
Nice Fabric, Pity about the Form 

Margaret J. Darling 

The last twenty years have seen many innovations in 
pottery work, prompted by increased excavation and 
quantities of material from large complex sites, particu
larly urban sites. This has led to specialization which, 
although necessary and desirable, has hidden pitfalls, 
many not yet fully appreciated, but a major danger is the 
separation of pottery from other finds and from site. 
That pottery, finds, the site and its environment are 
indivisible should never be questioned. The main priority 
must be to gain information about the inhabitants of the 
site, not to study the pottery, finds or structures in 
isolation. 

There is an overall problem of lack of sensible commu
nication between excavators and their specialists which, 
in its turn, has led both to become too specialized. Unless 
you pose the questions, how can you seek the answers? 
The study of pottery or finds is not an end in itself, and 
the excavation of a site is merely the beginning of the 
whole process. Increased specialization can lead to 
myopic vision, a blurring of horizons and sometimes 
over-emphasis on aspects with limited potential. 

Specialists must aim to extract the maximum informa
tion from their material and explore new techniques in 
the process. As quantification was spawned by the advent 
of the pocket calculator, so fabric study has progressed 
as we have moved from the hand-lens to the microscope 
and introduced various analytical techniques. Any new 
approach needs testing and its results judged in relation 
to the time and effort expended. Does it answer questions 
about people? If not, why not? If not, why do it? 
Comparative studies of quantified data are necessary 
before quantification can be evaluated, but it is time that 
work on fabrics was critically examined, not only for the 
information it produces, but also for any detrimental 
effects it may have on other aspects of pottery work. 

Fabrics 

Work on fabrics divides into two basic fields: that 
concerned with the examination, definition and publica
tion of complete pottery groups and that involving scien
tific analysis of the fabric (peacock 1970). The use of 
scientific techniques is the secondary stage, prompted 
by questions formulated during routine work and, 
although aspects of this may be due for assessment, this 
paper is concerned with the primary work on pottery, 
what could be termed the 'on the table' work. 

With large quantities of pottery already awaiting study, 
and still being excavated, limited funds and continuing 
destruction of archaeological sites, time and resources 
spent on pottery must be justified. Although the study 
of fabrics produces other information, the primary objec
tive is to establish where the pot was made. The logical 
progression is that the clay from which the pot was made 
can be isolated to an area, that a kiln (the term kiln is 
used here to cover both individual kilns, factories, 
nucleated groups of potters etc.) can be identified as the 
source and, that the period of production can be dated. 
The underlying presumption is that, having identified the 
source, this is significant information in that it adds to 
our understanding of the people. 

Theoretically this progression works, but does it in 
practice? In the first place, the validity of much work on 
fabrics is postulated upon a varied surface geology. For 
most of Roman Britain (lowland zone), it is anything but 
varied, with belts of clay with similar physical constit
uents running across the country. Most pottery contains 
ill-sorted sub-rounded quartz, varying amounts of iron
ore etc. and derives from a primitive industry with 
relatively crude clay preparation, resulting in variable 
proportions of inclusions. More than one type of clay 
was used contemporaneously so that not only can the 
fabric vary between the rim and base of a vessel due to 
throwing, but additions or surface treatments can fre
quently be in a seemingly totally different clay (as the 
flagon from Kingsholm: Darling 1985b, 80, 1F 24, fig 
24, no 15; also often apparent with amphorae and rusti
cated wares). One vessel, therefore, can have widely 
varying proportions of inclusions, most of which are 
common to all clays. The conclusion is inevitable: unless 
there are distinctive inclusions, the identification of a 
source area (let alone kiln/s) on the basis of FABRIC 
ALONE is remote. This is not confined to British made 
pottery, but applies equally to many imports, including 
amphorae and coarse wares from the continent. 

If the nature of surface geology precludes identification 
of the source area, the possibility of tying the vessel, on 
the basis of its fabric, down to a particular kiln is dubious. 
Despite increased knowledge of kilns (Swan 1984), it 
must be assumed that only a small percentage will ever 
be located, and there are still enormous gaps, e.g., as in 
Lincoln. There, where the fortress and colonia were 
occupied from the Neronian period, no kilns are known 
before the 2nd century, and until the start of the major 
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Swanpool industry in the later 3rd century, none of the 
known kilns in the immediate area supplied any signif
icant amount of pottery to the inhabitants. The clays used 
at the Swanpool kilns vary considerably and none are 
distinctive. In fact, the identification of a vessel as a 
Swanpool product is based primarily on form and finish, 
and only secondarily on fabric. Moreover if, as seems 
likely, there are earlier kilns to the east of the main 
Swanpool kiln area, identification of the earlier vessels, 
which would be of archaeological value, will derive from 
form rather than clay, the fabric lying within the range 
of normal Swanpool products. 

