Object Biography of pottery sherd from Bowes Castle 34, in the collection of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David Archaeology department.

[image: Image]	In the possession of the Lampeter campus Archaeology department of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, is a large collection of pottery fragments that span antiquity to the modern day. There are several artefacts among these that exhibit medieval green glaze techniques. A collection from the Bowes Castle excavations in North Yorkshire make up a large proportion of these artefacts. The sherds exhibit a wide range of decoration techniques and possible functions. The find that will be discussed in this essay is pictured here(fig.1.). This essay will assess the location of the find, its decoration and clues of its construction to help shine a light on its purpose and on the people who perhaps used it.Figure 1. The sherd from Bowes Castle 34. In the hand of student, Caradoc Ewing (2024)


	The find was discovered during an excavation on Bowes Castle. In order to examine the object fully, a brief context of the otherwise unprovenanced find must be established.  Bowes castle is situated in County Durham roughly 5 miles south-west of other important site of Barnard Castle. Bowes was built by Henry II between 1171 and 1187 on the site of the Roman fort of Lavatris. It remained in crown possession until 1233, before it was passed to the Duke of Brittany, it then passes to John de Scargill in 1322 and then returned to Royal hands in 1471. By the 17th century however, the castle had become unused.[footnoteRef:1] The sherd is part of a wheel thrown artefact and exhibits features typical of Humber wares and Bristol Redcliffe type glazed wares. These date from between the mid 13th century and early 15th century,[footnoteRef:2] placing it firmly in the period the castle was out of royal hands. The sherd measures roughly 8cm x 6.5cm in size and is evidently only a tiny fragment of the original vessel. Based on its curvature, it can be inferred that the diameter of the vessel was probably somewhere between 22cm and 25cm. This means we only have roughly 10% of the original circumference available to us in the fragment.  [1:  English Heritage, History of Bowes Castle, https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/bowes-castle/history/ [accessed 8th February 2024].]  [2:  Gloucester Pottery, TF92 Bristol Redcliffe type glazed wares, https://glospot.potsherd.net/tf/TF92 [accessed 9th February 2024].] 


The fabric is similar to Humber wares, also exhibiting key feature of Bristol Redcliffe glaze ware pottery such as a sand temper, frequent dark coloured inclusions and a partial roughly applied green glaze toward the top of the fragment.[footnoteRef:3] The inside of the fragment is a [image: Image]pale grey with evenly spaced bands running horizontally (fig. 2). These rings could be wheel turning marks or the remains of coiling.[footnoteRef:4] However given the date range it seems unlikely to be exclusively the latter. Most pots were either entirely wheel thrown or partially coil built and then finished on the wheel. There are no similar signs on the front face of the pot which retains a smooth surface. Towards the bottom right of the sherd there is evidence of burn marks, this could indicate a usage involving heat, or simply be from the firing process.  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Colin Hayfield, Techniques of Pottery Manufacture in East Yorkshire and North Lincolnshire, Bulleting of the Medieval Pottery Research Group, 4:4 (1980) pp. 29-44, p. 29 ] 
Figure 2. Inside of the sherd, Caradoc Ewing (2024)


[image: Image]The surface of the sherd is decorated in multiple ways. The previously mentioned green glaze (fig. 4), possibly a technique imitation French work, is slapped on rather haphazardly. As well as the larger patch in the corner, remnants of glaze can be found elsewhere, probably splash from the brush, or perhaps a rather rushed dipping process. As well as the green glaze, the sherd is decorated in two horizontal bands of vertical crenelations spaced roughly 3 mm apart, probably made with a stylus of some kind. These bands are spaced 2 cm apart and run horizontally parallel to the pot. whether they would have been present over the whole pot is difficult to discern. Certainly they could not have been evenly spaced as if that were the case we would see evidence towards the top of the sherd. It seems unlikely that these bands were particularly numerous. Decoration in this style could not be done using the [image: Image]wheel and therefore covering the whole pot would take considerable time and effort. Since no great care appears to have been taken in terms of evenness or symmetry in any other aspect of the decoration, it seems an unlikely effort to painstakingly cover the pot in such decoration. Decoration on an artefact does not necessarily entail fine ware. Decorating everyday practical items for purely aesthetically driven reasons is a natural human practice demonstrated across all social classes throughout history. The presence of decoration on this sherd of what was most likely a practical vessel, shows care in presentation. It may well have not been one of the most expensive of fine ware pottery, however the work involved in the decoration could still have significantly raised the price from that of a plain item of the same form. It was likely owned by someone of reasonable though not extravagant wealth and class. Figure 3. a close-up image of the surface decoration exhibited on the sherd, Caradoc Ewing (2024)
Figure 4. close-up image of the glaze and decoration, Caradoc Ewing (2024)


Assessing the purpose of this unprovenanced artefact is incredibly speculative, however clues do exist to shed light on this crucial question. Green glazed pottery sometimes also referred to more generally as Humber wares are very common during the medieval period for a variety of uses. The lack of uniformity in the decoration could suggest a coarse ware practical kitchen usage, however medieval art is very rarely afraid of its non-uniformity. The insistence on exact symmetry and perfect patterning is in many ways a modern notion. That said however, the coarseness with which the glaze has been applied suggests a more rushed approach, and coupled with the burn marks, it is far cry from the finer art at the tables of higher echelons. However, the sherd is certainly decorated with purpose and would have been pleasant to the eye in its complete state. Most Redcliffe finds consist of jugs, costrels and aquamaniles[footnoteRef:5]. The wide curvature of the sherd makes the latter two unlikely. More probable is that the original artefact was a large jug.[footnoteRef:6] What kind of jug exactly is impossible to know for sure, what was carried in the jug is also very much elusive without lipids testing. It could well have held any number of things whether as kitchen ware or as table ware.  [5:  Gloucester Pottery, TF92 Bristol Redcliffe type glazed wares, https://glospot.potsherd.net/tf/TF92 [accessed 9th February 2024].]  [6:  Medieval Pottery Research Group, A Guide to the Classification of Medieval Ceramic Forms, Historic England, pp. 13-29.] 


In conclusion, the sherd from Bowes Castle 34 excavation, now held by the University of Wales Trinity St David Lampeter campus archaeology department, holds many clues despite its tiny size. The two small pieced together fragments of 3 cm x 3.5 cm and 8 cm x 6 cm can reveal a remarkable amount about the working lifetime of the artefact they came from. The burn marks and rough texture indicate the vessel was not owned by the most wealthy class, however the care and decoration indicates it to be a cared for and prized possession. This does not necessarily make it a fine ware, however the intention to decorate shows a level of permanence to the item, it was not disposable but was instead cared about. It is difficult to narrow down a place of production. The fragment is near identical to Redcliffe, however green glaze pottery was created all over the country, Humber ware and York glazed ware may be more likely given the finds location in North Yorkshire. From dating the method of production we can even narrow down when the artefact was likely in use, we can gather that the artefact was in use either during the ownership of the Duke of Brittany, or that of John de Scargill, not while the castle was under the possession of the King. While the sherd may be unprovenanced and a tiny fragment of what was likely a large vessel. A story can still be told from the broken fragment based on the limited details available to us.
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