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Ceramics and Coastal Communities in
Medieval (Twelfth–Fourteenth Century)
Europe: Negotiating Identity in
England’s Channel Ports

BEN JERVIS

School of History, Archaeology, and Religion, Cardiff University, UK

Using the example of pottery imported into the Channel ports of southern England, an approach to
examining the role of pottery in the emergence and mediation of coastal communities is proposed here.
Building on recent scholarship, it is argued that it is no longer tenable to see pottery as a carrier of
identity, or as part of a ‘cultural package’, with meaning emerging with identity as people interact with
pottery within and without port environments. The study proposes that imported pottery found
meaning in different ways, depending on the context of acquisition and use. Hence it mediated different
forms of community and identity. The article ends with a consideration of the wider implications of this
approach for ongoing studies of material culture, trade, and urban identities in medieval Europe.
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INTRODUCTION

Influential work by David Gaimster (2005;
2014) has recently brought the role of ma-
terial culture in the articulation of maritime
identities in medieval Europe into focus.
Studying the use of ceramics in Hanseatic
towns, Gaimster has argued for the exist-
ence of a Hanseatic cultural package, in-
cluding German stoneware and redware
pottery, through which a distinctive cultural
identity was expressed around the Baltic
coastal zone (Figure 1). One could criticize
Gaimster for not paying sufficient attention
to the relationship between material culture
and identity. The use of concepts such as
‘type fossils’ (Gaimster, 2014: 65) is sug-
gestive of a quasi culture-historical approach
in which objects stand for identities, but
his discussion of the movement of ideas

alongside objects shifts the debate towards
artefacts acting as mediators in the negoti-
ation of identity. Examples might be the
emergence of a competitive merchant class,
or the cultural tensions identified in
Novgorod between the ceramic culture of
the Hanse and the wood culture of the
local population (Gaimster, 2005: 418–19;
2014: 74–75). Therefore, within Gaimster’s
discussion, the extent to which objects
carry or mediate identity is ambiguous.
Gaimster’s work has stimulated further

research in this area. Naum (2013; 2014)
draws upon post-colonial approaches to
explore how ‘Hanseatic’ objects were med-
iators in the social confrontations experi-
enced in Baltic ports (see also Immonen
(2007) for a similar approach). For Naum,
objects are one of a range of actors in the
negotiation of distinctive port experiences,
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with novel objects becoming meaningful
in new ways as they become integrated
into everyday life (Naum, 2014: 673).
Naum also stresses how for merchants,
people with ‘dual lives’ in their port of
origin and the places in which they spend
considerable amounts of time on business,
objects play an important role in creating a
sense of homeliness and familiarity, pro-
viding ‘a recognizable backdrop for their
lives disrupted by migration’ (Naum,
2013: 386). The concept of the ‘cultural
package’ is further critiqued by Mehler
(2009), who argues that objects found dif-
ferent meanings within the context of the

North Atlantic islands. Mehler’s study
emphasizes the role of the life histories of
objects, as things become meaningful as
they are entangled in new courses of social
interaction. These studies do not show
Gaimster’s consideration of Hanseatic ma-
terial culture to be wrong, but emphasize
that his interpretation is specific to the
Baltic towns. These discussions highlight a
need to address the contextual subtleties in
how objects became meaningful and how,
in doing so, they also mediate the emer-
gence and re-iteration of various identities.
Whilst recent research has focused on

the Hanse, this work can be fruitfully used

Figure 1. Map showing location of places and regions mentioned in the text and some major ports.
The rectangle marks the study area in south-east England. 1: London, 2: Bruges, 3: Hamburg, 4:
Lubeck, 5: Danzig, 6: Riga, 7: Novgorod, 8: Bergen, 9: Kalmar, 10: Saintes (the production region for
Saintonge pottery); 11: Bordeaux, 12: Southampton, 13: Meuse Valley, 14: Rouen, 15: Scarborough.
Background Image: WikiCommons reproduced under a Creative Commons by Attribution/
Share-Alike Licence.
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to stimulate discussions of the role of ma-
terial culture in medieval ports more gen-
erally; the focus here is on the twelfth–
fourteenth–century Channel ports of south-
eastern England and their relationship with
their hinterland.
Ports can be characterized as zones of

confrontation. Post-colonial approaches
demonstrate frontiers to develop specific
characters through the collision of tradi-
tions, ideas, and worldviews (Naum, 2010:
106). The specific entanglements between
people, goods, and ideas which come
about in ports might be seen as leading to
the emergence of particular forms of iden-
tity and material worlds. The ‘in-between-
ness’ of these places sets them apart from
other towns, and played an important role
in determining the trajectories along
which their character developed. The dis-
tinctiveness of ports and coastal communi-
ties is well demonstrated through other
studies. For the early medieval period in
the English Channel and North Sea areas,
Loveluck and Tys (2006) argue that interac-
tions between coastal communities and the
use of imported goods led to the emergence
of distinctive forms of maritime community
and social identity (an idea further devel-
oped by Davies, 2010; see Jervis, 2016a, in
relation to the early medieval period).
Sindbæk (2013) uses network analysis to
explore these early medieval maritime rela-
tionships further, identifying multi-scalar
zones of interaction through the examin-
ation of artefact distributions. Material
culture was also implicated in social rela-
tionships within ports. In Southampton, for
example, imported pottery has been argued
to have developed distinctive meanings and
become enrolled in identity formation
(Brown, 1997; Jervis, 2008). Working at a
different scale, Pieters and Verhaege (2008)
show that a later medieval Flemish fishing
community encountered Mediterranean
pottery differently from those living in
major mercantile ports, meaning that in

