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Abstract

Younger Grey Ware
Definition, Function and Potential
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Younger Grey Ware has been called many things in all the archaeological literature, and 
in some cases it has been given quite different dates of origin. Though no one has paid 
much attention to this grey earthenware, it is one of the more common types found in 
medieval cities, throughout northern Europe and Scandinavia. For this reason, definitions 
and the described function of younger Grey Ware can differ. This article is an attempt to 
acknowledge that and to put younger Grey Ware in focus. This article also attempts to 
show that it holds a potential as case-study material, and that pottery experts and historical 
archaeologists need to consider the different definitions of younger Grey Ware in order 
for readers to grasp the essence of younger Grey Ware, i.e. what it is and when it is from. 
For instance, did it exist before the beginning of the 13th century? The lack of consensus 
can become a problem if younger Grey Ware is the key artefact of an excavation or other 
research project. My thesis is that younger Grey Ware can give us details about the medieval 
household from where it is found to the interregional contacts during the high Middle Ages.
Erik Johansson, Södra Förstadsgatan 118, SE-21428 Malmö, Sweden. eriksgjohansson@
gmail.com

Introduction

In order to make pottery studies meaning-
ful and justify them economically, it is cru-
cial that we archaeologists learn that pot-
tery is not only an abstract mass of sherds 
to count, weigh and sometimes make a 
drawing of (Lindahl 2000, p. 171).

When researching younger grey Ware (Sw. 
Yngre Svartgods) from Kv. apotekaren 4 (KM 
70361) in Lund, I soon realized that the ba-
sic facts concerning the definition of younger 
grey Ware did not correlate within the archa-
eological literature. Most publications use dif-
ferent terms to describe this pottery, and these 
can often be traced to a few different origins, 

primarily Selling (1955), Broberg & Has-
selmo (1981) and Lüdtke (1985). The terms 
vary between countries, of course, and names 
such as younger grey Ware, reduced grey 
Ware, reduced earthenware, younger Black 
Ware and Harte grauware can all be found. 
The dating varies as well, which is one of 
this article’s focal points, more precisely: Did 
younger Grey Ware exist in Scandinavia before, 
or was it introduced at the start of the 13th cen-
tury? The reason for this date is the introduc-
tion of pitchers and bowls at this time, and 
also that the majority of the medieval younger 
grey Ware dates to just after aD 1200. 

The initial knowledge transferred from 
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ocular examinations of pottery sherds in the 
field to common knowledge or published ar-
chaeological research is of course fraught with 
problems. That is why there is a difference in 
information throughout the archaeological 
reports and publications. I think it is essential 
to know how archaeological knowledge is pro-
duced, and that there are differences in how 
field archaeologists record and analyse archa-
eological features and finds. This can be due 
to a lack of funds or a difference in excavating 
technique, for instance the use or non-use of 
metal detecting. Whatever the differences are, 
it will have consequences affecting later stages 
in archaeological research. using the same ter-
minology is therefore crucial for the efficient 
use of an artefact, even of mass material such 
as pottery.

Brorsson has stated in his analysis of the 
ceramic material from Ystad that younger 
grey Ware or wheel-thrown reduced grey 
earthenware is believed to have its origin in 
german workshops around 1150, but its in-
troduction to Scandinavia is still a debated 
issue (Brorsson et al. 2006 & 2007). Sherds 
belonging to the german equivalent, Weiche 
grauware and Harte grauware, are said to oc-
cur in Lund and Sigtuna around 1150 (ros-
lund 2001, p. 141). This could however refer 
to the handmade pottery type, which is cal-
led Older Black Ware (Sw. Äldre Svartgods) by 
some. The pottery from Fosie village 10, ex-
cavated in the middle to late 1990s, refers to 
Broberg and Hasselmo’s terminology (1981) 
and to Brorsson’s study of the medieval pot-
tery from Ystad and Kyrkheddinge (Brorsson 
2001). It is said here that the younger grey 
Ware was introduced around 1200 aD, and 
the mention of it being older is not brought 
up (Jönsson & Kockum 2004). These are just 
some of the irregularities found in the litera-
ture covering younger grey Ware.