Even if, however, the theoretical vessel can be at
tributed to a kiln on the basis of its fabric, does this aid 
its dating? Frequently not, since kilns were working 
areas, and domestic rubbish which could provide inde
pendent dating evidence is either absent or difficult to 
interpret. It might be said that potentially useful informa
tion is to be gained more from the excavation of work
shop areas than from the kiln itself; but since potting 
was a seasonal activity, datable finds from the potter's 
camping and packed lunch may be sparse. To refine the 
dating of a kiln's products, it is necessary to look for 
evidence from dated stratified deposits on occupation 
sites. Where would the dating of 1st century samian be 
without the destructions layers created by Boudica or 
Vesuvius? The logic, so far as dating is concerned, has 
come full circle. 

What other information of value will the attribution 
of the theoretical pot to the theoretical kiln produce? If 
the kiln is 5 miles away, virtually none, since this could 
have been assumed on practical grounds. If, however, the 
source is more distant, the increase in our knowledge of 
people living on the site is still limited by the relative 
importance of the vessel as part of a larger assemblage, 
and the information derived from fabric work alone 
should be independently assessed. Other distinctive fea
tures, probably more readily observed 'on the table', such 
as form or surface treatment, could have isolated the 
vessel during routine sorting, i.e., was the fabric the 
primary evidence or even a major contributor to the 
identification of source? 

The most crucial stage in pottery work is sorting 'on 
the table'. As most pottery is of relatively local manufac
ture, it is questionable whether further work on the fabrics 
to pin them down to specific kilns is of real value. Such 
work can only be justified on the 10% or less represented 
by vessels from outside the area, which may illustrate 
trading contacts or economic standards; these vessels are 
often abundantly obvious 'on the table'. 

Apart from limitations imposed by surface geology, 
there is the over-riding fact that local clays would have 
been used throughout the Roman (and later) period, 
unless exhausted. The constituents of the basic clay will 
not change with date (added tempering, often obvious in 
the hand-specimen, can be useful), but forms respond to 
fashion and, probably, culinary/dietary changes, and offer 

the best dating evidence. An ascription of a colour-coated 
sherd to the Nene Valley potteries on the basis of fabric 
is comparatively useless unless the vessel form, and 
preferably the type within the form, is known. 

Determination of fabrics is important; but its usefulness 
is limited, detailed examination can be time consuming 
and costly, and over-emphasis can lead to other important 
information being overlooked or inadequately used. Situ
ations arise where someone trained to identify inclusions, 
divides a group of one general type, on the basis of 
inclusions, into numerous fabrics, between which joining 
sherds are immediately obvious to someone viewing the 
sherds more as fragments of vessels. This results from 
over-emphasis on one aspect, and is clearly to the 
detriment of pottery research. 

Before turning to other aspects of pottery research with 
more potential, there is one more point to be made. 
Some sites by their nature, occupation and location limit 
the value of work on fabrics. Nearly all the pottery from 
the legionary fortress of Inchtuthil (Darling, 1985a) was 
locally made as a result of its location and the type and 
scale of its occupation, as is also the case with the 
military sites at Wroxeter and Usk (Darling 1977). 
Caister-by-Yarmouth, an early fort in the Saxon Shore 
series, was situated on the 'island' of Flegg, relatively 
isolated by waterways and marshes from contemporary 
occupation elsewhere in Norfolk. The bulk of the pottery 
of 3rd to 4th century date is grey ware; two kilns are 
known in the immediate vicinity of the fort, and there is 
little doubt that virtually all the common cooking wares 
etc. were locally made. Of significance for understanding 
this site are imports from other areas (as the Much 
Hadham kilns, Dorset BBI, accompanied by a relatively 
large quantity of shale objects, etc.) and from abroad 
(North Gaulish coarse wares, a l'eponge, Mayen ware, a 
?Danubian mortarium and a high proportion of East 
Gaulish samian). These are all immediately recognizable 
'on the table', the North Gaulish wares being particularly 
instructive since identification is by form and surface 
treatment, and only secondarily by the fabric, which does 
not contain distinctive inclusions. The decision to dis
count work on grey wares for this site was based on the 
probability of local manufacture being largely restricted 
to the one site, and only influenced by the large quantity 
from the excavations of 1951-54 with limited stratigraphic 
information, i.e., it was based on an assessment of the 
potential information to be gained from fabric work on 
the grey wares from that site. 