this context it developed distinctive mean-
ings and was enrolled in the emergence of
particular forms of coastal identity. The
social role of material culture in ports is an
area of great interest across northern
Europe. We can only better understand
variation in the relationships between
people and objects across coastal areas
through the development of interpretive
frameworks and the use of a greater variety
of case studies. This contribution seeks to
address how pottery mediated distinctive
experiences in ports and how it was enrolled
in the emergence of coastal communities.
This requires a move beyond discussions of
imports as components of ‘cultural
packages’, to focus on the mediatory role of
objects within social interaction.
Harris (2014) has considered the

concept of community within archaeology.
Drawing on insights from ‘assemblage
theory’ (inspired in particular by Deleuze
& Guattari, 1987; DeLanda, 2006;
Bennett, 2010) he calls for our ideas of
community to extend beyond the human,
to see communities as beginning ‘with
relationships amongst humans, animals,
plants and material things’ (Harris, 2014:
89). Harris’s concept of the community
stresses that the relationships through
which communities emerge and persist
need not be spatially situated (a view par-
alleled in Naum’s 2013 discussion of the
German diaspora in Kalmar) and that
communities might overlap and occur at
multiple scales. People may have, for
example, felt joined at one level to others
through their use of stoneware pottery but,
simultaneously, this connection could be
fragmented through how they related to
this pottery at a personal level. For Harris,
and other archaeologists taking similar re-
lational approaches (e.g. Lucas, 2012;
Fowler, 2013; Jervis, 2014), identities are
not transported by objects. Rather,
‘persons’ emerge through interactions
between the human and non-human.
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Following Latour (2005: 27), groups (or
communities) emerge and are sustained
through interactions. Study must focus not
on classifying identities but, rather, on
studying the social relationships through
which the emergence of ‘persons’ and
‘communities’ was distributed across the
material world.
In essence such approaches see objects

and people as becoming meaningful to-
gether, requiring us not only to focus on
how identities and communities emerge
from relationships, but also to rethink our
approaches to objects. Van Oyen (2013)
uses post-colonialism as a metaphor for
addressing this problem, arguing that
archaeological classification creates a priori
assumptions about the social significance
of particular objects, masking the processes
through which objects found meaning.
Classification systems create an ‘in-
betweenness’ as types with similar charac-
teristics are contrasted as ‘others’. In order
to overcome this, Van Oyen (2013: 96)
calls for a focus on tracing object biog-
raphies and trajectories in order to under-
stand how the presence of different things
led to different constellations, or assem-
blages, of people, things, and ideas emer-
ging (see also Kopytoff, 1986; Gosden &
Marshall, 1999). As demonstrated by
Fowler (2013: 44–46), ‘black-boxes’
(defined (after Latour, 2005) as reified
concepts which circulate through dis-
course) such as the ‘Hanseatic cultural
package’ or even ‘imported medieval
pottery’ must be unpacked to understand
the processes through which they emerged.
Our interest shifts from distribution pat-
terns of ‘known types’ to the cultural and
economic patterns which underlie them
(Sindbæk, 2013: 80). Whilst observing a
phenomenon in the archaeological record
is useful as a means of identifying similar-
ity and difference, or cultural contact, at
one level, it is only through understanding
the social interactions which led to these

phenomena that we can move towards a
deeper understanding of past social dy-
namics—the vibrancy of past, more-than-
human, communities (Harris, 2014: 90–92).

CASE STUDY: CERAMICS AND THE

CHANNEL PORTS

Ports are not a homogeneous class of
settlement; they, like the communities
described above, are constituted of social
relationships. It is these relationships
which make them distinctive from other
settlements and from each other. A funda-
mental element of the character of a port
community is the flows of goods which
are traded through a particular place and,
in particular, those items which are used
by port households. At a basic level the
ports of south-eastern England can be
viewed hierarchically. All the ports dis-
cussed here operated below the major
ports of London and Southampton, the
most important being the Cinque Ports.
These were the principal Channel ports
which, in exchange for naval service, were
given freedom and trading privileges.
They were major participants in the
Gascon wine trade and had privileges in
regard to the North Sea herring industry
(Sylvester, 2004: 15). The Cinque Ports
are situated on the coast of Kent and
Sussex, from Faversham in the east to
Seaford in the west (Figure 2). Not all the
ports have been subject to excavation, the
most intensively investigated being Dover
(Parfitt et al., 2006), New Romney
(Draper & Meddens, 2009), Rye (Dawkes
& Briscoe, 2012; Margetts & Williamson,
2014), New Winchelsea (Martin &
Rudling, 2004), and Hastings (Rudling,
1976; Devenish, 1979; Rudling & Barber,
1993), as well as the ‘limbs’ (smaller ports
under the control of the Cinque Ports) of
Seaford (Freke, 1979a; Gardiner, 1995;
Stevens, 2004) and Pevensey (Dulley,
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1966; 1967; Barber, 1999). These limbs
can be seen as occupying a second tier in
the hierarchy alongside other towns such
as Shoreham (Thomas, 2005; Stevens,
2011) and Lewes (Page, 1973; Freke,
1975; 1978; Drewett, 1992). These were
important regional towns with varying
degrees of administrative control over their
hinterlands. Chichester occupies a slightly
ambiguous position within this hierarchy.
An important exporter of wool, this large
regional town was not a Cinque Port, but
was larger than other Sussex port towns.
The final tier is occupied by smaller
landing places. These are coastal villages
where communities were likely to have
been involved in small-scale fishing and
trading alongside agriculture. Examples
are Tarring (Barton, 1964), a village with
a palace belonging to the Archbishop of
Canterbury, and Lydd (Barber & Priestly-
Bell, 2008).
Archaeological excavations in these