Background to the study

a newly formed project about younger grey 
Ware has made it possible for me to analyse a 
large quantity of younger grey Ware sherds 
from excavations done in Lund. This is a part 
of a research project run by the Laboratory 
for Ceramic research at Lund university and 
Stilborg Keramikanalys. In order to get the 
most out of the material, younger grey Ware 
from medieval cities along an east–west and 
a north–south transect across Sweden will 
be analysed. This will give more insight into 
the trade and spread of younger grey Ware 
(Lindahl & Stilborg 2011). Data from the re-
gistration serve as foundation for this article. 
Younger grey Ware has never been the sole 
study material for any dissertation; however, 
many archaeologists have dealt with it in ex-
cavation reports and some articles. as we have 
seen, this has led to a heterogeneous view of 
the material, as archaeologists present diffe-
rent definitions, names and functions of this 
type of pottery. 

Trade increased during the 13th century 
with the establishment of the Hanseatic Lea-
gue. Town dwellers profited, and it also led 
to the liberation of craftsmen and merchants, 
even though they were subordinate to the 
landowners (rosén 2004, pp. 31 f.). In my 
opinion this development is connected with 
the arrival of the new wheel-thrown pottery. 
It could be argued that the pottery is the re-
sult and evidence of such a development, 
since communications between Scandinavia 
and northern europe increased at this time. 
In Denmark, Hans Krongård and Jens Vellev 
make a crucial claim when they state that the 
pottery wheel did not come into use until the 
beginning of the 13th century (Carelli 2001, 
p. 164; Krongård & Vellev et al. 2004, p. 
218). Quite a few pottery kilns have been dis-
covered in Denmark, and they are commonly 
placed outside the towns (Kock 2001, pp. 11 
f.). a kiln excavated in Cecilielyst contained 
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younger grey Ware from 1250–1350 aD 
(Kock 2001, p. 13, fig. 2).

Younger grey Ware is found in all medie-
val towns in the middle and south of Sweden. 
There have also been finds in villages, though 
often a smaller quantity. It is believed that it 
was brought here from northern germany 
(Broberg & Hasselmo 1981). In Sigtuna and 
Lund the younger grey Ware is believed to 
have been introduced as early as around 1150 
(roslund 2001, p. 141). In towns such as ny-
köping, Söderköping, gamla Lödöse, ribe 
and Halmstad the pottery dates back to the 
beginning of 13th century. The difference in 
the dates between these cities, in my opini-
on, has to do with what the scholars include 
in the definition of younger grey Ware (see 
“Definition” below). Dating pottery such as 
younger grey Ware is difficult; it requires clo-
sed contexts dated by either coins or dendro-
chronology. one particular excavation of this 
is Kv. apotekaren 4 in Lund (KM 70361). 
each phase from the site comprises about 50 
years. But the pottery itself does not show any 
big changes between these phases (Johansson 
2011). There is a change in the first quarter 
of the 13th century, with the introduction of 
pitchers and tripods, but this could actually 
be a change in the ware-type of pottery ins-
tead of changes within what is called younger 
grey Ware. For instance Harte grauware se-
ems to replace its predecessor Weiche grau-
ware at the end of the 12th century in Schles-
wig (Lüdtke 1985). In Swedish material there 
is no clear way to incorporate both Weiche 
and Harte grauware in the term Yngre svart-
gods, but sometimes they are referred to as 
Western european ware and younger grey 
Ware (Larsson 2000). The question is whether 
younger grey Ware existed as early as 1150, 
or whether this type of pottery should be cal-
led older grey Ware/Weiche grauware. 

Definition

Selling describes the essentials of younger 
grey Ware as follows:

grey earthenware, fired in a reduced at-
mosphere, to approximately 700–900 
degrees Celsius. relatively compact but 
still porous, often with a ring to it. gla-
zing does not occur, but the surface can 
be polished. Handmade in combination 
with the use of turntable, and often wheel-
thrown (Wahlöö 1976, p. IX, free transla-
tion by the author).

Initially I would like to comment on the 
use of hardness criteria when defining pot-
tery. Simply put, it is unreliable, and this is 
because the thickness of the vessel is crucial 
to the outcome when firing pottery at high 
temperature. That is, a thin ceramic vessel will 
be as hard when fired at low temperature as a 
thick ceramic vessel will be when fired at high 
temperature (Vandrup-Martens 1998, p. 26).

