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Margaret J. Darling 

These reports cover excavations and the resulting as
semblages of pottery from two East Anglian Saxon Shore 
forts; that on Burgh Castle deals with limited excavations 
within the defences, and that on Brancaster with two 
separate excavations of the extra-mural areas. The Burgh 
Castle report reflects the occupation of the fort, although 
probably with a bias to the late period, whereas the 
evidence from Brancaster relates to part of the civilian 
settlement which preceded and co-existed with the occu
pation of the fort there. A further significant difference 
lies in the relative chronologies of the two forts, 
Brancaster being earlier than Burgh Castle, whose exact 
date is still an open question, although within limits. The 
pottery reports differ widely, due partly to the date and 
nature of the individual excavations, but also to the 
approach adopted and the time at which the reports were 
prepared. 

In Burgh Castle, we have a conventional report without 
quantification, fabric analysis etc., the pottery being 
published by fabric types or according to the area of 
pottery production where this is known. Of the 251 
published drawings, 142 are grey wares, reflecting the 
fact that the proportion of grey to colour-coated wares 
in terms of vessel numbers was about 2: 1. Since vessel 
counts were obviously recorded, it is a matter for regret 
that the figures were not published. However idiosyncra
tic the quantification may have been, the information 
would clearly be useful comparative material for other 
4th century groups in the area. 

Despite being published as a type series according to 
fabrics, the contexts are given for each drawing, which 
is useful since, should future research require it, groups 
whether stratigraphicic or spatial can be reconstructed, 
together with other finds. The value of such an exercise 
would, however, be limited by the quality of the excava
tion and records (page 7), particularly the late Charles 
Green's individual approach to layer numbers. Neverthe
less, the pottery is related to the site and to other finds, 
a feature which is lamentably missing in some other 
recent reports. The only criticism relates to the tantalizing 
reference (page 89) to a significant number of vessels 
showing signs of burning, which is cross-referenced to 
the site report (page 23) with its attendant sections etc. 
It is possible to establish that these came from the 
building in grid squares A and B 4, but there is no way 
of identifying these burnt vessels in the report. A simple 
expedient would have been either to add a note to the 

catalogue or, for more immediate impact, to have 
asterisked the actual drawings. 

The pottery from Burgh Castle with its apparently high 
proportion of late Nene Valley, Oxfordshire and Much 
Hadham wares is a fine 4th century group, mirroring the 
accompanying coins, glass and finds, and it seems un
likely that there is very much earlier material. It includes 
relatively rare imports of ceramique 11 l'eponge, Argonne 
and Mayen wares, including the rarer bowl form. Fabric 
descriptions are either non-existent or minimal. Whether 
this significantly detracts from the usefulness of the 
pottery report is debatable; descriptions can be confusing 
and, at worst, misleading. It would, however, have been 
reassuring to have had more positive identifications of 
BB1 wares (fig 41, no 136 is curious, but described as 
black burnished ware as is the more acceptable no 142, 
clearly differentiated from burnished black ware, as fig 
40, no 106 etc.). Some (fig 41, no 123 for instance) may 
have been products of the Famham kilns. That both kiln 
areas were trading into East Anglia at this period is useful 
information. 

Obviously regrettable is the absence of quantified 
information (particularly if the work has been done but 
not published), which could be used comparatively for 
other groups from the area (such as from Caister-by
Yarmouth, just across the estuary); one may wonder why 
no 231 (fig 44) did not manage to join the mortaria, given 
that it is a very curious type, and some drawings are too 
small or undistinctive to be useful. On the whole the 
drawings are of good quality, but the absence of a gap 
between the rim line and profile is unhelpful, and 
horizontals on hand-made vessels should be hand-drawn, 
not ruled. The value of the report lies ultimately with 
whether it can be used firstly to illustrate the occupation 
at Burgh Castle and, secondly, comparatively for other 
sites in the area. That it reflects well the occupation 
excavated at Burgh Castle with its apparent mid- to 
late-4th century bias is clear. Its comparative use is 
somewhat limited by the absence of quantified informa
tion, but it provides a clear picture of a 4th century group 
of considerable value. 

