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Part VI : Objects of jet, shale and similar materials 

K.J. Fairless 

[This report was last revised in October 1984.  The author studied both the material from 
the Scott excavations and the items from the earlier excavations in the Bowes museum.  
The catalogue entries from the material from the Scott excavations are on the database. 
The catalogue can be generated from the database by writing a query in the following 
form

Field Specialist Cat no. Material Simple name Catalogue 
Table Small finds Small finds Small finds Small finds Small finds 
Criteria KF     

The catalogue entries for the material in the Bowes Museum will be found in Appendix 1. 

The drawings only survive as photocopies of the original mounted figures.  The ordering 
of these figures has been retained here, but it is not always the same ordering as the 
catalogue. ]

Introduction 
Many artifacts made of jet, shale and related materials have been found on prehistoric and 
Roman sites in this country.  Jet and shale, although different in origin are in many ways 
similar and often difficult to distinguish.  Shale is an argillaceous or clayey sedimentary 
rock whose occurrence is widespread (Read, 1948. 199).  Jet is a variety of lignite, which 
as the name implies is derived from woody, vegetable deposits (ibid. 325-6).  Jet is a 
compact blackish material which can be highly polished (ibid 326).  It occurs in various 
geological strata especially in north-east Yorkshire where there are different qualities, 
with the best kind being derived from the Upper Lias shales (Elgee 1930, 108). Sources 
of supply in prehistoric and Roman times are thought to have been from the seashore 
along the coast near Whitby, Yorkshire, where it is still washed out of its strata by the 
action of the sea (ibid. 109; RCHM York, 141). 

Objects from Piercebridge made of jet-like and shale materials have been grouped 
together because of the similarity referred to.  Moreover, in early times both kinds of 
material were employed to make the same types of artifacts.  Thus it is clear that for the 
purposes of manufacture and use they were both regarded as basically the same despite 
their geological differences.  Nevertheless the attempt has been made here to identify 
those objects which are made of good-quality jet.  Failing the availability of objective 
scientific tests this attempt has been based upon subjective judgement.  There is a 
considerable range in the appearance and feel of the material for consideration.  At the 
top of the scale is material that has a deep black colour, without obvious woody grain, not 
flaking or laminated and (where this can be seen) with a conchoidal fracture.  Objects 
made of such material are listed as jet.  Occasionally somewhat lighter-coloured objects 
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that satisfy the other criteria are admitted to this classification, bearing in mind the words 
of Mathew Snowdon, a modern jet craftsman,  

“It is well to remember that jet, when scraped, is of a pale brown colour, and has to be 
brought back to a deep black by polishing.” (Kendall 1936, 8).

Most of the remaining ambiguous objects have in this discussion been described for 
convenience as shale, even though strictly speaking this may not always be the case and 
they may include inferior jet or other forms of lignite. 

The total number of objects in the overall jet-shale classification is 130 and these are 
listed in a descriptive catalogue1.  Of this total 120 were recovered from the recent 
excavations and ten are listed in the Bowes Museum accession catalogue as having come 
from the site.  Eighty-six of the items are made of jet while forty-four are shale.  The 
range of objects can be seen in Table D11.2.  By far the greatest number are personal 
ornaments: beads, hair-pins, finger-rings and bracelets.  Of these, bracelets form the 
largest group, being 44% of the overall total.  Notable omissions in the series are carved 
objects such as the Gorgon pendants, portrait medallions (RCHM. York, 142 pl. 68)  and 
animal figurines (ibid pl, 70) found at York.  About 70% of the objects in the list are 
broken.  Two items seem to have been deliberately cut up and defaced in antiquity (nos. 
104 and 107) but most were probably accidental breakages.  As might be expected 
objects with narrow sections such as pins and bracelets have suffered most whereas more 
compact objects such as certain varieties of beads have tended to survive intact. 