No guidelines can be laid down to cover all sites, but 
it is essential that detailed work on fabrics should be 
preceded by careful consideration of the factors govern
ing the amount of useful information that can be ex
tracted. The study of forms is potentially more rewarding 
both for dating and as illustrative of the life of the 
inhabitants; moreover, as noted, it often defines the 
products of individual kilns. It is time that emphasis in 
pottery studies moved to more informative approaches 
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based on typology on the one hand, and the relationship 
of pottery with site and finds on the other. 

Forms 

The study of forms leads to fundamental questions, the 
answers to which could aid our understanding of the 
people. Why do mortaria have only apologies for spouts 
in the later period? If this results from a change in food 
and/or its preparation, does the pollen analysis shed any 
light? Are we to believe that they have given up drinking 
with meals in the 3rd century when flagons seem to 
vanish? Or were they using glass? If so, can we real
istically measure the use of glass jugs/bottles given the 
known re-cycling of glass in the Roman period? They 
too had their bottle banks! What were the contents of the 
relatively rare 'carrot' amphorae (Hawkes and Hull 1947, 
Camulodunum form 189; Peacock and Williams 1986, 
Class 12) and other amphorae which, on the basis of 
fabric alone, cannot be isolated to a source? Concentra
tion on fabrics has, indeed, led to the confusion of at least 
three separate amphora types, the fabrics being virtually 
identical (Darling and Timby 1985, 75, fig 28, nos 
116-118; Sealey 1985, 87, fig 15; now recognized in 
Peacock and Williams 1986, Classes 12, 65 and 66) It 
is typology alone which has removed the long standing 
misconception that carrot amphorae came from Palestine! 
Who was drinking/eating the contents? Their rarity and 
size suggests specialized contents - what? (?dates) - for 
whom? - why? Or were they for cleansing use in the 
bath-house, or for getting a grip in the gladiatorial arena? 
These are not entirely frivolous questions; they are aimed 
at making pottery yield more information about people. 
As can be seen, they are not confined to pottery alone, 
but seek information from other finds, which are in
tegrally related to the pottery, as they all are to the site. 

There is no point in doing any work on a group of 
pottery unless the nature of the context and its position 
in the site stratigraphy is established. Quantification is a 
guide to the usefulness of a group for further work, 
indicating not only the size of the sample, but also the 
degree of fragmentation which reflects whether it is fresh 
rubbish or re-deposited. The quantity of associated animal 
bones, charcoal, other rubbish and finds is also relevant. 
But without adequate stratigraphic information, work on 
the pottery will be, at best, inefficient and, at worst, 
useless. Site, finds and pottery should not be divorced. 
Myopic examination of felspars does not lead to concep
tual leaps; indeed, it is doubtful if it would aid a 
stumbling progress from sherd to vessel, let alone from 
vessel to associated finds, to context, to site, to people! 
As Wheeler (1956, 243) said, 'The archaeologists may 
find the tub but altogether miss Diogenes' ... 

Dating is still the major function of pottery studies, 
correctly so since without pottery dates, the excavator, 
particularly of an urban site, is left with only a structural 
sequence limited to that site. Building A may well 

structurally post-date building B, but how does it relate 
to the site up the road? Coins have absolute dates but are 
of equivocal value, apart from the problem of scarcity. 
Samian may be more closely dated but its 'life' can be 
prolonged, in contrast to most everyday coarse wares. 
The aim should be to refine coarse pottery dating, and 
greater attention to stratified sequences and associated 
finds may facilitate this. Identification of residual pottery 
is always a problem but the analysis of urban sequences 
using pottery seriation (Carver 1985) may not only help 
define periods of use, but would also assist site interpreta
tion. Isolation of pottery from site and associated finds 
means the excavated material is not being adequately 
used, and pottery seriation has certainly more potential 
than gazing at sub-rounded ill-sorted quartz. To the 
optimistically minded, it might even produce a con
structive dialogue between excavators and their special
ists ... 

