Parkside revisited: a second look
at the first Cheam kiln

The discovery and excavation by C. J. Marshall of
amedieval pottery kiln at Parkside, Cheam, in 1923
and its publication' were important steps in the
study of medieval ceramics. The kiln was oval in
plan, 6ft 8in x sft 3in (2.om x 1.6m) internally. Its
surviving parts cut into the chalk subsoil, with
two opposed fluesand a central pedestal,i.e.itisan
example of what became known as Musty type 2c
Aspublished, it possessed a unique feature:a ‘guard’
springing from the edge of the pedestal and link-
ing it to the kiln wall (Figs.1,2). Because of its value
as the first recognised medieval kiln to be properly
published in Britain,’it was removed to the Science
Museum, where it was displayed with the above-
chalk parts imaginatively reconstructed (Fig. 3).
The display was later dismantled and some parts
returned to the care of the London Borough of
Sutton, where they remain. An isometric drawing
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Fig. i: Marshall’s plan of the 1923 kiln at Cheam.
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Clive Orton
published in 1956+ seems to be based entirely on the
published drawings.

For some years samples of the pottery from this
and the second (High Streets) kiln have been dis-
played in Whitehall, Cheam, a restored timber-
framed house dated to c 1500°. A decision to reno-
vate and improve this display led to an invitation
to the author to prepare drawings for a new recon-
struction of the kiln, to be fitted into a space §8in
x 43in (1.47m x Logm). To fit the space available a
reduced-scale model is necessary; a scale of 1:3 was
chosen as the largest at which all elements of the
kiln could be reasonably accommodated.

In reconstructing a kiln excavated over 60 years
ago one can use evidence that has accumulated
from the excavation of analogous kilns elsewhere
in Britain. The process of reconstruction is thus
one of stripping away all previous reconstruc-
tions, until the extent of the surviving remains is
reached, and then replacing the missing parts in
the light of all available evidence. In addition to
the original report, two of Marshall’s site photo-
graphs were located in Sutton Central Library
(Figs. 4,5). The former has been published”, but the
latter appears to be unpublished until now.

Removing the additions

(1) the Science Museum’s reconstruction

The parts added by the Science Museum are (i) a
clay pedestal, standing on and central to the exca-
vated pedestal, and supporting (ii) a perforated
clay slabor ‘floor’, covering the whole extent of the
kiln and resting on the chalk surrounds, and (iii) a
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Fig. 2: Marshall’s section of the 1923 kiln at Cheam.

roughly hemispherical dome covering the pots
stacked on (i1). Of these, (i1) seems to be based on
Marshall’sindications of a ‘floor’ at this level on his
published section (Fig. 2), which in turn seems to
be based on a clay layer sealing the remains of an
earlier kiln found in one of the stoke-holest. How-
ever, this layer sealed what were clearly wasters, so
cannot have been part of an original kiln structure.
The difficulties of constructing, firing and posi-
tioning such a slab® seem to have been overlooked.
Also, as a support for the pottery to be fired, it
would have made the ‘guards’ superfluous. The

8. Opcitfn1, 8o.

9. Being at least 7ft * sft 6in (21m * 17m) and say 3/4in (zomm)
thick, it would have weighed ¢ 1200lbs (s40kg).

10. E M Jope ‘Medieval pottery kilns at Brill, Buckinghamshire:

need to support such a large flat surface was
however recognised, hence the extra pedestal (i).
No trace of any material that could have come
from (i) or (ii) was reported by Marshall. Evidence
from similar kilns (e.g. Brill) suggest that pots
were fired standing directly on the pedestal, and
no type 2c kiln having a large empty space between
the pedestal and a ‘firing chamber’ above has been
demonstrated. This arrangement is known in type
1(single-flue) kilns, mostly Roman ones", in which
a small central pedestal or radial wall supports a
floor, often composed of fire-bars rather than a

preliminary reporton excavationsin 1953’ Rec Buckst6(1954) 39-
41

1. V G Swan The pottery kilns of Roman Britain Royal Commis-
sion on Historical Monuments Supp Ser 5 (1984.).

Fig. 3: The Science Museum’s reconstruction of the kiln. (Photo: Science Museum)
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Fig. 4: the kiln as excavated, from the east. (Photo: Sutton Central Library)

one-piece structure. The question of the shape of
the upper part of the kiln will be argued later. For
the time being, we note that there isno reason why
it has to be dome-shaped. To sum up, there is no
direct evidence or cogent analogy for the Science
Museum reconstruction.