Beads (Table 11D.3) 
Twenty-seven beads of various kinds, mostly intact, have been found; of which two are 
shale and the remainder jet.  All have come from the recent excavations.  Cylindrical 
types form the largest category.  Some have encircling grooves (e.g. nos. 8 and 9, fig. 
D11.99 nos. 8-9) similar to examples found at Silchester (Lawson 1976, 246, no. 11 fig. 
2).  Others are somewhat similar but are more clearly divided into segments (e.g. nos. 1 
and 2, fig. D11.99 nos. 1-2) in imitation of smaller separate beads.  They may be 
compared to examples from Leicester (Kenyon 1948, Type D. fig. 93 no. 6) and York 
(RCHM York, 143, H. 321. 4).  A collection from a second century grave in the Roman 
cemetery at Ospringe, Kent, shows how both variations of this type could be used on the 
same necklace along with single beads (Whiting et al, 1931, 34, pl. 60, CH).  Other 
cylindrical beads where the surface decoration tends to be more varied than those just 
described (e.g. nos. 5-6, fig. D11.99 nos. 5 and 6) and which have a variable gauge, were 
probably intended to serve as terminal beads on a necklace.  A similar type occurs at 
Leicester (Kenyon, 1948, Type B fig. 94. no. 3) and they are common at York where their 
survival as parts of complete necklaces illustrates their use.  A good example from York 
is that found with an inhumation burial of a female where three cylindrical beads were 
found together with a jet Gorgon pendant (RCHM York, 143a and 84b). 

                                                     
1 Editorial note – this listing originally included relatively modern items such as slate pencils which have 
now been omitted.  
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Three beads classified here as cylindrical but closely resembling barrels and so described 
(nos. 18-20, fig. D11.100 nos. 18-20) similar to those from a complete bracelet found at 
York in an inhumation which also included other jet objects (RCHM York 81b and 143a. 
pl. 70 106).  There are also from Piercebridge three spherical beads, one plain (no. 23, 
fig. D11.100 no. 23) and two decorated (nos. 21-2, fig. D11.100 nos 21-22).  The first is 
rather similar to the barrel beads from York just described.  The remaining two are 
obvious examples of what are commonly referred to as melon beads.  As such they find 
many 2nd century parallels in vitreous paste  (e.g. at Newstead, Curle 1911, 336, pl. 91 – 
see also p. 11.224 here). 

Three discoid beads with twin perforations (nos. 16-7, 130;  fig. D11.99 nos. 16-17) have 
parallels at Silchester (Lawson, 1976, 244. fig. 1 nos. 6-7) and elsewhere.  Examples 
dated to the period of the late 3rd to 4th centuries occurred at Lydney (Wheeler and 
Wheeler, 1932, 84. fig. 47 nos. 68-9).  However, a similar example from Brough-on-
Humber belongs to the early second century. (Wacher 1969, 102. fig. 46, 12). Of the four 
rectangular beads from Piercebridge, three have twin perforations (nos. 13-5, fig. D11.99 
nos. 13-14). Similar examples belonging to the period extending from the late 3rd to early 
4th century were found at Verulamium (Wheeler and Wheeler 1936, 214, fig. 47 nos. 68-
9).  Lydney also yielded a generally similar but modified rectangular type belonging to 
the same late-Roman period (Wheeler and Wheeler, 1932. 84 fig. 18 no. 78).  The fourth 
rectangular bead from Piercebridge (no. 12, fig. D11.99 no. 12) as well as the broken but 
apparently cubic one (no. 24, fig. D11.100 no. 24) find broad parallels in some of the 
single beads belonging to the necklace from Ospringe mentioned above (Whiting et al,
1931. 34. pl. 60. CH).  These belong to the 2nd century. 