Brancaster 

Turning to Brancaster opens a new page of pottery 
research and reporting, and the time interval between the 
work on Burgh Castle and Brancaster is significant. 
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Work on Burgh Castle was probably set on a well
trodden path when the boxes of Brancaster were first 
opened. This was a period of innovation and experiment 
in archaeology in general and pottery in particular. Fabric 
analysis had been 'discovered' and quantification was the 
order of the day (Orton 1975). The value of quantification 
has still to be firmly demonstrated, but this report should 
be viewed as a pioneering publication. Also relevant is 
that the report's gestation period has been long, and 
accompanied by problems since it was an early foray into 
computer recording/analysis. 

Two excavations were involved, that of 1977 produc
ing some 260kg and 1974 a mere 30kg. The report is 
based on 230kg and 16kg respectively (fig 49), although 
only Phase 2 from 1974 is covered by the various 
pie-charts etc. The 1974 phase 1 sample was too small 
(4kg) for quantification to be of value. 

57% of all the pottery was examined in detail in an 
attempt to establish a dated sequence for the ditch phases 
(little else was found), but was found to be extremely 
mixed, due to intensive recutting and frequent disturbance 
of the ditches. Hence the pottery is published as a type 
series, without site provenances although, curiously, all 
the samian stamps and illustrated decorated sherds (and 
small finds) have context numbers. Is this significant? 
The addition of site contexts seems unnecessary due to 
the character of the stratigraphy and, even if they were 
available, without a concordance or index to excavated 
layers/features, it is necessary to crawl laboriously 
through the site report to establish the site information. 
This is typical of many reports and accomplishes an 
effective divorce between site and finds ... 

Phase 1 of the 1974 excavations, although only 4kg, 
produced markedly larger and less abraded sherds for 
which a date of early- to mid-3rd century is suggested. 
Only three vessels are noted as having come from Phase 
1: no 47.2, bag-shaped beaker; no 98, a North Gaulish 
pentice moulded beaker; and no 144, a BBl bowl with 
flat grooved rim. The discussion (p 72) mentions various 
classic late Nene Valley colour-coated vessels not found 
in Phase 1, but what, if any, other beaker (or flagon?) 
sherds were found? Colour-coated wares provide some 
of the strongest ceramic dating evidence as they react 
more to fashion, and emphasis needs to be given to 
identifiable body sherds. The content of Phase 1 can be 
established by reference to the archive but, as the primary 
ceramic phase identified on the site, further information 
in the printed publication would have been useful. Since 
only the 1974 excavations produced ceramically defin
able phases, the rest of the pottery is considered as (a) a 
large quantity from 1977 and (b) Phase 2 of 1974, the 
latter showing a considerably later date (with increased 
quantities of Oxfordshire ware, well demonstrated by the 
pie-graphs of fig 50), but of a regrettably small quantity. 
Since site provenances are not quoted, it is impossible 
to identify the illustrated vessels from this phase. There 
is information in the text, e.g., p 88 tells us that 'types 

54 and 57 are only found in the Phase 2 material', but 
this lacks immediacy. Could not such information have 
been presented on the illustrations by e.g., a keyed 
asterisk? The pottery in the type series has, therefore, a 
considerable date range from the 2nd to 4th centuries and 
merely demonstrates the length of occupation, but not 
necessarily any definable concentrations. 

This raises a fundamental question. The orientation of 
pottery studies in recent years towards fabrics means that 
the primary extraction of information is fabric based. 
While this may indicate the sources, it does not aid 
definition of periods of intense occupation or otherwise. 
That most of the colour-coated wares for Brancaster 
came from the Nene Valley is well proven; that much 
of the ordinary cooking vessels came from Shouldham 
or related kilns is established. But when? And in what 
quantity? Such evidence comes primarily from the types 
not the fabrics, and any future reporter, confronted with 
such disturbed, not usefully stratified material, should 
consider extracting quantified information on the basis 
of forms primarily and fabrics secondarily. With com
puter data, only a change of direction to use the pottery 
evidence more fully is needed, and is, indeed, one of the 
great advantages of putting data into a computer since it 
is impossible often to be certain, when starting work on 
a group of pottery, how it can be best explored. 

