Object Biography


The Magor Pill ship came to light in 1994 during drainage operations near Caldicot, Monmouthshire, Wales. This medieval vessel, estimated to date back to approximately 1244 AD, is thought to have been a coastal trading ship that met its fate in the Severn Estuary. The estuary’s thick mud helped preserve much of its oak and elm structure, providing valuable insights into shipbuilding techniques of the medieval period.
Archaeologists from the Glamorgan-Gwent Archaeological Trust carried out a detailed excavation, meticulously documenting the ship’s construction before it was carefully removed for further study. Evidence suggests the vessel was actively used in Bristol Channel trade, likely transporting commodities such as wool, salt, and wine. Signs of repairs indicate it had seen years of service before sinking. This discovery holds great historical significance, deepening our understanding of medieval seafaring in Wales. Parts of the ship remain preserved for ongoing research and study.
Features of pots can help archaeologists understand the pots life cycle and how it ended up at they dig site. What the pots of made of can help determine what area they where produced, for example the different colours and minerals you can find in the clay, with this you can also start to understand the usage of the pots as some pots have added materials such as husk and coal to make the pot more durable. Other materials such as silica and sand were added to allow more heat to be applied over continuous periods of time.
Pottery decorations provide valuable clues about cultural influences, historical periods, and intended uses. Designs, carvings, and painted patterns often reflect a vessel’s function, whether for daily activities, storage, or ceremonial purposes. Certain motifs may signify ownership or social status, while others carry symbolic or religious significance. These artistic elements help researchers understand the traditions and beliefs of ancient societies, revealing insights into their way of life.
[image: ][image: ] The object I chose is a post-medieval pot rim with a glazed green tint, as shown in Figure 2. When looking closely at the fragment, you can see consistent lines following the circumference of the pot, indicating that it was wheel-thrown. Additionally, three indentations are visible along the underside of the rim, possibly from the manufacturing process or use. In Figure 3, a distinct gradient from grey to pink is noticeable, transitioning from the centre to the outer surface. This colour variation suggests differences in firing temperature or clay composition. The glaze, which is only present on the inside and stops at the lip, indicates that the pot was likely used for [image: ]holding liquids. The pot’s lip diameter measures between 28cm and 30cm, with an internal circumference of 25cm. The recovered fragment accounts for only 16% of the original pot, suggesting it was once a large, functional vessel.Figure 2
Figure 1

The pottery uncovered at Magor Pill dates to the post-medieval period and primarily originated from Southwest England and South Wales. This distribution highlights the active trade routes and production centres that operated during that time. Among the finds were Bristol and Somerset wares, which were frequently exchanged along the Severn Estuary, along with locally crafted Red Earthenware’s from South Wales.Figure 3

[image: London Post-Medieval Redware | Historic Jamestowne]Certain pottery types suggest trade links extending to North Devon and possibly beyond, emphasizing Magor Pill’s role in coastal commerce. The discovery of green-glazed wares, slipware’s, and stoneware’s reflects the influence of both regional and broader British ceramic traditions. These pottery forms were commonly used for storage and everyday household activities, illustrating the functional nature of these ceramics in daily life. Overall, the pottery assemblage provides valuable insight into the commercial and domestic networks that shaped the region during the post-medieval period.Figure 4