There remain two shale beads (nos. 25-6, fig. D11.100 nos. 25-26).  These are 
semicircular beads with twin transverse perforations.  They are wedge-shaped so that 
when a number of them are strung together they curve and form a circle.  That each of the 
two Piercebridge examples was part of a bead-bracelet cannot be doubted since parallels 
for these bead-bracelets, although jet, come from York and elsewhere. It is unlikely, 
however, that the two present examples belonged to the same bracelet for although they 
have different thicknesses and so would fit into such a bracelet, the designs on their 
curving faces are different precluding a uniform pattern on any fully articulated bracelet 
of which they formed part.  Two almost complete bracelets from York show how the 
wedge-shaped beads were used.  (RCHM York, 143a pl. 70. H108 and unnumbered.)  
One of the York bracelets is made up of forty-three separate beads of this kind, graduated 
in size.  Similar articulated examples may be cited from graves at Verulamium (Wheeler 
and Wheeler 1936, 210. fig. 45. no. 48) and Ospringe (Whiting et al 1931. 99. pl.57 fig. 
2).  In the former case, fourteen graduated jet beads were found in a burial of the late-
Roman cemetery.  A bracelet consisting of seven of these was found around the left wrist 
of the skeleton. 

Pins and pinheads (Table 11D.4)

Twelve pins, are represented at Piercebridge, of which only three are complete, (nos. 27-
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9, fig. D11.101 nos. 27-19).  These are examples where the shanks are made of bone 
whilst the heads are jet.  The remaining pins are fragmentary.  In no case is shale 
employed.  All the pins except two (nos. 120-21, fig. D11.110 nos. 113-114) came from 
the recent excavations.

Including the three examples mentioned above there are four instances of jet heads 
perforated to fit on to bone shanks.  Three types are present.  The first is disc-shaped 
(nos. 27 and 29) which has parallels from York (RCHM York. 143b. pl . 71. H134-6-8).  
The second type is dome-headed (no. 28).  The parallels that may be cited are plainer; 
one comes from York (ibid. 143b. H.1348) and another from London (Wheeler, 1930. 
103. no. 13. pl. 41).  The third type of jet-headed pin is hemispherical (no. 30).  The bone 
shank of this pin is missing apart from a tiny portion remaining within the perforation; 
however, it is clear from the break on this that the hemispherical surface is the lower side.  
A parallel comes from an unlocalised burial at York (RCHM York. pl. 71 selection of 
bone pins, second from the left).  [see also the bone shanks  – ID nos. 1244-51)

There are two instances from Piercebridge where both shank and head are made from a 
single piece of jet (nos. 3l-2, fig. D11.101 no. 31-32).  In neither case is the shank 
complete.  Both of these are faceted heads and belong to a type which is common.  Many 
examples come from York (RCHM York, 143b. pl. 69), and elsewhere including London 
(Wheeler 1930, 105. pl. 41. no. 16), Silchester (Lawson, 1976, 258. fig. 65). Lydney 
(Wheeler and Wheeler, 1932. 84, fig. 18 nos. 71-3) and Leicester (Kenyon 1948, 271 fig. 
94 no. 7).  Absentees from Piercebridge in the repertoire of pin-head types known at York 
are the cantharus head (RCHM York, 143 b pi. 69) and the spherical head (RCHM York. 
143b. pl. 70) unless the headless shanks, to be discussed next, had heads of this type in 
their complete form   

Of the remaining six pins, four retain their points but their heads are missing (nos. 33-4, 
120-1) while two have neither point nor head (nos. 35-6).  It seems likely that all of them 
originally had heads of jet cut out of the same piece as the shank but what that head was 
like in each case is impossible to determine.   

With regard to shank lengths the normal length of those found at York is 50-75mm.  The 
three complete Piercebridge are considerably longer: 84mm (no. 28), 92.5mm (no. 29) 
and 94mm (no. 7) respectively.  It is more difficult to judge the lengths of those made of 
jet since none is complete.  The two longest jet shanks surviving are 62mm (no. 31) and 
50mm (no. 34).  In the case of the former the narrowing of the shank after medial 
swelling indicates that only a small portion of the pointed end has been lost, perhaps 
4mm.  This example, therefore, falls well within the York range.  The second example 
probably also falls within this range.  Of the remaining shanks the longest surviving 
length is only 42mm, making it impossible to estimate the original lengths of this or any 
of them. 
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Finger rings (Table 11D.5)

Thirteen finger rings are represented by finds from Piercebridge, three of which were 
recovered before the recent excavations (nos. 122-4, fig. D11.110 nos. 115-116).  All the 
rings except one (no. 46, fig. D11.102 no.46)) were made of jet.  Only one of them is 
complete (no. 37, fig. D11.102 no. 37) but a second one (no. 43, fig. D11.102 no. 43) is 
virtually complete in that the shank is complete but part of the bezel is lacking. 