Nonetheless, this report is a valuable and instructive 
addition, particularly for Norfolk where so little has been 
published. Hidden behind the published report is a mass 
of information, quantified admirably by sherd count, 
weight and equivalent vessels (EVE's or VE's). It is 
regrettable that usually only the weight figures were 
published (particularly in view of the comments relating 
to bias, p 74), especially since micro-fiche was included 
in the publication, where detailed quantification figures 
could have been published. The fine wares are, however, 
broken down as a group into the individual vessel forms 
(Table 3, although I am having difficulty reconciling 
7% of 230kg shown on fig 49 as fine wares, i.e., 16kg, 
with 3kg as the total fine ware vessel group in table 3), 
and, given that table 4 is duplicated by fig 51 on the 
relative amounts of reduced etc. fabrics as percentages 
of the total coarse ware groups, the coarse wares are also 
quantified for vessel form (table 7, similar difficulty in 
working out how 179kg, table 4, was whittled down to 
50kg, table 7). 

On statistics, there is much to be learned in working 
with Roman pottery; whether one includes amphorae as 
coarse wares, particularly in figures based on weight, has 
yet to be agreed (of little importance here with a mere 
2% amphorae). What should be made clear in any 
publication of pottery statistics is the base from which 
they arise and, unless this reviewer is being particularly 
dense, this is not obvious. It is extremely stressful trying 
to equate 80% of 230kg = 184kg (fig 49, coarse wares) 
with 179 kg (table 4, reduced and oxidized fabrics which 
agrees with fig 51) with 50kg (table 7) or 38kg (fig 52) ... 
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Fig 52 produces a difficulty since it shows an absence 
of either BB 1 or BB2 bowls, which is curious in view 
of types 137, 144, 145, 147, etc. These two identifiable 
fabrics accounted for 10% (table 4), but presumably their 
main line was dishes and jars (bowls accounting for less 
than 1%). Why? Back-up figures are needed to explore 
such curiosities (in fiche?). This problem is compounded 
by misidentification of forms, since type 137 described 
as a dish includes at least two or more bowls (see CBA 
Research Report 6, p 17), and the plain-rimmed dish type 
157 is referred to (p 94) as a pie-dish. The Nene Valley 
grey ware jar type 114.28 languishes unhappily with 
wide-mouthed bowls. 

The tables summarizing samian forms, tables 1 and 2, 
are interesting and show the expected concentration of 
vessels of mid- to late Antonine in Central Gaulish wares, 
and late 2nd to early 3rd century in East Gaulish wares. 
Such an approach has potential, but this reviewer has the 
distinct impression it was done in isolation (form 72 = 
Dech 72; form 79 = WaIters 79), and to bring out any 
significant trends the co-operation of the samian specialist 
is necessary. A vessel as, for instance, a Dech 72 closely 
dated (on the basis of stamp/decoration) to AD 165?-195 
should surely be amalgamated with mid- to late-Antonine 
and other dating brackets could be usefully combined for 
such figures to have impact. In view of the considerable 
differences between the 1977 and 1974 assemblages in 
the fine wares (fig 50), it is interesting to note that samian 
retains a tenacious hold of 5% (fig 49) despite the 
apparent chronological change. This result could have 
been usefully explored, since it either arises from a 
heavier sherd weight of the East Gaulish samian, and/or 
more residual material than is superficially apparent. The 
important difference between the samian from the two 
excavations is hidden in the text. It is hidden in the sense 
that the clarity of the information presented by the 
pie-graphs seductively leads one away from the small 
print, and it seems regrettable that this style of presenta
tion was not adopted to bring out the fact that East 
Gaulish wares comprised 38% of the 1977 samian, but 
rose to the dizzy heights of 70%+ of that from 1974. 
Despite the disparity in sample sizes, this East Gaulish 
influx is worthy of note. 

There is, however, a major problem. The basis for the 
figures on the samian summary tables is not clear; it may 
be the specialists' vessel count, although this is uncertain, 
but it clearly is not based on EVEs. It is not therefore 
compatible with the other pottery. That samian mortaria 
were found is documented, but how they relate to the 
other mortaria is not. The number of samian mortaria as 
part of the samian assemblage can no doubt be compared 
to other sites where the samian has been similarly 
quantified, but the samian vessels cannot be related to 
their counterparts in other fabrics. This disparity in 
quantification methods has been apparent for some time, 
but is illogical and indefensible since it severely limits 
the information to be gained from the excavated finds. 

