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ABSTRACT
The principal subject of this thesis is some 4500
iron objects excavated in Anglo-Scandinavian contexts at
16-22 Coppergate, York. Although about half of the
objects were identified as nails, the other half
functioned in a wide range of activities. There are
tools for trades and crafts, structural fittings, dress

fittings, items of horse equipment and weapons. Of

particular interest were items identified as bar iron,
blanks and scrap which, together with large quantities
of slag, were suggestive of smithing on the site.

The description and discussion of the material is
prefaced by an examination of theoretical approaches to

classification and interpretation which set a framework
for the subsequent analysis.

The artefacts are initially described in terms of
a classification based on practical function. This is
followed by classification on the basis of features
which cut across practical function. In order to
discover the meaning of the material for the history
of the site, a detailed discussion of the nature of site
contexts is undertaken and it is concluded that the
evidence for an iron smithing industry during the 10th
century is as good as can be expected from a deeply
stratified urban site.

Comparative material from other sites, principally

in England, is reviewed to set the Coppergate objects in
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a wider context and it is suggested that the York smiths

worked in the mainstream of the methods and techniques
of the 9th-llth‘centuries.
The final chapter pursues some of the ideas on

interpretation raised earlier in attempt to reveal the

meaning of the artefacts for the economic and social

context in which they were produced.
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CHAPTER 1 INTRODUCTION

1.1 The ironwork from 16-22 Coppergate

The products and working methods of the late
Anglo-Saxon or Anglo-Scandinavian blacksmith have, until
recently, been largely unknown in this country. Weapons,
usually chance finds, have been subjected to formal
classification and metallographic investigation, but
swords and spearheads can only have formed a small part
of the smiths’ output. Major programmes of excavation,
largely on urban sites, are, however, gradually
providing new information on a wide range of products

and manufacturing techniques. There have been important

discoveries in the Anglo-Scandinavian town of York
itself (Richardson 1959; Waterman 1959; Radley 1971;
MacGregor 1982; Tweddle 1986) and in other towns such as

Lincoln (unpublished) and Thetford (I.Goodall 1984;
Goodall and Ottaway forthcoming). By far the most
substantial body of data for the study of 9th-1l1lth
century ironwork is, however, the material from 16-22
Coppergate, York which forms the subject of this thesis.

Anglo-Scandinavian contexts at 16-22

Coppergate produced over 4500 iron objects.
Although nearly 2200 are classified as nails

(3.44), the remainder include an enormous variety
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of items ranging from bar iron and smiths’ blanks to
tools for a range of crafts, structural fittings, dress
fittings, horse equipment and weapons (see Appendix 1
for a summary). Furthermore, the anoxic burial
conditions at 16-22 Coppergate ensured that the vast
majority of objects were well preserved and original
surfaces with important detail, usually lost to
corrosion, survived. Anglo-Scandinavian contéxts also
produced a substantial quantity of ironworking residues
including both smelting and smithing slag. Taken
together the objects and residues offered the chance of
a comprehensive archaeological study of one of man’s
most important crafts at a crucial phase inﬁits
development.

My principal aim is, therefore, to reconstruct, in
detail, the practice of York’s Anglo-Scandinavian
smiths, their working methods, their products and the
social and economic context in which they operated. I
propose to do this by not only examining the objects
themselves, but also by using their relationship to the
archaeological contexts in which they were found. As
Wilson (1976a, 253) points out, knowledge of craft and

industry in the Anglo-Saxon period must rely heavily on

artefactual material as there are only scarce references
in documentary sources. Most work on the subject has,
however, been based on objects which have survived

unburied or, if excavated, come from unstratified or
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poorly-dated contexts.

1.2 The site at 16-22 Coppergate

The site at 16-22 Coppergate, excavated for York
Archaeological Trust under the direction of Richard Hall
between 1976 and 1981, was the largest in the city of
York up to that time in terms of both area and volume of
deposits. It lies on a spur of land between the rivers
Foss and Ouse (Fig.l.l) bounded to the west by
Coppergate, a street leading to the only bridge across
the Ouse in Anglo-Scandinavian and medieval times, and
to the east by the banks of the Foss. In historical
terms the site is in an area of Roman settlement some
200m south-east of the fortress. After c¢.400 A.D. the
area appears to have been deserted until the mid 9th
century when, contemporary with, although not

necessarily as a result of, the incursion of Viking

armies and settlers into the York area, occupation began
again. By the 10th century 16-22 Coppergate clearly lay
in the heart of the Anglo-Scandinavian town.