(i1) the ‘guards’

The clay ‘guards’ appear to be a definite part of the
structure in Marshall’s drawings (Figs. 1, 2), but the
photographs (Fig. 4,5) tell a dif ferent story. Of the
ten upright parts shown in the drawings and the
photographs, only oneis complete enough toreach
the wall of the kiln; the rest are upright stubs. The
only horizontal componentappears to be balanced
on two stubs without any permanent means of
connection. In the photographs the stubs do not
appear to be attached to the pedestal (shadows can
be seen beneath some of them), while the drawings
show that the stubs broken at the height of the
horizontal component would be top-heavy and
unstable. Common-sense suggests that they would
not have survived the back-filling of the kiln, but
would have toppled into the space between the
pedestal and the kiln wall. It is theref ore suggested
that the vertical components were found in this
space, were posed on the edge of the pedestal for
photography,and reconstructed as part of a coher-

12. Op citfn 1, fig. 4, 79.
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ent structure in the drawings. Did the horizontal
part exist? The only evidence for it, apart from the
balanced fragment, isa scar in the side of the most
complete vertical part (see Fig. 4). However, when
seen from the other side (Fig. 5) this part shows no
second scar,onlyacrack.Itisthereforeargued that
the ‘guard’ did not exist in the form drawn by
Marshall; clearly the parts cannot be argued away
but must be reconstructed in some other f orm — this
will be done below.

(111) firing methods

Marshall’s drawings® label the east flue “fire fed
from thisend”and the west one “rakeaway and flue”,
putting the kiln in the category of “horizontal” or
“through-draft” kilns, as opposed to the category of
“vertical” or “up-draught” kilns. This caused diffi-
culty when more kilns were discovered and the
distinction between the types was clarified: for
example, Jope® called the Cheam kiln a “combined
vertical-horizontal type”. Marshall’s argument has
two flaws: (i) the measured rise across the bottom
of the kiln (41n in 6ft 8in —100mMm in 2m — oOr 1in 20)
is insufficient to create a through draught unless
there is a chimney, of which there is no evidence,
(ii) a through draught below a firing chamber
would not provide sufficient heating for the pots
— this could only be achieved by baffles to divert

13. Op citfn 4.



Fig. 5: the kiln as excavated, from the west. (Photo: Sutton Central Library)

the flue gases and heat through the stack of pots.
These arguments have been illustrated in the dis-
cussion of the Cheam II kiln'.

I conclude that the kiln was fired from both ends
in the usual twin-flue manner; the gases and heat
passed upwards through the pots stacked on the
pedestaland whateverarrangementsurrounded it,
and out through the top of the kiln.

Putting the pieces together

(1) reconstructing the ‘guard’

We are left with an orthodox type 2c¢ kiln — oval
chamber, large central pedestal, twin flues with
arches.Our first task in reconstruction is to accom-
modate the remains of the ‘guard’. Most of the
pieces are simple clay cylinders. Assuming their
lengths to be as shown on Marshall’s sections from
the pedestal to his horizontal component, they
would fit well horizontally as fire bars between
the pedestal and the kiln wall. Attachment, par-
ticularly at the outer end, causes some pr()blgms.
Marshall notes that the kiln wall was “lined with
clay”, but does not say how thick this lining was,
nor whether it was removed before the drawings
were made. If it had been of a reasonable thickness,
the bars could have been luted into it. Indeed, the
splaying effect of this luting on the ends of the

14. Op citfn s, 76.

bars could have been the inspiration for the hori-
zontal component of the ‘guard’. This leaves the
larger, curved, piece. It could have been attached
to the pedestal opposite a flue arch; there would
have been no kiln wall opposite it, so it could have
been curved to attach to the wall of the arch. The
scar visible on Fig. 4 could relate to a prop needed
to support the extra length of this piece. The
number of barsisnot known;the ten shown on the
planare not enough to prevent potsslipping down
between them, but some may have been removed
when the kiln went out of use.

Alternatively, the curved piece could have been
located in the position in which it was photo-
graphed, i.e. rising from the pedestal and turning
to meet the kiln wall. Its purpose might then have
been to support the lining and prevent it falling
from the wall, although it is not known whether
such support would be needed. If this were its
purpose, then there may have been twosuch pieces,
opposite each other.

Examination of the surviving pieces is not as
helpful as one might expect. They have been built-
up with plaster and painted black, making it diffi-
culttoseeany detail. The colourand texture of the
broken edges suggests that they are of a red-firing

15. Opcitfn 1, 82.



potting clay and have been fired to about the same
temperature as carthenware of the period. I have
therefore reconstructed most of these pieces as
firebars, but leave open the question of whether
the curved pieces were clongated firebars or sup-
ports for the lining.