The definition of younger grey Ware is 
closely related to the decisions and knowledge 
of those archaeologists doing the field pottery 
registration. These persons’ experience and 
knowledge, based on the current archaeology, 
is what is later presented in the archaeological 
reports. This is consequently used as source 
material for coming scientific research. Since 
no one yet has synthesized the present know-
ledge about younger grey Ware, the defini-
tion continues to be inconsistent, and thus, 
there is no standard definition.

In order to define a ceramic vessel of cer-
tain earthenware, it is crucial to understand 
the structures of which it is a part of. These 
could be argued to be social organization, 
social practices and the physical environment 
(Schmidt Sabo 2005). For younger grey Ware 
we have the newly formed pottery workshops 
as a social organization, whereas the pots were 
formerly made in or near the household. This 
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means that especially towns and villages saw 
and experienced a new craftsmanship emerge 
and claim both territorial and social ground. 
The practices of these workshops are connec-
ted with both the social and the hierarchical 
structure of the workshop, and still higher up 
in the societal structures, the guild and the 
Hanseatic League. Beneath these large struc-
tures, the connection with the practices of the 
workshop can be seen in the form and fun-
ction of the ceramic vessel. The difference in 
the rim sherds could, for instance, be linked 
to one particular workshop, where the form 
of the vessel was continuously taught from 
master to apprentice (Botwid, K., personal 
communication). This is confirmed by the fact 
that younger grey Ware cannot be chrono-
logically ordered by the shape of the vessel 
rim (Lüdtke 1985, p. 142; Johansson 2011, 
p. 13). The morphology of the rim survived 
through generations of potters, though there 
was an increase in the S-formed rim, at least 
in Kv. apotekaren 4 (Johansson 2011, p. 19).

The definition of younger grey Ware also 
has to be made in contrast to other earthen-
ware existing in the same period, for instance 

red Ware, Baltic Ware and older grey Ware. 
red Ware is easily distinguished because of its 
colour and the fact that it is often glazed. Bal-
tic Ware is often as easy to distinguish due to 
its ornamentation, colour and temper. There 
are difficulties here as well, however. Some 
sherds can look very much alike. older grey 
Ware and especially the form Kugeltopf, which 
is a globular pot with a rounded base and an 
outwardly bent rim, can be very hard to dis-
tinguish from younger grey Ware – not so 
much in the case of a body sherd (because it 
is often thicker), but the rim sherds can look 
very similar.

In ribe, Madsen has used his own sys-
tem for categorizing the pottery. The younger 
grey Ware has been divided into two groups; 
a1 and a2, where the transition between the 
two is considered a protracted process. This is 
based on the hardness of the ware, and goes 
along with the pottery in Schleswig (Weiche 
and Harte grauware). However, there is no 
mention of the way the pots were made, only 
how they were fired (Madsen et al. 1999, pp. 
106 ff.). and although it looks as if the transi-
tion between a1 and a2 is a good example 

Fig. 1. Three younger grey Ware vessels from Lund. Photo by e. Johansson.
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of the development of pottery kilns, the thro-
wing wheel is not mentioned. archaeologists 
has pointed to the continuation from older 
grey Ware to younger grey Ware, and this is 
well argued if you consider the shape of the 
vessels (predominantly Kugeltopf) and the va-
riation of temper in both older and younger 
grey Ware. However, it must be said that ol-
der grey Ware is not wheel-thrown, but hand-
built on a slow manually rotated plate, and it 
is not the produce of pottery workshops, for 
which the younger grey Ware can, hypotheti-
cally, be said to be a material consequence of 
the german cities’ trade expansion in the Bal-
tic during the 13th century. The introduction 
of the pottery wheel, one can argue, happened 
at the same time we see thrown pitchers, bowls 
and vessels with thrown ornamentation. 