towns have generally been small in scale,
being undertaken in response to develop-
ment pressure. For this reason this study
focuses only on the stretch of coastline
from New Romney in the east to
Chichester in the west, but will make ref-
erence to material from excavations in the
Cinque Ports of Dover and Stonar. It is
not necessary here to discuss in detail the

archaeology of each town, but rather to
draw out some general points. In all cases
excavations have targeted house plots and
have produced a wide range of local and
imported pottery, as well as, in many
cases, equipment associated with fishing.
In Lewes, an inland port and county
town, excavations have revealed evidence
of craft production (Page, 1973). Such evi-
dence is largely missing from the other
ports, probably due to the nature of the
investigations rather than a lack of crafts-
men; indeed craftsmen are known from
Rye, for example, from historical records
(Draper, 2009: 66–69). Rye is also known
for its major pottery industry, which pro-
duced highly decorated wares distributed
across south-eastern Sussex and south-
western Kent (Barton, 1979: 191–222).
Archaeology provides evidence for changes
in the topography of the towns and house-
hold economies, but historical records
provide the best source for understanding
the towns in more general terms.
The Cinque Ports largely have Saxo-

Norman origins, and they are likely to
have developed from existing landing
places (see Gardiner, 1999). New Romney,
for example, grew from a fishing village
(Draper & Meddens, 2009: 14), whilst
Rye, Hastings, and Dover were all estab-
lished ports by the eleventh century

Figure 2. Map indicating the extent of the study area and the location of sites mentioned in the text.
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(Draper, 2009: 2–6). Pevensey, Chichester,
and Lewes were also already established
settlements at this time, but Seaford and
Shoreham were both new foundations
around the turn of the thirteenth century.
New Winchelsea was founded in 1288 to
replace an earlier port lost to the sea. Here,
plots of varying sizes relate to differences
in the wealth and status of inhabitants.
The town had a defensive circuit and
stone-built houses with undercrofts used
for the storage and sale of goods, particu-
larly wine (Martin & Martin, 2004). The
Cinque Ports were exempted from certain
forms of taxation, and therefore the usual
range of sources for understanding urban
populations are not available. The mercan-
tile communities were clearly cosmopolitan,
given the role of foreign shipping.
The ports had varying trading relation-

ships, principally with northern France
and Flanders. Wool export was of particu-
lar importance to Shoreham and Seaford,
on the south side of the chalk downland,
an area specializing in sheep husbandry
(Pelham, 1933). Winchelsea and Rye, sur-
rounded by the clay Weald, exported
goods such as timber and iron, as well as
regional goods shipped along the coast to
these major ports. Such coastwise contact
is attested to both by ceramic evidence,
with products from coastal production
sites (at Hastings, Rye, and near
Winchelsea) being distributed along the
coast (Figure 3) and by the distribution of
slate roofing materials imported from
south-western England (Holden, 1965).
Analysis of port records highlights the im-
portance of foreign shipping to the timber
trade to northern France and Flanders
from the Cinque Ports (Pelham, 1928:
175). In relation to wool, a contrast exists
between the Cinque Ports, where export
was chiefly undertaken by foreign ships,
and Seaford and Shoreham, where
English shipping was more important
(Pelham, 1933: 133; Sylvester, 2004: 11).

Salt was a further export from Pevensey
and Shoreham, often by foreign ships, al-
though environmental change caused this
industry to decline during the fourteenth
century (Pelham, 1930: 183; Dulley, 1966:
42; Holden & Hudson, 1981). A wide
range of ships imported goods into the
Cinque Ports. In the late thirteenth
century, for example, shipping came from
Spain, northern France, and a number of
English ports (Sylvester, 2004: 9).
Amongst the imported goods were fish
and cloth (Pelham, 1930: 180; Sylvester,
2004: 17). Ships from the Cinque Ports
were also important components of fleets
importing Gascon wine, with Winchelsea
contributing the highest number (Sylvester,
2004: 13; Draper, 2009: 27–28).
It is clear from the documentary evi-

dence that these ports operated in a variety
of trading networks, in which both
English and Continental merchants and
sailors participated. The pottery discussed
here was not a commodity traded in bulk
(indeed in medieval England it is probably
only German stonewares that were traded
in this manner; see Gaimster, 1997); it is
absent from historical records and
imported ceramics are only present from
archaeological contexts in small quantities.
However, by following the flows of ceram-
ics into these ports, we can begin to relate
pottery to these maritime networks and
better understand how objects mediated
the emergence and re-iteration of mari-
time communities in the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, rather than limit our
investigations to the mapping of the
movement of goods.