The complete ring (no. 37), which has no bezel and is decorated by diagonal grooves on 
its outer face may be paralleled by an example from Leicester (Kenyon 1948, 271, fig. 94 
no. 5).  This was recovered from Level IX which was dated to. c. 300-25.  A similar but 
smaller example comes from Silchester (Lawson 1976, 258 fig. 7 no. 63). 

The other well-preserved ring (no. 43) has an oval bezel and there are fragments of five 
others also with a bezel of this shape (nos. 40-42, 122-3).  Three rings, including the one 
made of shale, have a rectangular bezel (nos. 44, 124 and 46, figs. D11.102 nos. 44 and 
46, D11.117).  All of these bezels are plain.  Rings of jet with both rectangular and oval 
bezels have been found at York (RCHM York 144b).  One with an oval bezel and 
assigned to the 3rd to 4th centuries came from South Shields (Charlesworth 1961, 27 no. 
46 pl. 3.1).  It has a slightly larger diameter than the measurable examples from 
Piercebridge. 

Of the three remaining rings one perhaps (no. 45, fig. D11.102 no. 45,) had a diamond-
shaped bezel since the shank broadens out towards the top where a V-shaped groove 
survives.  The other two rings survive as narrow gauge shanks and give no signs that 
either of them ever possessed a bezel.  The first of these (no. 39, fig. D11.102 no. 39) 
with its grooved decoration on the outer face is very similar to the complete example no. 
37 even though this is smaller.  The second (no. 38, fig. D11.102) although undecorated 
is very similar to no. 39 in diameter and thickness. 

Bracelets (Table 11D.6) 

Bracelets form the largest category of items in the Piercebridge jet/shale collection. A 
total of fifty-seven are represented, three of which (nos. 127-9) were recovered before the 
recent excavations. At the outset it should be noted that while the term "bracelet" is 
usually applied to an adornment worn on the wrist, in this account it is employed to 
include circlets of jet or shale in general, excepting only finger rings.  Such circlets might 
be worn on some other part of the arm beside the wrist, or on the ankle or indeed in the 
hair as part of the coiffure. 

None of the bracelets found is complete. The largest piece or segment is from a decorated 
shale bracelet (no. 101, fig. D11.107 no. 99); of this 117 mm. of the circumference 
survives representing about 60% of the original. The next largest segment (no.84, fig 
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D11.105 no. 82) measures 94 mm. and this represents about a third of the total 
circumference of a plain shale bracelet. Only a few pieces approach this size and include 
a portion of a jet bracelet (no. 100, fig. D11.107 no. 98) measuring 84 mm. as it survives. 
Most of the remaining pieces are less than 50 mm in length. The very smallest fragments 
measure no more than l4mm. (no. 71, fig. D11.104 no. 69) from a shale bracelet and 15 
mm. (no. 52, fig. D11.103 no. 52) from a bracelet of jet. 

Of the total of fifty-seven bracelets, twenty-four are made of jet (42%). This may be 
compared to ninety-six from Silchester of which nineteen are jet (Lawson 1976, 248). 
Forty of the Piercebridge bracelets are plain (70%) and this may be compared to 
Silchester where 62.5% are plain (Lawson 1976, 248). 

Not all the original bracelets were circular; five were oval. Two of these were decorated 
shale bracelets (nos. 99 and 100, fig. D11.107 nos. 97-98), two were plain shale bracelets 
(nos. 68 and 72) and one was a decorated jet bracelet (no. 87, fig. D11.105 no. 85). The 
variation in gauge discernible on each of the surviving segments of these bracelets 
suggests that final cutting and finishing resulted in the ovoid shape which could, not in 
itself be produced on a lathe. 