The discussion of the basic coarse wares shows a depth 
of research and contains much valuable information. 
Although the percentage figures based on weight for each 
ware are duplicated on the relevant pie-graphs, this is 
useful, particularly in emphasizing the disparity in the 
proportions of Oxfordshire ware between 1974 and 1977 
sites. Other fine wares show a similar increase in the later 
material from 1974, and although there is no break-down 
of the 9%, only one Much Hadham vessel occurred (p 
86, text). The use of weight to measure fine wares in this 
instance is ill-advised, since the vessel forms change from 
comparatively light beakers to include more thicker
walled bowls and dishes etc. The single sensible measure 
is EVEs based on rims, preferably supplemented by 
weight. 

The section dealing with reduced and oxidized wares 
is lengthy and obviously much work went into the 
definition, where possible, of individual wares. The major 
supplier of grey wares, the bulk of the pottery, appears 
to have been Shouldham or its area (table 5) 25 miles 
away. This is a surprisingly long distance (even Pentney 
is little nearer) and prompts the question, why? Caister
by-Yarmouth, another early fort of what came to be 
known as the Saxon Shore fort system, occupied con
temporaneously with Brancaster, had kilns supplying at 
least part of its pottery requirements adjacent to the fort. 
Why was Brancaster not similarly supplied? Or is this 
due to the non-discovery of kiln sites? Similar clays could 
occur in the Brancaster region, due to glacial drifts, as 
noted (p 90). Future discoveries of kilns may solve this 
apparent problem, or it may be a case of recognizing the 
difficulties of isolating kilns sources. If, however, the 
main pottery supplier was 25 miles away, this has 
implications for Brancaster as a fort, its intensity of 
occupation, and also for the surrounding area, quite apart 
from the interesting light it may shed on Shouldham as 
a rural pottery industry. Whatever was happening with 
Shouldham vis-a-vis Brancaster, the proportions drop in 
the 1974 material of later date, and indicate a change in 
marketing, probably in the 4th century, which needs 
further research. There was a major disruption in the 4th 
century, reflected in pottery, which has yet to be fully 
explored. 

An admirable effort has clearly been made to make 
some sense of the grey ware fabrics, and some definable 
fabrics have been isolated although RWlO (the second 
largest source) represents a group of fabrics from a 
variety of sources, a fact amply borne out by the heavy 
mineral analyses (table 6). The section on p 92 should 
be made compulsory reading. 20 different grey wares 
were distinguished, these excluding BB1, BB2, Nene 
Valley grey ware, Dales and shell-gritted wares, but 
including the fabric group of RWlO, which increased 
proportionately in the later material from 1974. Of the 
smaller groups, that attributed to the Brampton kilns 
declines in the 1974 group, as do groups RW7-9, RW9 
including what appears to be a North Gaulish bowl (fig 
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60, no 121, which does not sit happily in a fabric group 
including classic Nar Valley jars of form 100 etc.), as 
found at Caister-by-Yarmouth with cream beakers of type 
98~ certainly of North Gaulish origin. The micaceous 
wares of RW4-6 retain their 3% hold on the market 
throughout, suggesting some tenacious potters on the 
SuffolklNorfolk border, and since RW12-20 wares ac
count for less than 1 % and RWIO is a fabric group, 
attention may be focused on RWll which rises from 
4% in 1977 material to 7% in the later 1974 group. This 
includes conclusively late Roman types, as types 92, 
114.14-20, 117, 119.5, 141.6 & 7, 145.5 & 6, leading 
to 147, 153.2-5, 157.1-3, and 158 (the type not illus
trated in RWll). If RWll can be pinned down consis
tently, with its similarity both in forms and fabric with 
BB2, a later Roman source is indicated. Is this a late 
development from the BB2 potters? 

An immense amount of work has gone into this report, 
which may prove to be more valuable in future than is 
immediately apparent. It may be suggested that too much 
emphasis has been placed upon fabrics, and yet the report 
shows an obvious concern to explore the pottery forms. 
It is a 'dated' report in that the work was done at a time 
of intense interest in fabric analysis, but is none the less 
valuable and contains salutory lessons that may permit 
future short-cuts. 