FLOWS OF POTTERY

The pottery imported into Kent and
Sussex has been reviewed in studies by
Hurst (1981) and Brown (2011). Hurst
(1981: 121) identified an increase in
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imports of Saintonge pottery from
Gascony into Sussex through the thir-
teenth century and questioned the extent
to which this pottery was directly imported
or re-distributed through head ports.
Hurst (1981: 121–22) also highlighted
that the bulk of imported pottery was from
northern France (specifically Normandy),
with only small quantities from the Low
Countries and Germany (Figure 4).
Brown’s (2011) study benefits from thirty
years of rescue excavations in port towns.
Brown summarizes the pottery present in a
number of ports along the coast and
demonstrates the potential of this imported
material for further interpretation.
If we are to understand how pottery

became meaningful in the emergence of
identities and through its connections with
different material worlds, we need to focus
not on the composition of the assemblages
themselves but rather on the processes
through which these assemblages emerged.
Assemblage is taken here in a dual sense:
firstly in the sense of a group of material
from an archaeological site; and secondly
in the sense discussed above, as a collec-
tion of people and things, of which
pottery was one component. To under-
stand these processes, we need to focus on
the flows of pottery coming into and
through the ports. Closely related to con-
ventional ideas of artefact biography, the
tracing of flows allows us to consider how
objects might follow multiple trajectories,

through which they become entangled
with people and things. It is from these
entanglements that multiple meanings,
communities, and identities emerge in re-
lation to each other (Van Oyen, 2013;
Harris, 2014). In what follows, pottery
from different sources is discussed, before
some themes are elaborated on in more
general terms. It should be noted that
types are used here as a convenient short-
hand to indicate source, rather than imply-
ing that a particular typology is being
imposed onto the material. Pottery types
can be considered to be ‘black-boxes’
which have emerged from the classifica-
tion of pottery in relation to where and
how it was produced, which have become
solidified as they have circulated in the lit-
erature. However, this categorization
masks the social processes in which these
objects were framed, understood, and oper-
ated (Fowler, 2013: 44–46; Van Oyen,
2013).
Before entering into discussion it is ne-

cessary to briefly mention the method-
ology used. The data discussed here are
gathered from published and unpublished
reports produced since the 1970s. The
methods of quantification used by pottery
researchers in the region are highly vari-
able. Whilst modern reports typically
quantify the material by sherd count and
sherd weight (MPRG, 2001), older
reports often use only sherd count or
vessel count. In one case (Winchelsea)

Figure 3. Distribution of wares produced in or close to coastal towns in England.
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only Estimated Vessel Equivalent (EVE),
a statistical measure of the number of
vessels present rather than an absolute
quantity, was published (Martin &
Rudling, 2004). Therefore, in some cases
it is only possible to refer to find-spots,
particularly where only interim reports are
available (for example for Stonar and
recently excavated sites in Lewes). Where
possible, sherd weight is the preferred
quantification measure, as this is not
biased by breakage patterns, which have
an impact on the number of sherds
present in an assemblage (see Poulain,
2013). Where sherd weight is not avail-
able, vessel count has been used in

preference to sherd count where figures
are published. The impact of the incon-
sistencies in quantification is minimized
by the small quantities under consideration
and the questions being asked of the ma-
terial. It is not intended here to compare
the compositions of assemblages in detail
(which would require consistent quantifi-
cation) but instead to consider where
vessels are being consumed and approxi-
mately in what quantity. As in most cases
where imported pottery is comparatively
rare, it is the presence of types which is of
particular significance. Therefore, whilst
these inconsistencies limit the scope of the
discussion, they do not prevent a detailed

Figure 4. Examples of imported pottery types discussed. A: Saintonge whiteware from excavations in
Winchelsea (redrawn by the author from Martin & Rudling, 2004); B: Saintonge polychrome ware
from Glottenham (redrawn by the author from Martin, 1989); C: Rouen-type ware from Pevensey
(redrawn by the author from Dulley, 1967); D: Scarborough ware aquamanile from Shoreham.
©Archaeology South East 2004. Reproduced by permission of Archaeology South East. Permission
to reuse must be obtained from the rightsholder.
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consideration of the movement of pottery
around the study region.

Saintonge Pottery

The most widespread pottery is that from
the Saintonge region of south-western
France (Barton, 1963). The wares present
include green-glazed whitewares (Figure 4a),
polychrome wares (Figure 4b), gritty-ware
mortars, and sgraffito wares. These vessels
are generally assumed to relate to the
import of Gascon wine. This is supported
by the evidence here. Saintonge wares
account for the highest proportions of the
imported pottery from any particular
source from the Cinque Ports of New
Romney (34 per cent of imports by sherd
count, n = 169 sherds), Winchelsea (93 per
cent of imports by EVE, n = 28 EVEs)
and Rye (89 per cent of imports by sherd
weight, n = 1.1 kg) and are also present in
unquantified assemblages from Hastings
(Rudling & Barber, 1993) and Stonar
(MacPherson-Grant, 1990) (Figure 5). It
is these assemblages which also have the
highest diversity of Saintonge products.
Polychrome wares are present in all the
ports, but sgrafitto products are present
only in New Romney and Pevensey. Gritty
mortars occur in Stonar and Winchelsea
(Figure 6). Saintonge gritty and whitewares
are also present in Shoreham (where they
account for 55 per cent of imports by sherd
weight, n = 6.8 kg; Stevens, 2011), a port
which was involved in the direct import-
ation of Gascon wine but less intensively
than the Cinque Ports. The evidence sug-
gests that the Gascon wine trade was the
route through which these vessels entered
the ports and the quantities present suggest
that the green-glazed and polychrome
jugs, at least, were widely marketed and
used in these towns. The profile of the
Cinque Ports assemblages is quite similar
to that of Southampton, another port