Publication 

I have attempted above to consider current and future 
pottery work from the answers end, i.e., what information 
do I want from pottery. What is wood and what is trees? 
This approach can also be applied to the vexed problem 
of publication. Publication is costly (although relative to 
the post-excavation and pre-publication work, it is still a 
minor factor) and, in recent years, has given rise to much 
discussion and dispute. It is essential that information for 
publication is carefully selected and both realistically and 
economically presented. Two questions are posed with 
seemingly monotonous regularity: can you cut it/make it 
less boring? The questions are related: the desire to curtail 
the report (or move it into micro-fiche) comes from the 
boredom. If we accept the need to publish pottery 
information adequately so that future research can 
progress, can the reports be made less boring to non
pottery specialists? Emphasizing that archaeology is the 
study of 'pre-historic' people from the evidence of their 
structures and their artifacts may awaken guilt amongst 
excavators divorced from finds by specialized training, 
but shifting responsibility is negative, and positive results 
may be achieved by re-thinking pottery publication. 

Alternatives 

The most boring part of a pottery report is, without 
doubt, the catalogue. Can this be honed down to the 
essentials without adverse effect on future research and, 
if so, what are the essentials? It is instructive to note how 
working copies of pottery reports are often annotated, and 
this invariably consists of pencilled abbreviations of 
fabrics on the illustrations and, depending upon how the 
pottery has been presented, notes on contexts and/or 
phases. Since publication by fabric is the least informa
tive of the available presentations (see Hurst 1985), the 
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information contained in a catalogue of stratified pottery 
may consist of: 

Fabric description or code (Original drawing no.) 

A catalogue entry for a form series presentation would 
add the context. Some recent publications prompt a plea 
for information on the contexts to appear somewhere in 
the publication, even if only as a concordance to site 
phases. It is a waste of time publishing contexts for 
pottery or finds if the site report does not provide basic 
information. That this happens not only indicates 
abysmal integration of the excavated information, but 
illustrates an existing divide between excavator and spe
cialists. 

Given that the original drawing number is archival 
information to aid future researchers (since the drawing 
number accompanies the drawn sherd throughout records 
and storage), the only item common to both is the fabric 
description or code. Publication of stratified pottery in 
groups can be differentiated on the plates by drawn lines 
and the use of extended captions, and a more economic 
way of publishing the stratigraphic information to accom
pany a type series would be easy to devise. We return 
to fabrics. Since a code is used in many catalogues to 
refer back to detailed definitions of fabrics (which are 
more informatively based on a number of vessels rather 
than the idiosyncrasies of one sherd), why not add the 
fabric code to the illustration (perhaps in brackets and/or 
in a different type-face to that of the illustration no.) and 
cut the size of the printed pottery report? This may lead 
to slightly expanded discussions (which would, hope
fully, be less boring and more informative to non-pottery 
readers), and would probably require additional informa
tion in micro-fiche. The essential point is that the printed 
information should be sufficient to make the report 
useable, and the micro-fiche/archive information limited 
to that necessary for further work on the pottery. 

This may seem a drastic curtailment of printed 
information. An alternative would be to use even smaller 
print than is often employed for the catalogue which is, 
by its nature, consulted for individual entries, even if this 
necessitates a magnifying glass. There is, however, a 
two-fold problem with fabric descriptions: first, that 
over-definition of material of a variable character is of 
dubious value and, indeed, adds a spurious verisimilitude 
and, secondly, that descriptions which adequately en
compass the features that make a sherd distinctive to any 
one person are virtually impossible (Robinson, 1979). 
There is no substitute for handling sherds. A further 
alternative would be to publish individual descriptions 
in micro-fiche, as additional information to that in print 
not. as happened with the report on the Sheepen site 
(Niblett 1985), as the sole publication, leaving the printed 
report unusable without a micro-fiche reader to hand (an 
example of an excavator being forced to accept uncom
prehending ill-advised publication policy). The addition 
of information to illustrations is not a new concept (Smith 

1970), but the data to be published in this way needs 
careful selection and presentation if the pottery figures 
are to be uncluttered and informative. 
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Summary 
This paper examines the information that can be derived 
from detailed examination and definition of fabrics, and 
suggests that much of this information can be more 
economically obtained from greater attention to form and 
surface treatment, finishing etc., and that over-emphasis 
detracts from the potentially more rewarding study of the 
integral relationship of pottery to other finds and site 
stratigraphy. It further suggests that more economic and 
visually informative publication can be adequately 
achieved by the addition to the printed pottery figures 
of information hitherto contained in lengthy catalogues. 
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