The mortaria report, by Mrs K. F. Hartley, ends the 
main pottery section, and is self contained. It has become 
the custom to treat mortaria and samian in this way, and 
yet we should not forget samian mortaria. Thirteen 
fabrics are attributed to East Anglian sources, including 
unusual reduced fabrics (M9 and 18), an East Anglian 
speciality of late Roman date, especially common at 
Caister-by-Yarmouth, and probably related to some 
oxidized versions. Discussion of the mortaria sources is 
based on Mrs Hartley's own quantification of minimum 
vessels which probably provides an accurate view, 
although the accepted estimated vessel equivalent based 
on rims would have been useful for comparative pur
poses, and probably, given the differentials of size, 
fragility etc., just as reliable, so long as the presence of 
identifiable body sherds was included. In considering the 
mortaria from Brancaster, it is as well to remember that 
the bulk of the pottery came from the 1977 excavations, 
and that this must create a bias to the period preceding 
the mid- to late-4th century. Nevertheless, the proximity 
of the Nene Valley and its major role as a supplier of 
fine wares supports the dominance of the Nene Valley 
mortaria. The statement that 'small workshops ... rarely 
made mortaria in most of Britain in the third and fourth 
centuries' brings out a ceramic curiosity of East Anglia 
- why and/or how did the small workshops compete with 
the major industries? 

The final section of the report uses table 9, relative 
amounts of pottery from known sources, as percentages 
based on weight. This includes mortaria and amphorae 
since it is based on 230kg weight, which detracts from 

its usefulness. The discussion, however, appears to take 
account of the bias, accepting increased competition 
(?local) in the later 3rd and 4th centuries, and additional 
information is provided on tables 10 and 11 relating to 
vessel forms and Nene Valley wares from the 1977 
excavations. The statement that 'colour-coated wares 
form 30% of the total assemblage at Burgh Castle' as 
opposed to 10% of the Phase 2 1974 material is interest
ing. Again, one must ask, on what are these figures 
based? There is also a possible problem of definition: 
were the Much Hadham wares included in the Burgh 
Castle figures as colour-coated? Colour-coated wares can 
be biased just as easily as amphorae or mortaria if 
included in overall assemblage quantifications, rating 
high on sherd count, low on weight. It must be empha
sized that, however much editors try to shorten reports, 
the basis for such statements must be included in the 
publication. Whether Much Hadham products can be 
technically viewed as colour-coated or not, their inclusion 
in weight figures for colour-coated wares could lead to 
problems in comparative studies. 

Objections can obviously be made on points of detail 
(fig 39 illustrates fragments of vessels, not objects and 
seems curiously divorced from the rest of the pottery 
report), individual vessels etc. (a depiction of a long-eared 
owl on fig 39, no 135 - or a homed God?; the Pompeian 
red ware platter type 72 is unlikely to be 1st century, and 
is probably a later import), or to production errors (fabric 
RW 15 on p 93 is said to occur as type 144 = should 
read 114.30; type 132 has no fabric reference). But the 
final view of the report must be based on its value as 
evidence for the occupation of the extra-mural areas at 
Brancaster (not the fort necessarily), and its contribution 
to knowledge of Norfolk pottery. Given that virtually all 
the pottery involved came from mixed deposits of mainly 
3rd to 4th century date, the report clearly extracts as 
much as possible from the material and is admirable. 
Although there may be quibbles about presentation, the 
pie-graphs have instant impact. Since micro-fiche formed 
part of the publication, it is regrettable it was not used 
for back-up information on the pottery, but merely offers 
a daunting sight of the archive. The published informa
tion is well researched and valuable, and archaeologists, 
particularly in Norfolk, will be referring to both the 
Brancaster and Burgh Castle reports for a considerable 
time. 

Both reports lay down basic ceramic information, the 
earlier report (Burgh Castle) restricted by probable chro
nological bias and yet benefiting from it, the later report 
making the best of a large sample from disturbed 
deposits; neither, it must be said, reflect the overall 
occupation of the individual Saxon Shore forts. 
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