importing wine under royal patronage
(Brown, 2002: fig. 3).
In Dover some spatial differences can

tentatively be seen in the distribution of
Saintonge products. Three polychrome
jugs were excavated from a garderobe in
the core of the town (Rix & Dunning,
1955) but at Townwall Street, a site
believed to be marginal and occupied by
fishermen, Saintonge products are rare
(4 per cent of the total 2.3 kg of imported
pottery by weight) when compared with
the range of other French and Low
Countries imports present (Parfitt et al.,
2006). It is possible that the circumstances
of excavation in Dover provide some evi-
dence of different consumption patterns
and the significance of these needs to be
tested when further excavations are under-
taken in the other Cinque Ports. In Rye
these vessels, as well as other imported
types, apparently influenced local pottery
production with the thirteenth and four-
teenth century production centre adopting
decorative motifs and formal elements
(such as the distinctive Saintonge ‘parrot-
beak’ spout) from the imported wares
which were present in the town (Barton,
1979: 221).
Saintonge pottery is often seen as

reflecting a wine drinking ‘cultural
package’, with these products being per-
ceived as ‘appropriate’ for wine consump-
tion. However, the widespread use of this
pottery amongst coastal communities sug-
gests that the association with wine may
be less important than the availability of
the pottery and its aesthetic qualities, with
the decoration potentially finding different
meanings depending on the context of use
(Allan, 1984; Courtney, 1997; Jervis,
2016b). Three main types of sites received
Saintonge products, presumably re-distrib-
uted from these principal ports (Figure 6).
The first are coastal sites. Green-glazed
and polychrome wares have been recovered
from Chichester, Pevensey, Lewes, and
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from the market town of Steyning, situ-
ated on the navigable River Adur (Freke,
1979b; Barton, 1986; Evans, 1986).
Saintonge whiteware has been excavated

from Seaford, Bramber (a small town close
to Shoreham), and the smaller coastal set-
tlements at Lydd and Tarring (Barton,
1964; Barber and Priestly-Bell, 2008).

Figure 5. Composition of the imported pottery assemblages from the sites under discussion (data:
Barber, 1999; Brown, 2002; Martin & Rudling, 2004; Draper & Meddens, 2009; Stevens, 2011;
Dawkes & Briscoe, 2012; Margetts & Williamson, 2014).

Figure 6. Distribution of Saintonge products in the study area.
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The second type of site are towns, with a
handful of Saintonge whiteware sherds
found in the inland towns of Horsham
(one sherd from an assemblage of 451
medieval sherds; Stevens, 2012) and Battle
(six sherds from an assemblage of 1422
sherds; James, 2008). The third kind of
sites consists of inland manor houses and
institutions. Whiteware has been exca-
vated at Bayham Abbey (Hurst, 1981) and
from a moated manor house at Henfield
(Funnell, 2009), whilst polychrome ware
has been recovered from the moated site
at Glottenham in the Weald (Martin,
1989). In these cases the assemblages are
not quantified; only a few sherds are
present, suggesting that vessels were re-
distributed from the Cinque Ports, al-
though the Chichester examples may have
been acquired from Southampton.
This wide coastal distribution across a

range of sites is suggestive of a coastal
network of interaction, perhaps mediated
principally by the transport of fish to and
from the Cinque Ports. It is likely that
these products, along with other commod-
ities, were acquired in these cosmopolitan
markets. The flow of Saintonge products
into the Cinque Ports can be considered
to be highly commercialized, being asso-
ciated with the lucrative wine trade. Its
use in the Cinque Ports created distinctive
material worlds, possibly associated with
communal wine drinking and the negoti-
ation of mercantile communities and
identities through hospitality. Merchant
communities formed as people engaged in
particular social practices. Saintonge
pottery played a part in the re-iteration of
the communities of practice, through
which merchants came to be defined as
distinctive ‘persons’. It is overly simplistic
to see the presence of smaller quantities of
these products in other ports and coastal
settlements as the exportation or expan-
sion of this mercantile culture. For some
living and working in the smaller ports,

wine drinking and the use of Saintonge
products may have been aspirational.
However, we can also view the Saintonge
products as forming part of a more general
coastal material world, acting to join
coastal communities, from merchant to
fisherman. Van Oyen (2015) likens the
role of towns in the Roman economy to
railway points, places in which the trajec-
tories of things might be sent off in a
variety of different directions. If we view
objects and people as following trajector-
ies, or ‘lines of becoming’ (following
Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), we can see
the markets in the Cinque Ports as fulfill-
ing a similar role. Saintonge pottery
flowed into the markets as commodities,
but as they passed through the market
their role was transformed.
Objects can be perceived as having