Internal diameters range from 40 mm. to 90 mm. with 60 mm. being the most frequent 
one.  These diameters fall into four main groups (Table 11D.7).  As can be seen the 
largest group is that which falls within the 58 mm. to 64 mm. range, forming  38% of the 
total of fifty-five (excluding two examples whose measurements are unknown).  
Thickness ranges between 3.0 mm. and 9.0 mm. But the gauge of most of the bracelets is 
from 5.0 mm. to 6.0 mm.  This compares closely with York where the normal gauge is 
about c.6.5 mm. and the finest is 3.0 mm.  (RCHM York, 144a).  Most frequent cross-
sections are D-shaped and oval.  There is a contrast here with York where the sections are 
normally D-shaped or rectangular. However if Piercebridge bracelets made only of jet are 
considered, so that like can be compared to like, then it is found that there is exact 
agreement, for at Piercebridge too, bracelets with D-shaped and rectangular cross-
sections predominate.  Other cross-sections that occur are basically circular, triangular 
and trapezoidal.  

Decoration occurs throughout the entire diameter range.  Mostly it is in the form of 
incised lines or grooves, techniques arising from use of the lathe. There are many 
examples elsewhere of this kind of decoration.  Reference here is limited, therefore, to 
York (RCHM York, 144a) and to Silchester (Lawson 1976, 248).  At York "many 
variations of linear decoration" occur (RCHM York, 144a) while at Silchester such 
decoration occurs mainly on bracelets of Kimmeridge shale (Lawson 1976, 254, fig. 5. 
nos. 40  -  44) but also on two jet bracelets (ibid 252, fig. 5. nos. 32 and 33).With regard 
to other types of decoration, four bracelets from Piercebridge have twisted cable design; 
two are shale (nos. 95 and 98, fig. D11.106 nos. 93 96).  Parallels known at York (RCHM 
York, 144) and Silchester (Lawson, 1976, 252, fig. 5, no. 35).  Fragments of three other 
bracelets from Piercebridge, two of jet (nos. 87-8, fig. D11.105 nos. 85-86) and one of 
shale (no. 99, fig. D11.107 no. 97) have V-shaped notches cut on the outer edges.  A 
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similar example dated to 350-410 comes from Verulamium (Frere 1972, 152 fig. 57 
no.220); others come from Silchester (Lawson, 1976. 254, fig. 6 no. 51). London 
(Wheeler, 1930, 102, pl. 40 no. 1), Malton (Mitchelson 1964, 253 fig.19 no. 34) and York 
(RCHM York, 144a).  Finally, three Piercebridge bracelets have incised dot and circle 
design on the outer face; two made of shale (nos. 97 and 100, figs. D11.106-7 nos. 95, 
98) and one is jet (no. 89, fig. D11. 105 no. 87).  These may be compared to an example 
from Leicester recovered from disturbed levels (Kenyon, 1948, 270 fig. 94. no. 8).

Spindle Whorl

Two spindle whorls have come from Piercebridge.  One (no. 125, fig. D11.110 no.118) is 
a disc of jet with decorated edge, the other (no. 47, fig. D11.103 no. 47) is bi-conical and 
made of shale. Only no. 47 was recovered from the recent excavations.  Both types of 
spindle whorl are common on Romano-British sites especially when made of shale.  A 
similar though larger discoid example may be quoted from Silchester (Lawson 1976, 272, 
no. 108 iv, fig. 14n).  Also from Silchester is an example which is broadly similar to the 
second Piercebridge whorl (ibid. 272,no. 107 fig. 14).  Closer parallels, however, come 
from late Roman levels at Portchester Castle (Webster 1975, 226 fig. 121 no. 130) and 
from Maiden Castle, Dorset, also from late Roman levels (Wheeler 1943, 320, fig. 111 
no. 21) 

Dice

One cubic die made of jet has come from Piercebridge but not from the recent 
excavations (no. 126, fig. D11.110 no. 119).  It is numbered on its several faces from one 
to six by means of dots surrounded by incised circles.  Dice are common on Roman sites 
but these are usually made of bone (see for example one from Richborough - Bushe-Fox 
1926, 47, pl. 15 no. 31). York, however, has produced a cubic example made of jet which 
also employs the dot and circle technique to make the spots (RCHM York, 144b). 