From my analysis of the pottery, I find it very similar to the pottery presented in Figure 4, mainly the large, fragmented pot with the green-glazed inside. The pottery in Figure 4 is 16th-17th century post-medieval red earthenware, that is green glazed. This pottery is known as London Post-Medieval slipware and was mainly used for utilitarian purposes, such as food preparation, storage, and serving. Similar examples have been found at archaeological sites across England and Wales, reinforcing its widespread use. The distinct glaze and fabric composition suggest it was produced in established pottery centres, possibly in London or the surrounding region, where slipware was a common commodity. These ceramics provide valuable insight into domestic life, trade, and production techniques of the post-medieval period.
The discovery of green-glazed utilitarian redware at Magor Pill reflects the post-medieval ceramic traditions that were prominent in Southwest England and South Wales. These vessels, typically measuring approximately 28 cm in diameter, served essential domestic functions, particularly for food storage and preparation. The distinctive green glaze was produced using a lead-based compound containing copper oxide, which not only enhanced the visual appeal of the pottery but also improved its functionality by sealing the porous earthenware surface.
Although specific images of the Magor Pill artifacts are not readily available, comparable examples from the same period display consistent characteristics. A notable example is a redware jug from early New England, featuring a green copper glaze with pronounced orange undertones, created through a high-lead glazing process. This artifact also includes an early tin make-do handle, suggesting an effort to extend its usability.
These ceramics were likely produced in established pottery centres, potentially in London or nearby regions, where slipware was widely manufactured. The broad distribution of such pottery highlights the extensive trade networks of the period and the consistent demand for durable, functional household [image: A hand holding a piece of rock
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 Due to the pottery fragment I chose having only green glaze on the inside, it can help us determine that the pot was likely used for holding large amounts of liquid, such as wine or water. During the medieval period, glazing the interior of pottery was a crucial innovation that significantly enhanced both functionality and longevity, particularly for vessels designed to store liquids. Unglazed earthenware was highly porous, leading to seepage and the potential loss of valuable contents. The application of a lead-based glaze, often enriched with copper or iron oxides to achieve various colours, formed a waterproof barrier that prevented liquid absorption, ensuring the vessel remained practical for cooking and storage.
Beyond its functional benefits, glazing also played a key role in maintaining hygiene. A smooth, sealed surface reduced bacterial growth, minimized odours, and prevented the absorption of flavours, ensuring that stored liquids and food retained their intended qualities. Additionally, the glaze reinforced the vessel’s durability, protecting it from deterioration caused by prolonged exposure to moisture. By facilitating easier pouring and serving, glazed pottery became an indispensable feature in both domestic settings and commercial enterprises throughout the medieval period.
“The harsh environment at Magor Pill makes work on the pottery of all ages difficult. Typically, sherds are small, weathered, abraded and commonly stained, delicate surface coatings and decoration, and some glazes, having been damaged or completely destroyed.”( Allen, J.R.L., 1999.)
Allen (1999) highlights the challenging conditions at Magor Pill, emphasizing how the harsh environment affects the preservation of pottery. The exposure to coastal weathering, tidal activity, and sediment movement results in small, highly abraded sherds, making analysis difficult. Surface coatings, decorations, and glazes are often damaged or lost entirely, limiting the ability to identify stylistic and chronological details. This degradation complicates the reconstruction of pottery typologies and trade networks, as key diagnostic features may be missing. Furthermore, the staining of sherds suggests prolonged exposure to organic materials or mineral-rich sediments, which can obscure original fabric colours and textures. Allen’s observation underscores the necessity of careful stratigraphic analysis and comparative studies when interpreting pottery from Magor Pill. Despite these preservation challenges, the surviving fragments still provide valuable insight into the site’s historical and economic significance, illustrating patterns of trade, daily life, and material culture in coastal medieval settlements.
From Figure 5, it is evident that the broken edges of the pottery are smooth and rounded, suggesting significant erosion over time. This observation aligns with Magor Pill’s coastal location, where exposure to water, tidal activity, and river currents could have contributed to the gradual weathering of the ceramic fragments. However, the extent of erosion also raises the possibility that the object did not originate from Magor Pill but may have been transported from another settlement via waterways or trade networks. Additionally, there is evidence to suggest that the object was deliberately discarded, as indicated by the presence of charcoal residue visible in Figure 1. The burn marks on the surface could imply prior use as a cooking vessel, where exposure to high temperatures caused discoloration. Alternatively, these marks may indicate that the object was intentionally disposed of in a fire, possibly as part of waste management or ritualistic practices.
In conclusion, the discovery of green-glazed red earthenware pottery at Magor Pill provides significant insights into the post-medieval period, particularly in relation to trade, daily life, and ceramic production. The distinctive green glaze, typically used for functional vessels such as those for storing liquids, reflects both the technological advancements of the time and the widespread trade networks across Southwest England and South Wales. Despite the harsh coastal environment at Magor Pill, which led to the erosion and degradation of many pottery fragments, these artifacts still offer valuable evidence of the region's cultural practices and commercial interactions. The analysis of these ceramics enhances our understanding of medieval domestic practices, highlighting the importance of ceramics in both utilitarian and trade contexts.
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