affordances (Knappett, 2005: 52); what an
object can do is relational, emerging with
specific contexts as they were confronted
by other objects enrolled into multiple
forms of domestic assemblages of goods.
In the merchant house they were linked to
other exotic goods and foodstuffs and
became involved in the negotiation of
mercantile culture (see also Mellor, 2004).
Within such houses hospitality was im-
portant for negotiating business deals and
credit. Jugs such as those from the
Saintonge afforded commensal drinking,
an activity which joined wine, pottery,
merchants, and domestic spaces in the
emergence and re-iteration of mercantile
communities. In places like Lydd these
items were not symbols of wealth or port
culture, but part of a more meagre material
world, the product of a distinctive set of
maritime engagements which resulted in a
distinctively coastal relationship with an
emerging material culture. In the context
of a small fishing household these objects
were enrolled in different sets of social
relationships, and came to afford different
forms of social interaction. Here they
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perhaps acted as mediators between
coastal communities living in ports and
smaller settlements. It should be noted
that other goods, such as Rye pottery and
West Country slate, have a similar coastal
and riverine distribution (Figure 3), indi-
cating that coastal contact created net-
works of exchange which became manifest
as material signatures at one interpretive
level, but as overlapping and intercon-
nected processes at another; in other
words they were sets of social and eco-
nomic relationships through which coastal
life became distinctive.
A consideration of the inland use of

Saintonge pottery adds a further layer of
complexity. The vessels presented in
Horsham are probably a by-product of the
export of Wealden resources through
Shoreham. In contrast, the pottery from
manor houses and from the town of
Battle, a settlement on the estate of a
major religious house (Battle Abbey),
perhaps reflects status related to trade con-
tacts. Dyer (1989) highlights that major
households and institutions often used
larger regional markets to acquire produce
in bulk and at favourable rates. Battle
Abbey dealt directly with the Cinque
Ports for its fish supply and fish was sold
in the town’s market. The supply of
imported pottery to the castles at Pevensey
(unquantified, but consisting of Rouen-
type, Saintonge, and Low Countries highly
decorated wares), Bramber (twenty-one
sherds of northern French whiteware from
a total of 4842 sherds), and Lewes
(less than 1 per cent of the pottery by
weight; all from northern France or the
Saintonge), as well as to Lewes Friary (not
quantified, but consisting of Saintonge
whiteware and glazed ware from northern
France) is less easy to interpret. Imports
are present in small quantities at all of
these sites, but there is no clear difference
between the types present on these sites
and in the associated towns, making it

difficult to determine whether they were
acquired locally or through regional
markets (Barton, 1977; Drewett, 1992;
Gardiner et al., 1996; Lyne, 2009).
The de Etchingham family, who held

Glottenham manor, also dealt directly
with Cinque Port merchants and had
interests in Winchelsea (Saul, 1986: 178).
Pottery was probably not a major com-
modity in these exchanges, but these com-
mercial relationships opened up a channel
along which Saintonge pottery could flow,
introducing it to a situation where it was
potentially implicated in the negotiation of
domestic hierarchy and became a symbol
of status. The heraldic imagery found on
the Saintonge polychrome pottery may
have appealed to a knightly family such as
the de Etchinghams and within the for-
malized dining contexts of larger provin-
cial households these serving vessels were
probably enrolled in the re-iteration of
hierarchical relationships (see Jervis, 2014;
2016b). Whether this was the case or
not, these wares were not a ‘cultural sig-
nature’ of mercantile life, but rather
objects which linked major households,
be they knightly or religious, with the
Cinque Port markets and mediated the
negotiation of meaning and identity in
these hierarchically ordered households
differently than they did in the commens-
al drinking environment of the mercantile
port (see Saul, 1986: 186 on the relation-
ship between knightly families and urban
life). Similarly, vessels were not acquired
as high-status objects, but acquired this
association as they flowed through ports
into these hierarchically charged contexts.

North French and Low Countries
Pottery

Pottery from northern France includes
plain Normandy gritty wares (typically
present in the form of pitchers and jars),
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highly decorated jugs produced in the
Rouen area (Figure 4c), and other glazed
whitewares of less certain attribution.
Also within this group are highly decorated
Low Countries redware jugs, considered
by Gaimster to form part of the Hanseatic
package, plainer Flemish greywares,
Meuse-valley glazed wares, and red-painted
wares from northern France. A final,
unusual, type is the so-called céramique onc-
tueuse, a distinctive type of coarseware
pottery from Brittany.
Although diverse in source and type,

some general trends emerge in the distri-
bution of these wares, which is over-
whelmingly coastal and riverine (Figure 7).
Rouen-type ware, for example, has been
recovered from a number of towns, includ-
ing Hastings, Lewes, New Romney, and
Pevensey, as well as from the manorial site
at Old Erringham (Holden, 1981) and the
smaller coastal settlements at Lydd and
Tarring. The distribution of the plainer
Normandy gritty wares is similarly coastal.
The less distinctive northern French pro-
ducts have a wider distribution. Examples
from Crawley (Stevens, 1997) may have
arrived via London or the south coast
ports, but sherds have also been recovered
from Chichester, Battle, and Glottenham.
The Low Countries products are only

present in small quantities, occurring in
large and small ports. Céramique onctueuse
is present in very small quantities and has
been recovered from the Cinque Ports of
Dover (Hodges, 1978), Stonar, and
Winchelsea as well as from Seaford. The
ware is also known from Southampton
(Brown, 2002: 25). The link between this
type and the Cinque Ports perhaps indi-
cates that this ware was a by-product of
the Gascon wine trade, possibly acquired
for use on the ships to replace broken
pottery vessels.
Unsurprisingly the range of sources

represented relates to the trading contacts
of the ports in northern France, Flanders,
and the Netherlands. The quantities of
imported wares are small in most assem-
blages and even in the Cinque Ports these
wares account for a small part of the
imported pottery. The evidence does not
suggest a well-established ceramic trade,
but rather the occasional acquisition of
imported vessels as a by-product of more
lucrative trade. The evidence from
Townwall Street in Dover supports this in-
terpretation. Here, at the margins of a
Cinque Port particularly associated with
ferrying and fishing, vessels from a range
of northern French and Flemish produc-
tion centres are present, which probably