(i1) stacking the kiln

The pedestaland firebarsgivea firm base on which
to stack the kiln. The majority of Cheam vessels
(75%°) are small ‘drinking’ jugs, about 9in (225mm)
tall and 4.in (Ioomm) in diameter. About 10% are
larger ‘pouring’jugs,aboutoin (2s0mm)talland 7in
(17smm) in diameter; there are very few larger
vessels. There is very little evidence from the pots
themselves as to how they were stacked — firing
scars, pools of glaze, for example — partly because so
little of each vessel was glazed. It seems most likely
that they were stacked in layers of vessels of
roughly equal height, possibly ‘levelled-up® with
small sherds. Marshall” hints that tiles may have
been used to separate the layers, but there is no

16. Op citfn s, 8s.

evidence of this practice. The number of layers is
of great interest, but unknowable with any cer-
tainty. It would take two layers just to reach the
top of the cut in the chalk subsoil, so this must be
anabsolute minimum. At the other extreme, stacks
of say six such tall thin vessels pose problems of
stability (although this assertion needs checking
by experiment). The reconstruction has been given
a ‘middling’ number of four, accepting that a mar-
gin of error must be attached to this figure.

The pattern of stacking is open to doubt. Two
questions must be asked: (i) did each vessel stand on
one vessel or three of the layer beneath it? (i1) were
vessels stacked all base-up, all rim-up, or alternate
layers base-up and rim-up? In favourable circum-
stancesa close examination of firing scars could be
expected to answer these questions, but at Cheam
there is very little such evidence, if any, and we
have to fall back on a priori arguments. In the
interests of stability, one-on-three stacking is pre-
terred, probably base-up.

17. Op citfn 1, 82.
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Fig. 6: plan of suggested reconstruction of the kiln.
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Fig. 7: section of the suggested reconstruction of the kiln.

(ii1) the upper parts of the kiln
Four layers of pots,cach10in (2s0mm) high, stand-
ing onan 8in (20omm) pedestal, givea total of 48in
(r.zom), which would stand about 18in (0.45m)
proud of the3oin(0.7sm)deepcutinthechalk. The
upper part could be cylindrical or dome-shaped.
Archacological evidence for the upper parts of
kilns is rare. Koman examples tend to be dome-
shaped®, but “All known domed kilns apparently
had a relatively small capacity ..™. There is a wide
variety of permanent open-topped kilns, most of
which are sunken®. Some medieval kilns have
been reconstructed as open-topped (e.g. Lyveden®)
and Musty argues for this shape asa common one
for medieval kilns*>. An open-topped post-medi-
eval kiln is known at Verwood®, and experiments
alsosuggest that domesare structurally unlikely>+.

A cylinder is theref ore the preferred shape. A clue
to the material used is given by Marshall’s com-
ment that “the only material found inany quantity
was tile”. A cylinder built of medieval roof-tiles,
say 10in X 61n X §/8in (2s50mm X I5oMmMm X IsMm), laid
flat, would, allowing for their natural uneven-
ness, need about 600 tiles to reach the required
height. Marshall records very little material that
could have been used if tiles were not employed.

These dimensions raise the question of the depth
of topsoil. As the site is situated near the bottom
of a gentle slope down from the High Street and
8. Opcitfn, pl. 4.

19. Ibid 35.

20. Ibid 36-7.

21. ] M Steane and G F Bryant ‘Excavations at the deserted

medieval settlement at Lyveden, Northants’ Journ North-
ampton Mus & Art Gallery 12 (1975) 53.

Malden Road, the depth of 15in (380mm) shown on
Marshall’s section (Fig. 2) would not be unreason-
able. If thisis even roughly correct, most if not all
of the cylinder would have below ground level,
with advantages for heat retention. Finally, a cov-
ering for the stack would be needed. Ethnographic
parallels suggest a layer of sherds, turf or similar
insulating material.

Several of the solutions proposed in the recon-
struction (Figs. 6 and 7) are provisional — for exam-
ple, the height of the pottery stack and the pattern
of stacking. Nevertheless, it places the Cheam I kiln
firmly in the mainstream of late medieval double-
flue kilns, stripped of its supposedly unique fea-
tures. It is hoped that further refinements can be
made as the study of such kilns progresses. If the
reconstruction is unchanged in, say, ten years time,
it will have failed to meet one of its aims, that of
stimulating further research.
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