The occﬁpation sequence on the site itself may be
described in the following sequence tafter Hall 1984;
1989, 286) and a simplified plan of each Anglo-
Scandinavian Period appears in Fig.l.2. Roman
occupation (Period 1) was represented by traces of

timber and stone buildings occupied between the late lst
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and mid 4th centuries and by a small cemetery of the 4th

century. Between the late 4th or 5th centuries and mid
9th century (Period 2) the site was deserted and saw the
accumulation of homogeneous loamy deposits. Occupation

in the immediate area, if not on the site itself,

appeared to recommence in the mid 9th century and
continued until, perhaps, the early years of the 10th

century (Period 3); rubblish was dumped here in surface

layers and in a large number of pits which penetrated

0 200 Metres

E 600 Feel

Fig.l.2 Modern plan of the Coppergate area with the

redevelopment site hatched and the excavation area

within it
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underlying deposits. Post and stake alignments may have
represented property boundaries but no certain building
was identified, although an area in the centre of the
western end of the site, where there were no pits, may
have been the site of a building of which little trace
survived. The best evidence for craft activity on the
site in this period took the form of a hearth probably
used for glass working. It should be noted at this point
that a few contexts could not be conclusively assigned
to Period 1 or 3 although on artefactual grounds Period
3 is more likely; the artefacts from the contexts appear
under the heading Period 1-3 in the catalogue, but have
been subsumed under Period 3 in discussion.

Between ¢.900 and c¢.930 (Period 4A) there was a
realignment of boundaries suggesting that the street

Coppergate was laid out by this time and there may have

been buildings on the street frontage.

In c.930-5, at the beginning of Period 4B, four
tenements were laid out (A-D) divided by post and wattle
fences traceable over the whole site, except its eastern
third, and the majority of the strata within the fenced
areas appeared to respect the divisions. At the western
end of the tenements buildings were constructed with
upright timber posts and a wattle curtain, one of their
gable ends facing the street frontage. Subsequently

there appears to have been one major episode of

reconstruction, but many other minor alterations. The
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buildings in Tenements C and D were the best
preserved as those in A and B were heavily disturbed by
the Period 5B sunken buildings (see below). The floors

were earthen and rose steadily due to trampling in of

mud and refuse.

All the buildings contained large central hearths
(Fig.1.3), measuring up to 1.8m x 1.2m, which were
replaced one above the other as the floor level rose.
They were constructed of clay usually lined with
limestone blocks or re-used Roman tile, but on at least
one occasion timber beams were used. The hearths in the
Tenement C and D buildings were the best preserved. It

should also be noted that pre-dating the earliest

rectangular hearth in Tenement C was a small clay-lined
pit some 25cms in diameter and 10cms deep. Substantial

quantities of craft-related debris were found in Period
4B contexts not only from ironworking, but also from
non-ferrous metalworking, and amber , jet , leather ,
textile- and woodworking.

Period 4B lasted until c. 975 when an episode
(Period 5A) of reconstruction began on the street
)frontage with the replacement of the post and wattle
buildings by buildings with sunken basements up to 1.5m
deep. On Tenements B and D there were two in line and in
A and C a single building. The digging out of these

basements involved considerable redeposition of earlier
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Fig.1l.3 16-22 Coppergate in Period 4B showing the

location of post and wattle buildings with central

hearths
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deposits so that a substantial proportion of the
artefacts from the majority of contexts ascribed to
Period 5A may be taken to be residual. Followingqthe
digging of the basements, building walls of sturdy
planks and posts were introduced. Although there is some
debate as to the superstructure above ground level, the
sunken floors were apparently occupied and further
debris from crafts and trades was found embedded in them
as well as inqsurface layers. The life and eventual
disuse of these buildings, when their basements were
filled with refuse deposits, is referred to as Period SB
and is dated ¢.975 - 1050. It should also be noted at
this point that in a small area in the centre of the

south side of the site, the stratigraphy later than
Period 3 was difficult ﬁo relate to the main periodx
divisions and so the artefacts from the relevant layers
are provenanced to Period 4-5. |

Deposits dating to the mid to late 11th century
were found at the western end of the site associated
with buildings surviving only in Tenemenﬁ D (Period
5CF); at the east end of the site deposité of similart
date (Period 5CR) were located, some of which were
associated with a post-built structure, possibly a
warehouse or boat shed, erected ¢.1014-54.