Figure 7. Distribution of northern French products in the study area.
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indicate vessels acquired either for use on
ships, as souvenirs, or as speculative pur-
chases (Parfitt et al., 2006: 408). Some
vessels are likely to have been imported for
marketing in the ports themselves and this
could provide the mechanism for vessels to
reach manorial sites such as Glottenham,
mirroring the acquisition of Saintonge
pottery in this context. If such a mechan-
ism did exist, it emphasizes the points
made by Fowler (2013) and Van Oyen
(2013) about the need to un-package
defined archaeological categories. Saintonge
pottery and northern French pottery are
different types of pottery, produced in dif-
ferent places and exchanged through differ-
ent mechanisms; however, in the context of
the moated site at Glottenham, both types
were highly decorated jugs, probably
acquired from Winchelsea merchants for
serving at the table, possibly because of
their iconography which appealed to the
knightly household. However, these goods
need not have been acquired because they
symbolized wealth, but, rather, they came
to be status symbols through their use in
this context. It would appear that the
source of pottery was less important than
its aesthetic and functional qualities, with
ceramic serving jugs perhaps acting as a
medium through which strictly hierarchical
serving practices could be enacted. This
leads us to an important interpretive and
methodological point; that categories of
pottery defined on the basis of production
traits split apart and flow into each other,
as new constellations of objects are estab-
lished through trade and as new commu-
nities, identities, and material meanings
emerged through acquisition and use.
The coastal and riverine distribution of

these wares highlights the relationship
between their acquisition and maritime net-
works. Whether acquired on the European
continent as souvenirs or to replace broken
vessels used on boats, or imported as part
of a miscellany of products for re-sale in

the ports, these vessels can be seen as ele-
ments of coastal interactions. They contrib-
uted to the emergence of distinctive
material worlds which linked coastal
households in town and country exhibiting
different levels of wealth and status, differ-
entiating them from inland communities.
Yet, as with the Saintonge products, they
entered into different constellations of
objects, contributing to different types of
domestic environment, and linking people
in a broader maritime community.

Yorkshire Pottery

The Cinque Ports’ involvement in the
North Sea herring fishery is typically
assumed to be the means through which
Yorkshire pottery flowed into the south
coast ports (Figure 8). It has been recov-
ered from the Cinque Ports and their
limbs, and is typically Scarborough ware
(see Farmer & Farmer, 1982), often oc-
curring in distinctive forms, as aquama-
niles (Figure 4d) and knight jugs, not
available on the local market. These dis-
tinctive vessels may have been acquired by
fishermen as souvenirs, or perhaps specula-
tively for onward exchange. These unusual
vessels were obtained through specific net-
works of interaction and can be seen as
mediating the emergence of communities,
appearing not only through collective en-
gagement in fishing, but also through dis-
tinctive material engagements, which
implicated them in a network extending
across the North Sea zone.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION: COASTAL

IDENTITIES AND COMMUNITY NETWORKS

Just as inland communities were joined
through the communal working of fields
and the marketing of produce and
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products in local markets, so the everyday
activities of coastal communities linked
people and things in networks of inter-
action. Coastal households were joined in
sets of socio-economic relationships from
which distinctive, dispersed communities,
mediated through the exchange of goods
including pottery, emerged. This is par-
ticularly clear in relation to Yorkshire
pottery, in forms traditionally interpreted
as related to high-status consumption, its
use seemingly limited to coastal fishing
communities in this context. There are
clear similarities between the ceramic
assemblages from the Cinque Ports, which
are distinguished from those from other
coastal sites principally by the quantity of
imported pottery and the proportion of
Saintonge types present. Tracing the flows
of imported pottery has revealed that it
was entangled in a variety of social rela-
tionships and that, rather than standing
for a mercantile identity, its use created
distinctive material worlds and contributed
to the emergence of multi-scalar coastal
communities. So far these observations
have been limited to a specific case study,
but there are elements of the approach
taken here which could, if applied to other
material, assist with the development of a
more nuanced understanding of the social
role of material culture.