Miscellaneous 

The items in this section fall into two main groups; first there are ten entries recording 
objects for which the purpose is uncertain or unknown. The second group consists of 
eight various pieces, six of which have been shaped and two or which are merely lumps 
of material. 

Turning to the first group suggestions may be made with varying degrees of confidence 
regarding the purpose of each object.  One (no. 102, fig. D11.107 no. 100) is probably a 
small segment from a broken jet bracelet whilst another (no. 103, fig. 11.109 no. 101), 
also of jet, should perhaps be regarded as a terminal bead from a necklace.  Two flat 
pieces of jet (nos. 105 and 106, fig. D11.108 no. 103) the first broken into two parts, are 
best explained as fragments from inlay.  Similar examples occur at Lydney but made 
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from bone (Wheeler and Wheeler 1932, 91 pl. 31a no 147, pl. and pl. 31b, no. 155). A 
cylindrical object (no. 107, fig. D11.108 no. 104) is perhaps a furniture fitment of some 
kind or possibly it is a handle like one made of bone at Lydney (ibid, 92 pl. 31 no. 157).  
The lateral hole at the complete end is secondary since it defaces the decoration around 
the circumference.   Whether it was merely a practice boring on the shaped piece when 
discarded or otherwise is impossible to say.  A jet disc (no. 104, fig. D11.108 no.102) has 
perhaps been shaped from a core or chuck left over from the manufacture of a jet 
bracelet.  It is incomplete and therefore it is impossible to decide whether it had a central 
perforation.  If it did have such a perforation there would be little hesitation in classifying 
it as a spindle whorl.  In diameter, it would match exactly the jet discoid whorl from 
Piercebridge noted above (no. 125).  On the other hand it could be a gaming counter.  Its 
decoration is very similar to that on a disc object, made of shale, from Binchester, 
(unpublished). Another disc-shaped object but with curving surface, made of shale and 
possessing a thick shank now incomplete may have been a support of some kind of which 
the base is missing (no. 108, fig. D11.108 no. 105).  It seems much more likely, however, 
that it should itself  be regarded as a base plus stem for a cup or some such container 
which has been broken off and lost.  Finally in this group perhaps the most intriguing 
object is the irregularly shaped piece of shale (no. 109, fig. D11.109 no. 120) which has 
various worked edges and has had its broad faces smoothed.  It may have been a practice 
piece but it seems likely to have been intended to be a mounting of some kind, perhaps 
for a mirror.  It bears some similarity to part of a shale patera handle found at Silchester 
(Lawson 1976, 262, fig. 10, no. 86). 

The list of items in the second group of objects in this category is headed by a rectangular 
rod made of jet (no. 112, fig. D11.109 no. 108).  It was perhaps intended for bead-
making, either by cutting off smaller pieces, whether angular or rounded, or else for use 
in its entirety as a long terminal bead.  It is more difficult to surmise the purpose of the 
remaining shaped pieces.  Two are made of jet (nos. 113-4, Fig. D11.109 nos. 110-111), 
two are of lignite (nos. 115-6, fig. D11.109 nos. 111-112) and one is perhaps a piece of 
coal (no. 117).  They may be pieces prepared for the manufacture of other articles or 
portions left over from such manufacture.  The two jet blocks with their wedge-shaped 
cross-sections could well be rough-outs for making semi-circular wedge-shaped beads 
intended for bead-bracelets (cf. nos. 25-6).  Such pieces as these suggest the working of 
jet and jet-like materials on site.  The two lumps of jet (nos. 118-9) support this view. 

