory pottery in 

eastern England (Elsdon, 197~). The flowing scroll decoration on Hunsbury type 

bowls, represented also at Weekley and other local sites, bears a strong 

resemblance to the curvilinear decoration commonly present on Glastonbury Nare 

gabbroic nottery (see Cunliffe, 1974). 

At \,eekley, for the first time, there is direct evidence for the movement of 

Glastonbury ware ~ottery in Northamptonshire, ~1erhaps via the Jurassic ~ .. Jay 

(Grimes, 19FI). It is difficult not to see in the Hunsbury type decoration 

a local copying or adaptation of the Glastonbury style decoration. Thin section 

analysis of curvilinear decorated pottery from Hunsbury, rt.;ryell, Ringstead, 
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Hardings tone, Hemming>lell Lodge and ~orthampton, as well as \Jeekley (above), 

shows that all the sherds sampled (see attached drawings) contain raw materials 

tha t could be obtained fairly locally to the find-si te, i. e. shell, ?grog, 

ironstone, quartz. \Ihile the variety and texture of the fabrics represented 

suggest that these vessels were not made at a single centre but produced at 

many different ?laces. 

References 

Cunliffe, B. (1974) Iron Age Communities in Britain (London, 1974). 

Cunliffe, B. (1979) 'The Iron Age pottery from Chilgrove', in A. 

Down, Chichester IV, (Chichester, 1979), 184-185. 

Elsdon, S. (197£") S "",,,VI f "i I: fU·, tHl~' 

i() r.. 0" tord, "11 r] . 

Freestone, I.C. (1982) 'Applications and potential of electron probe micro-

analysis in technological and provenance investigations 

of ancient ceramics', Archaeometry, 24(1982), 99-116. 

Frees tone, I.C. and (1932) 'Class B cordoned and other imported wares from 

Rigby, V. Hengistbury Head, Dorset', in I.C. Freestone, C. 

Johns and T. Potter (eds.), Current Research in 

Ceramics: Thin Section Studies, British i·luseum Dce. 

Paper 32(1982), 29-41. 

Grimes, \1. (1951) 'The Jurassic Hay', :. '" ~I".:" [o'J {PC"" ci 1/-r./'·~,i.~'I' '4<, 
,j , 

Peacock, D. P. S. (1969a) 'Neolithic pottery prodUction in Cornwall', Antiquity, 

43(1969), 145-149. 

Peacock, D.P.S. (1969b) 'A contribution to the study of Glastonbury ware from 

south-western llritain', ,Intiq. J., 49(1969), 41-61. 

Radford, C.A.:<. (1951) 'Re?ort on the excavations at Castle Dore', J. Roy. 

Inst. CornwaJ 1, n.s. 1, Appendix. (1951), 1-119. 

Taylor, J.B. (1963) Geology of the country around Kettering, Corby and 

Oundle (London, 1963). 



z
~
 

4
("

) 
f 
H~

rl
f 

o 
ffi 

J 
~ 

5 
IS 

~t
 

" 
. 

z
..

 
~
 

rJ"
 

0 

» 
'" 

,
~
 

~
 

::'
. 

.. 
Y

' 
Z

 
-<

 
.J

 
if

 
<

 
n 

J
O

' 
('

I 
~
 

rp
f:

t-
~ 

if 
-.I

 
~
o
 

, 
>

 
,.

 
"
.
 

1-
~ 

f 
f ,

ii
,.

:'
 

" 
r>

 • 
J>

 
i
f
f
' 

V
' 

, 
~ 

• 
f 

.
,
,
~
 

( 
'"

'.>
-

po
 

eo 
<$

 

f~
 

r 
dl 

><
 

"f. 
d 

,.. 
y\ 

t:f
 

:;. 

~ 
:ii

 
~
 

'f 
:r

 
~
 

?5:
 



TIlE HUNSJ3URY HILL-FORT, NORTHANTS 75 

DI 

D2 

D3 

D6 

D7 

~fl"")' 
-~--' 

C 
Q: 

D9 
D8 

--.--~ '"~---_r'C_~~~ __ ~ 

DIZ· c ..•• DIO 

FIG. 6. DfCOHATED WAHE. 
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