It is clear that a wide range of people
living in coastal areas had access to
imported pottery and, rather than standing
for high-status associations as is commonly
assumed, these objects played a role in the
re-iteration of multiple forms of coastal
identity (see also Parfitt et al., 2006: 412).
We can therefore see interactions with
pottery vessels, at different stages of their
biography, as mediating different scales
and types of community. Pottery becomes
what Bennett (2010: 42 [after Deleuze &
Guattari, 1987]) terms an ‘assemblage
convertor’, something which links assem-
blages (or, in this instance, communities)
being performed in disparate places at
different scales. The regional-scale coastal
community fragmented into different
types of community, mercantile house-
holds and fishing villages for example, all
of whom interacted with and understood
this pottery in different ways, but who
were joined through it, for example by
interactions in the marketplace.
This multi-scalar relationship between

communities, identities, and objects is of
central importance when examining coastal
interaction across medieval Europe. In
studies of the Hanse it becomes particular-
ly apparent in the application of post-
colonial approaches (Immomen 2007;
Naum, 2013; 2014); where we see people

Figure 8. Distribution of Yorkshire pottery in the study area.

162 European Journal of Archaeology 20 (1) 2017

https:/www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/eaa.2016.3
Downloaded from https:/www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 86.180.97.145, on 15 Feb 2017 at 17:17:19, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at



linked in relationships of confrontation, in
which material culture acts as a mediator,
and in which different forms of commu-
nity emerge within port towns. At a dif-
ferent scale this is apparent in the role
given to pottery amongst the communities
studied by Gaimster (2005; 2014) and
Mehler (2009). At one scale, these com-
munities are linked through common asso-
ciations with Hanseatic material culture,
but they fragment between regions, settle-
ments, and households as multiple forms
of community and identity emerge in rela-
tion to these objects. Ports are boundary
places, gateways where diverse people and
things come together to create cosmopol-
itan communities. As objects pass through
them they are sent along varying ‘lines of
becoming’, trajectories which send them
into diverse sets of entanglements through
which they are rendered meaningful,
people identify themselves, and places
develop distinctive characters.
A focus on interactions (either through

formal network analysis or conventional
studies of artefact distributions), when
interpreted within a framework in which
object meanings, identities, forms of per-
sonhood, and communities are relational
concepts, allows a deeper consideration of
the ways in which similar objects might be
enrolled in the emergence of different
forms of community and identity and
moves us away from static cultural packages
towards a more dynamic understanding of
past identities. The examination of how
pottery flowed into and through a number
of ports of different type, and consideration
of the inland use of this pottery, have
demonstrated how people and objects can
be considered to be mutually constituted.
Such an approach forces us to drop our
preconceptions about the status and
meaning of imported pottery and focus on
understanding the effect of it flowing along
varying trajectories and becoming entangled
in different forms of social assemblage. In

doing so, it has been possible to argue for
the presence of multi-scalar coastal com-
munities and for pottery as mediating dif-
ferent forms of personhood, rather than
carrying specific identities. In conclusion
this study calls for deeper contextual study
of imported pottery at multiple scales to
gain a fuller understanding of the dynamics
of coastal interaction in medieval Europe.
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Céramique et communautés côtières en Europe médiévale (XIIe au XIVe siècle) : la
négociation de l’identité dans les ports anglais de la Manche

L’exemple des céramiques importées dans les ports de la Manche sur la côte sud-est de l’Angleterre nous
permet d’examiner le rôle que cette céramique a joué dans la genèse et la médiation des communautés
côtières. Sur la base d’études récentes, nous soutenons qu’il n’est plus possible de considérer la céramique
comme simple porteur d’identité ou comme élément d’un « paquet culturel » dont le sens apparaitrait
avec l’interaction entre les communautés et le matériel à l’intérieur et à l’extérieur des milieux por-
tuaires. Nous proposons que la céramique importée a trouvé son sens de manières diverses, suivant le
contexte dans lequel elle a été acquise et utilisée, remplissant ainsi un rôle de médiation dans différentes
formes de communauté et d’identité. Notre article se termine sur les implications de ce type d’approche à
une échelle plus grande, en particulier dans les études sur la culture matérielle, le commerce et l’identité
des villes en Europe médiévale. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Mots-clés: Angleterre, archéologie médiévale, céramique, commerce, identité, communauté,
culture matérielle

Keramik und Küstengemeinschaften im mittelalterlichen Europa (12. bis 14.
Jahrhundert): die Vermittlung der Identität in den englischen Häfen am
Ärmelkanal

In diesem Artikel wird am Beispiel der Keramik, die in die Häfen der südlichen Küste Englands impor-
tiert wurde, ein Ansatz zur Untersuchung der Rolle der Keramik in der Entstehung und Vermittlung
der Küstengemeinschaften entwickelt. Gemäß der neueren Forschung ist es nicht mehr möglich, die
Keramik einfach als Träger einer Identität oder als Bestandteil eines „Kulturpakets”, wo die Bedeutung
der Identität mit den Wechselbeziehungen zwischen Menschen und Keramik innerhalb und außerhalb
der Hafenumgebungen herauskommt, anzusehen. In der vorliegenden Studie wird vorgeschlagen, dass
die importierte Keramik verschiedene Sinngehalte hatte, je nach den Umständen, in welchen sie erwor-
ben und gebraucht wurde. Sie war also bei der Vermittlung von verschiedenen Formen von
Gemeinschaften und Identitäten beteiligt. Am Ende des Artikels werden die weiteren Auswirkungen
solch eines Ansatzes betrachtet, vor allem für andere Studien über materielle Kultur, Handel und
städtische Identität im mittelalterlichen Europa. Translation by Madeleine Hummler

Stichworte: England, Mittelalterarchäologie, Keramik, Handel, Identität, Gemeinschaft, materi-
elle Kultur
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