Discussion

Returning now to a general view of the Piercebridge jet/shale collection, some 
consideration may be given to the workmanship involved.  It is clear that the pieces make 
no pretensions to high standards of artistry.  There are no carved medallions, figurines or 
even cantharus-headed pins of the kind found at York and elsewhere (Toynbee 1964, 
363-368 and RCHM York, pl. 169).  However, the pieces that have been found at 
Piercebridge show a good general level of competent workmanship, with jet objects being 
usually better finished than those of shale.  While this must be partly due to the better 
quality of the material enabling the craftsman to reach a higher standard it is not the 
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whole explanation.  Facets, grooves, ridges and striations resulting from the 
manufacturing process tend to be left on shale objects while they are absent from those of 
jet, having been ground away and polished.  This' difference possibly shows a different 
regard for the material as if jet owing to  its excellence required to be treated better.  On 
the other hand it may indicate a different class of craftsman or a different place of origin 
for the finished article. 

With regard to the techniques involved the objects themselves in many cases give some 
indication of the kinds of tools employed.  It will be necessary to cite only a few 
examples.  Use of a knife blade of some kind can be deduced from the faceted points of 
two jet pins (nos. 33-4).  Finger rings too especially those with variable gauge (e.g. no. 
37) show knife cuts on the inner face.  Incised and grooved decoration on bracelets as 
well as on discoid and cylindrical beads, and on other similar objects is so regular that it 
could only have been achieved with the aid of a lathe.  Again even on plain bracelets such 
features on inner faces, as well as striations, bespeak the use of the lathe.  This in itself 
implies the use of chisels.  Similarly, uniformly-shaped perforations suggest the use of 
the drill.  One lump of jet (no. 118) exhibits rough parallel lines on two sides which 
suggest the use of the saw. Some finger-rings exhibit transverse or diagonal marks across 
their inner faces (e.g. nos. 38, 46-7).  This may be the result of removing small portions 
from the inner circumference by means of parallel cuts with a knife.  Finally, there is 
much evidence of burnishing and polishing especially on jet objects though how this was 
done is not obvious.  For the final touches it may well be that the ancient craftsmen were 
familiar with the technique described by Mathew Snowdon in which a paste made from 
jet scrapings and oil was rubbed on with a piece of sheepskin to provide a foundation.  
For the final gloss "dry scrapings without oil is sufficient"  (Kendall 1936, 8). 

With regard to the sources of supply of the finished articles it seems clear that there was 
some working on site although the evidence for this is not extensive.  Similar activity has 
been suggested for Brough-on-Humber (Wacher 1969, 102 fig. 46).  Even so. some items 
might have been made elsewhere, York for example, and brought in.  Faceted pins 
suggest themselves as likely objects of this kind.  Bracelets seem likely candidates for 
manufacture at Piercebridge but the absence of cores or "chucks" militates against this 
view.  The explanation may be that such cores were used up on other articles such as 
spindle whorls.  On the other hand they may have been made elsewhere, at York perhaps, 
or even in native settlements.  Certainly there was a tradition of jet working in Roman 
Yorkshire.  Besides the workshop known to have existed at York (RCHM York, 142) 
evidence of jet working has come from the Roman signal station at Goldsborough, near 
Whitby (Hornsby and Laverick 1933, 212-213) and the native settlement of Newbiggin 
Hall in Eskdale, also near Whitby, has yielded similar evidence (Hayes 1968, 123 figs. 9 -
12).

Finally, the entire collection of jet and shale objects from Piercebridge carries with it 
social implications for, as has been seen, most of the articles are concerned with personal 
adornment.  As such, they must be chiefly connected with women and children.  This is 
underlined by the small sizes of many of the bracelets and finger-rings.  Spindle whorls 
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illustrate further this connection with womenfolk who would be responsible for spinning 
and weaving.  Thus the civilian side of life at the site is emphasised by these artefacts and 
is in contrast to its role as a military base. 