In order to define an artefact we also have 
to compare and contrast it to other similar ar-
tefacts from the same historical period. In the 
case of younger grey Ware, the comparison 
must be made to other reduced grey Wares, 
i.e. Kugeltopf-shaped vessels. We can then see 
that the shape is continuous, mainly because 
of its thermic functions and its usefulness as a 
cooking pot, but we also see an important dif-
ference – the size. I have noticed that the old 
type of Kugeltopf, that is, the ones that are not 
made on a pottery wheel, have a larger rim di-
ameter and can hold a larger volume. This in-
dicates that they were made for the purpose of 
the main cooking pot of the household. The 
younger grey Ware is almost always smal-
ler, around 11–12 cm in diameter, and holds 
1.5–3 litres. With this narrow rim and small 
volume capacity it is hard to stir the contents, 
and the logical conclusion is that it ought to 
be regarded as a secondary cooking vessel, 
mainly for heating liquids (Serra 2011).

In a detailed study of the pottery from 
Mynttorget in Stockholm, Mikael Johansson 
distinguishes between several groups within 
younger grey Ware. This he does using such 
criteria as surface texture and colour (Johans-

son et al. 2011, pp. 82 ff.). regrettably, this 
type of division has not been done for any 
material from Lund, but it can well be argued 
that a comparison with the well-dated mate-
rial from Kv. apotekaren 4 could give interes-
ting results. also, none of the younger grey 
Ware from Mynttorget is dated older than 
1200–1350 aD, and the narrowest interval is 
1270–1350 aD (Johansson et al. 2011, pp. 
82 ff.). The colour of the ware says something 
about the raw material and the production, 
and together with the shape of the rim, per-
haps more detailed groups within younger 
grey Ware could be identified. However, I 
believe, that a comparison must be made with 
the german material in order to close in on 
production sites (cf. Johansson 2011, p. 57).

Function

The function of a ceramic vessel has to be ar-
gued to be closely connected to the shape and 
size of the vessel. However, there are more di-
mensions to it, if for instance the vessel is rare 
and expensive, and thus holds a higher value 
for its owner. or it may be that the owner her- 
or himself makes the value of the vessel spe-
cial. The case for younger grey Ware, I think, 
should not be over-analysed. The manufacture 
of a typical younger grey Ware vessel would 
have taken a potter a couple of minutes on 
the pottery wheel (orrmell, Å, personal com-
munication).

The most common shape of younger grey 
Ware is a globular pot, Kugeltopf. It is the 
heritage from older grey Ware, and further 
back still; prehistoric pottery. The shapes of 
ceramic pots are very conservative, not sur-
prisingly since their uses have been the same 
for thousands of years. 

Table I is a summary presentation of the 
data obtained when analysing the younger 
grey Ware sherds from Lund.
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Looking at the bold numbers, we see a 
homogeneous assemblage of pottery with the 
exception of the ornamentation on the sherds 
from Kv. Myntet. What is interesting about 
this is the width of the vessels. The numbers 
in the table above represent the outside dia-
meter of the vessels, which means that the ac-
tual width is that figure minus approximately 
one centimetre. The most common younger 
grey Ware vessel is therefore an 11 cm wide 
globular cooking pot with or without legs. 
From the measurement taken on whole or 
partly whole vessels (e.g. Wahlöö 1976, ves-
sel no. 114), the volume of a vessel could be 
calculated from the width of the rim. This 
can give us an estimate of how much liquid 
a globular cooking pot can hold (Johansson 
2011). The results show us that it is not often 
more than one to two litres (Johansson 2011). 
With that in mind I discussed the function 
with Daniel Serra, who specializes in Viking 
age and medieval cooking. I should point out 
that the following thesis has not yet been sci-
entifically examined; it is just the main points 
drawn from reflections using my data (see ta-
ble I) and Serra’s knowledge of medieval coo-

king and recipes. our conclusion was that, 
based on the volume and the width, the av-
erage younger Black Ware pot would not have 
been practical as a cooking vessel for more 
than a few portions of food at a time. The 
small width makes it hard to stir. It would be 
more practical, however, to use it as a secon-
dary vessel for broths and other liquids, per-
haps to heat beer, wine and water (Serra, D., 
personal communication; Serra 2011). To my 
knowledge, no experiments or lipid acid tests 
have been carried out on Younger Black Ware 
sherds. The average of the volumes registered 
by Wahlöö (1976) added up to 1.5 litres. The 
corresponding average for rim width was 10.7 
cm. This shows that the smaller vessels have a 
bigger chance of surviving unbroken, but the 
sherd material shows that the most common 
vessel are just two centimetre wider. each cen-
timetres corresponds to 1.68 dl, which means 
that a vessel with a rim of 12 cm holds ap-
proximately 2 litres.

