
5.3. he Highgate products

5.3.1. he general condition of the assemblage

Kiln sites are notorious for the enormous quantities
of potery they yield during excavation, and the
consequent logistical problems in the processing and
study, both on site at the time of recovery and during
subsequent analyses. Highgate is no exception to
this, and combined with these enormous quantities
there is the very repetitive and fragmentary nature
of kiln waste, which poses its own special problems.

We can also expect a wider range of material to be
found on the kiln site than on sites where the prod-
ucts of the kiln were ultimately used. For the fabrics
this includes not only under- and over-ired pieces
but perhaps also experimental combinations or mix-
tures that were never intended for use or sale, and
would have never let the site. here would also have
been some forms that were made exclusively for the
use of the poters, either as tools in the potery pro-
duction process or for their everyday purposes. But
we might also expect experimental or test pieces, per-
haps even a whole batch of material, that for one rea-
son or another never let the conines of the site.

In the particular case of Highgate we also have the
added problem of the adverse soil conditions. Some
of the non-local wares brought onto the site and re-
covered from the ditches and waster heaps have suf-
fered very badly. South Gaulish samian, usually a
hard and rather britle ware, is here reduced — in
the worst case — to sot powdery substance, devoid
of both slip and surface. Verulamium-region white
wares, such as mortaria, which are usually well pre-
served, are here rather powdery to the touch with a
tendency to laminate, particularly at the surfaces.

Undoubtedly the Highgate vessels in the same con-
texts would have undergone some similar degrada-
tion over the centuries, and this must be taken into
account when assessing the possible inal appearance
of its products, rather than their present condition.

5.3.2. he fabrics

he 1974 interim report introduced a three-way divi-
sion of the Highgate fabrics, based on their principal
illers of grass or straw (fabric A), grog (B) and sand

(C). his classiication formed the basis of the subse-
quent discussions of the Highgate material and, with
some reinements and extensions, is followed here.
Simple abbreviations — HWA, HWB and HWC— are
employed in this report as shorthand for these fabric
groups.

he description of the fabrics at a kiln site poses a
number of diiculties that are not encountered with
the assemblages from domestic sites. Firstly there
is the presence of wasters, particularly under- and
over-ired pieces. he textures and colours of these
will diverge from those of the successful products of
the kilns which are found on domestic sites. Sec-
ondly, even taking into account of the presence of
these wasters, there is evidently a wider range of fab-
rics at the kiln site than is common on the domestic
sites (Monaghan 1985). his section describes the fab-
rics as they were recovered at the kiln site.1

HWA: vesicularwares HWA is a fairly hard but brit-
tle fabric with an open vesicular texture, typically
a dark grey-brown throughout but some specimens
have lighter orange surfaces (Fig. 51). Examination
both ‘in the hand’ and in thin-section2 suggests that
the abundant pores in the matrix and marks in the
surface are caused by some burnt out vegetable mate-
rial, perhaps grass or straw, in the original clay mix.
Some surface marks show faint linear striations, as
on grass stems or leaves. All vessels in this ware seem
to be hand-formed, but are evenly inished near the
rim and base. For the petrology and chemical analy-
sis of HWA see p.295 and pp.314–317.

HWB: grog-tempered wares he typical HWB
(Fig. 52-Fig. 53) fabric has a lumpy texture, with an
irregular fracture. In some examples the ware is
hard and may be rather britle, but many specimens
from the site are sot and ‘soapy’ to the touch. he
colour of the surfaces and margins varies from light
to dark or grey-brown (Munsell 2.5Y 6/0-4/0; 5/0-4/0)

1his compilation of these fabric descriptions has beneited
from extensive discussions with Tony Mackenna, who pro-
duced numerous thin-sections of Highgate material during
the 1970s. Dr Alan Vince also commented on Highgate
thin-sections during the preparatory work on the early Ro-
man potery corpus at the DUA in the early 1980s and some
of his observations are incorporated here. It is a mater of
great regret that his death in 2009 has denied us the oppor-
tunity to incorporate his unrivalled knowledge of London’s
ceramic petrology into this publication.

2Analysis by S A MacKenna.
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and is frequently uneven and patchy and the core
is oten a lighter grey (2.5Y 6/0). he principal iller
is grog, which varies considerably in colour (buf,
orange, grey, red or brown), size (A/SA, typically
0.2-2.0mm, but sometimes larger) and abundance;
also burnt organic material or ‘charcoal’ (lat or
angular in shape, <1mm) and occasional large quartz
inclusions (SA, 1-2mm). he matrix includes ine
silty quartz and some white mica (<0.1mm), which
is most prominent on burnished or wiped surfaces.
For the petrology and chemical analysis of HWB see
p.296 and pp.314–317.

he surfaces of many vessels in this ware are
smoothed, trimmed or burnished, particularly in
horizontal zones near the rim or base. Some vessels
have prominent vertical inger-marks on the inner
surface (particularly towards the base or near the
shoulder) and are essentially hand-formed, but other
forms, such as the bowls with their evenly moulded
rims, were doubtless inished on a pot-support or
some other device capable of rotary motion.

HWBR: red-slipped grog-tempered ware A rare
but distinct sub-group of HWB has a burnished red
slip over a red-brown or orange surface. he slip
may extend over both the inner and outer faces of
the vessel. he matrix and tempering of this ware
seems to be otherwise identical to the mainstream
HWB, but perhaps towards the iner end of the
range.

HWC: grey sand-tempered wares HWC (Fig. 54)
is a hard, ine-textured ware with a inely irregular
fracture tempered with abundant, densely packed
and well-sorted colourless quartz (SA, usually
0.1-0.15mm, but occasionally up to 0.25mm), sparse
black ironstone (SA, <0.1mm) and some white mica
(0.1-0.25mm). he mica is most prominent at the sur-
faces, especially where they have been burnished or
smoothed. he sand forms approximately 30% of the
fabric by volume, and lends a slight roughness to the
surfaces where they are not smoothed, particularly
on the interior.

At the kiln site, HWC varies in colour from pale grey
through to a dark red-brown, but the majority of the
material — and doubtless the colour that was being
aimed at in many cases — is a dull, medium dark-grey
(N5-6). Many vessels show prominent wheel-marks
on the inner face, and awhite or light-grey (2.5YR 8/0-

7/0) iron-free slip is common on the upper parts of
necked jars, beakers and some of the other enclosed
forms. Analysis of the slip suggests that it was not
local, but was imported onto the site.3 Burnishing
and trimming is common on these vessels, including
burnishing over the slip, and on the beter preserved
specimens this can take on a silvery sheen. For the
petrology and chemical analysis of HWC see p.297
and pp.314–317.

HWB/C: transitional grog-and-sand tempered
ware Fabrics that can be considered as transitional
between HWB and HWC are present in some groups
on the site. hese wares contains a signiicant
proportion of grog, but are harder and coarser
textured than standard HWB, with more sand visible
in the matrix. A wide range of colours is apparent,
with grey perhaps predominating. For the petrology
of HWB/C see p.296.

HWC+: grey sand-tempered ware with additional
large rounded sand iller A distinct variant of
HWC with the addition of moderate quantities of
larger rounded quartz sand (up to 0.5mm). Most
specimens of this ware are both slipped and bur-
nished (Fig. 55). For the petrology of HWC+ see
p.297.

3Analysis by S A MacKenna.
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Fig. 51. HWA fabric: phase 1 [1:1]
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Fig. 52. HWB fabric: phase 1 [1:1]
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Fig. 53. HWB fabric: phase 2 [1:1]
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Fig. 54. HWC fabric [1:1]
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Fig. 55. HWC+ fabric [1:1]
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