Appendix 1 : Items from earlier excavations in the Bowes Museum 

120 B69 (1554)   Fig. D11.110 no. 113  
 Hairpin; jet. Pointed end; oval cross-section. Present length 30mm, section 4mm. 

121 B70 (1344)   Fig. D11.110 no. 114 
Hairpin; jet. Pointed end; circular cross-section. Present length 30mm, section 
3mm. 

122 B72 (606)   Fig. D11.110 no. 115 
Finger ring; jet. Oval bezel with adjacent ring on either side (about half of entire 
ring altogether); D-shaped cross-section. Internal diameter 17 x 15mm,  bezel 14 
x 8mm. 

123 B74 (1568)   Fig. D11.110 no. 116 
Finger ring; jet. Oval bezel; small part of ring remains and this decorated by 
transverse incised line. Bezel 14 x 9mm. 

124 B73 (605)   Fig. D11.110 no. 117 
Finger ring; jet. Part of bezel plus adjacent rectangular portion with central groove 
and part of shank; latter narrows to oval cross-section.  About half extant. Internal 
diameter c. 17mm 

125 B71 (1421)   Fig. D11.110 no. 118 
 Spindle-whorl; jet. Discoid; irregular faces; decorated edge.  Diameter 29mm, 

perforation diameter 7mm. 

126 B68 (670)    Fig. D11.110 no. 119 
 Die: jet.  Cubic, numerals 1 to 6 marked on each face respectively by means of 

dot and circles.  slight damage to edge between faces marked 4 and 5. Dimensions 
9 x 9 x 9mm. 

127-9 Parts of three bracelets, unlocated 
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 Excavations Bowes 
Museum 

Total

Beads 27 - 27
Pins and pin heads 10 2 12
Finger rings 10 3 13
Spindle whorl 1 1 1
Bracelets – plain 37 3 40
Bracelets - decorated 17 - 17
Dice - 1 1
Uncertain 10 - 10
Various 8 - 8
Total 120 10 130

Table D11.2: Summary of the jet, shale and related material 

Type Jet Shale Total 
Cylindrical (including barrel) 14 - 14
Spherical 3 - 3
Circular (discoid) 3 - 3
Semi-circular - 2 2
Rectangular 4 - 4
Cuboid 1 - 1
Total 25 2 27

Table D11.3: The jet and shale beads from the Scott excavations 

 Scott 
Excavations 

Bowes
Museum 

Total

Bone shanks with jet head* 4 - 4
Shanks with heads 2 - 2
Shanks only 4 2 6
Total 10 2 12

Table D11.4: Jet hairpins from Piercebridge (* editorial note: see also the eight bone 
shanks from pins of this sort catalogued in the worked bone report – ID nos. 1244-
51)
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Type Scott Excavations Bowes 
Museum 

Total 

 Jet Shale Jet
Complete (without bezel) 1 - 0 1
Incomplete (with bezel) 5 1 3 9
Incomplete (bezel absent or 
missing)

3 - - 3

Total 9 1 3 13

Table D11.5: Finger rings of jet and shale from Piercebridge 

Type Scott excavations Bowes Museum Total Total Overall 
total 

 Jet Shale 
etc

Jet Shale 
etc

Jet Shale 
etc

Decorated 8 9 - - 8 9 17
Plain 14 23 2 1 16 24 40
Total 22 32 2 1 24 33 57

Table D11.6: The jet and shale bracelets from Piercebridge 

Internal Diameter 
(mm)

Decorated Plain Total 

 Jet Shale 
etc

Jet Shale 
etc

40 1 2 - 2 5
42 - - 1 1 2
48 - - - 1 1
50 2 - 4 2 8
52 - 1 1 - 2
56 - - 1 - 1
58 - - - 1 1
60 2 4 5 6 17
64 1 2 - - 3
68 - - - 2 2
70 - - 2 3 5
72 - - - 1 1
74 1 - 1 - 2
80 - - - 2 2
90 - - - 2 3

Total 8 9 15 23 55

Table D11.7: Size of the jet and shale bracelets from Piercebridge 
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