Lastly, the most common rim sherd de-
serves a comment. During the 13th century 
the S-formed rim made up 45% of the total 
number of rim sherds in Kv. apotekaren 4, 

Kv. Myntet 
3–5

Kv. Tegnér 1 Kv. Gyllenkrok 
3–5

Kv. Apotekaren 4

Number of sherds 320 130 403 499

Average thickness (mm) 5.67 5.17 5.11 5.5

Total weight (g) 3082 1016.8 4521.6

Average weight (g) 11.05 9.7 12.35 20

Decoration 32 (9.3%) 29 (22.3%) 120 (29.8%)

Number of rim sherds 32 (10%) 13 (10%) 46 (11.4%)

Width of rim (cm) 12.2 12.96 14.8

Number of pitchers 5 0 3 

Traces of manufacture 213 (66%) 45 (35%) 250 (62%)

Soot 77 (24%) 45 (35%) 150 (37%)

Table 1. Data from younger grey Ware sherds from three excavations in Lund.
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and then it increased to 61% during the first 
half of the 14th century. It would require a 
larger amount of material over a larger time 
span to make any definite conclusions, but 
it seems that the S-rim became more com-
mon during the high Middle ages (Johansson 
2011). Knowing this, we now can discuss the 
potential of younger grey Ware as case-study 
material and a key artefact. 

Potential

The following is an abstract attempt to put 
younger grey Ware into a larger theoreti-
cal context. Younger grey Ware ought to be 
regarded as a material consequence of the 
new trade routes and cities being established 
around the Baltic, mainly in northern ger-
many, many of which were later included in 
the Hanseatic League. emperor Lothar III in 
1134 and later on in 1161, Henry the Lion 
made political decisions that enabled the pre-
sence of Scandinavians in Saxony (roslund 
2009, pp. 217 ff). Schleswig, the successor of 
Hedeby, was for a long time the link between 
the north of the continent and the cities and 
states around the Baltic. Later on the foun-

dation of Lübeck, in 1143, made it possible 
for Frisians and Saxons to establish trade in 
more ports (roslund 2009, pp. 217 ff). With 
this new trade and craftsmanship influence 
in towns such as Malmö and Lund, together 
with the technological development of the 
pottery wheel, the younger grey Ware started 
to appear as a common ceramic around 1200 
aD. Mats roslund points to the necessity of 
local case studies, as well as looking at a lar-
ger geographical area, in order to understand 
the development of tradesmen as a powerful 
group in the medieval society (roslund 2009, 
pp. 217 ff). Studying younger grey Ware, 
and especially the contexts where it first ap-
pears, conclusions could be drawn about the 
local user and, on a larger scale, that person’s 
connection with the trade routes existing at 
the time. as I concluded when analysing the 
sherds from Kv. apotekaren 4, the rim sherds 
put together form a type of matrix that can be 
used to compare corresponding material from 
other medieval cities (Johansson 2011) – not 
as a chronological typology but as a template 
to see whether the pottery derives from the 
same producers. a comparison made with the 
material from Schleswig presented by Lüdtke 
(1985) and the sherds from apotekaren 4 sug-
gested that there is little compliance between 

Fig. 2. examples of S-rims, from Kv. apotekaren 4, Lund. Drawing by e. Johansson.
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the material from the two cities, but a valid 
analysis would of course need a larger number 
of rim sherds from Lund, and there is a pos-
sibility that sherds from Kugeltopf vessels of 
older grey Ware were included in the material 
from apotekaren 4. 

Discussing the city of Lund from many 
aspects, Stefan Larsson, points out that Lund 
was never a true market town, as Malmö was, 
even though rich and powerful people lived 
there, which in itself explains the presence of 
exotic and imported wares and artefacts (Lars-
son et al. 2006). Hypothetically, this explains 
the differences in the rim sherd matrix of 
Schleswig and Lund. The imported pottery of 
Lund went through Malmö, and other cities 
along the way, where it changed hands and 
got mixed up with similar pottery but from 
a wider region of workshops. analysing the 
early younger grey Ware from Malmö could 
therefore bring us closer to the producers in 
northern germany.