There are also layers of dumped mgterial in this

period which may derive from activity on the street
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frontage. Deposits at the street frontage later than
c.1100 had been completely removed by recent building

cellars but medieval deposits and structures were

recovered in the eastern half of the site. Although the
earliest deposits here may haQe been deliberate landfill
which effectively sealed the Anglo- Scandinavian strata,
the pottery indicates that they must have included many
residual Anglo-Scandinavian iron obijects. I do not refer
to them, however, unless their formal attributes leave
little room for doubt as to origin.

As Figure 1.2 shows it was, unfortunately, not
possible to excavate the site in its entirety to the
natural ground level, largely because ofﬁa‘lack of
funds. The earliest deposits up to and including those
assigned to Period 4A were only excavated in an L-shaped
area running along the street frontage and the southern
half of the remainder of the site. Roman stratigraphy
and Period 3 Anglo-Scandinavian stratigraphy was
identified throughout this area; Period 2 layers were
only identified along the street frontage. Similarly,
Period 4A strata could not be traced beyond the street
frontage area. Deposits attributable to Period 4B were
identified over the whole site with the exception of an

area in the centre of Tenements C and D where excavation
was not completed. Period S5A contexts were again

confined largely to the street frontage area, but Period

SB contexts contemporary with the sunken buildings were
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again identified over the whole site.

Subsequent to the main excavation a watching brief
was maintained on the removal of unexcavated material
from the site during development and in areas around it.
To the north the remains of a timber building in the
next tenement to Tenement D was found which was probably
llth century.

In common with most urban sites dug in the 1970s
it 1s clear that the Coppergate excavation took place
under considerable pressure; both time and funding
limits imposed serious constraints on what was possible.

The then annual lottery of government funding awards and

continual changing of deadlines meant forward planning
in a strategic sense and the setting of academic

objectives was very difficult. In retrospect it must be

counted a serious loss not to have excavated the whole
site at least through the Anglo-Scandinavian levels. -
Apart from the unrecorded destruction of artefacts
during site development, the analysis of contextual data
of the sort discussed in Chapter 5 has been severely
hampered by the lack of directly comparable spatial
patterning for each of the major site periods.

It is also evident that, due to lack of resources,

problems were encountered in recording the vast quantity
of stratigraphic data from the site. There is no reason

to doubt that, in the majority of instances, strata were
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isolated, excavated and described to a reasonable

standard, but production of a record usable for post-

excavation analysis has proved a serious obstacle. In

this respect116-22 Coppergate is probably no different
from many urban excavations of its time, but the résult
has been a considerable delay in producing the division
of the individual contexts into the periods outlined
above. More detaiied information on the sequence of
contexts than that given above remained virtually
inaccessible until close to the time of writing. It
also proved difficult to obtain information on the
location of contexts and on the volume of depdsits in
different parts of the site and in the various periods.
Computerisation, now standard on York
Archaeological Trust excavations, will, it is'hdﬁed,
reduce many of the problems of producingha uSaBie and
accessible record, but they will only be fully overcome
when the prevailing methodology of urban archaeology is
re—-evaluated. It has, in my view, been too often the
case that excavators have overlooked the potential of
synthesis between different categories of data. Once
removed from the ground, the relationship between
structures, deposits, artefacts and environmental
material 1s rarely reconstructed and excavation

publications usually preserve rigid distinctions. The

material will be studied‘and evaluated by specialists in

their particular field so that reports on structures,
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pottery, ironwork etc. will be written solely in terms
of the intrinsic significance of the material rather
than in relation to wider considerations. Since this
disaggregative approach is dominant in urban archaeology
and is reinforced by the institutional structure of
field units with their field workers and finds
specialists, excavators are usually unable to apprec<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>