The production of younger grey Ware 
called for special knowledge, since it had to 
be fired slowly under controlled forms (au-
gustsson 1985, p. 80). The owner of a kiln 
also needed to be the owner of extensive lands 
with access to forests. The kiln especially re-
quires firewood to fuel the firing. Since pot-
tery is pottery, quite brittle, the normal way to 
freight it would be by sea (augustsson 1985, 
p. 112). a 13th century source from england 
tells us that a quarter of the price of the pottery 
was meant to cover the transport (augustsson 
1985, p. 112). However, even with regard to 
the transport and the fuel-consuming produc-
tion, pottery was cheap. Inventory lists from 
16th century castles show that stoneware ves-
sels were regarded as low-value objects (au-
gustsson 1985, p. 113).

Looking at the difference in presence and 
spread in Swedish towns and villages together 
with the material culture can convey a more 
detailed picture of the citizens’ socio-eco-

Fig. 3. rim sherd from Kv. gyllenkrok, Lund. Photo by e. Johansson
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nomic spheres, provided that younger grey 
Ware was imported pottery. This can give us 
an idea of the social (and economic) value of 
the younger grey Ware, which then can pro-
vide more information about medieval city 
life (roslund 2009). Because it was viewed 
as a product, younger grey Ware pottery was 
bought at markets (or situations between two 
people where trade occurs), and this implies 
an active choice made by both seller and reci-
pient in such a socio-economic context. also, 
viewed over a period of time, the change in 
the quantity of younger grey Ware in cities 
and villages (e.g. Lund, Malmö, Kyrkhed-
dinge, and Örja) can be seen as an indicator of 
changing contact with nearby towns. Younger 
grey Ware can tell us something about the 
socio-economic dynamics existing inside tra-
ding systems and between the urban and rural 
spheres of medieval Scandinavia.

Finally, ICP analysis of sherds from Lund, 
Malmö, ribe, Schleswig and Lübeck would 
give valuable information about how pottery 
is traded and how the trading cities link to-
gether. The hypothesis is, as mentioned, that 
younger grey Ware was imported from ger-
many. However, we also know that apprenti-
ces from all crafts travelled, and it is possible 
that instead of the pottery being imported, 
the potters were (Botwid, K., personal com-
munication). The absence of pottery kilns in 
Sweden suggests otherwise, but they may yet 
be found. one theory is that they were loca-
ted in the monasteries (Lindahl, a., personal 
communication).

Summary

By analysing sherds of younger grey Ware 
from Lund, reading the analyses in excavation 
reports, and connecting this to monographs 
and articles dealing with younger grey Ware, 
it is clear that the current knowledge about 

this pottery has not been problematized. The 
archaeologists that I have discussed this with 
have had their knowledge about younger grey 
Ware rooted in their own expertise, and cor-
rectly so. But the use of terminology and dates 
of origin is what I question and what I want to 
bring up for discussion. Self-critically, I must 
admit that this study lacks a large amount of 
german material and research on it, but from 
a Swedish (or Scandinavian) perspective, typi-
cally three statements can be made about the 
topic of this article:
1. Younger grey Ware was thrown, using a 

pottery wheel, not hand-coiled or made 
using paddle and anvil technique. My dis-
tinction between 12th-century grey Ware 
(and older) and younger grey Ware thus 
concerns the production technique. 

2. Younger grey Ware was introduced in 
Scandinavia around aD 1200. This is be-
cause it correlates with the introduction of 
the pottery wheel in Denmark, and the oc-
currence of thrown pitchers in the archa-
eological material. 

3. Younger grey Ware was mainly used as 
secondary cooking vessels in the medieval 
household. This is because of the small rim 
diameter and volume capacity. 

researching younger grey Ware is of 
course work in progress, but it is exciting 
work. This article should be regarded as an 
introduction to continued research. We may 
hope that future excavations of rural medie-
val villages will yield even more information 
about younger grey Ware as an aid to under-
standing socio-economic life during the high 
Middle ages.
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