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Preface
Wijnaldum is nowadays an unassuming rural village in 
the north of the province of Friesland, no more than a 
small dot on the map of the Netherlands. But during the 
Early Middle Ages, this was a lively political centre, a 
kingdom, with intensive contacts with other kingdoms 
along the North Sea coasts, and with the Frankish realm 
to the south.
 The search for the king that resided at Wijnaldum 
was the major goal of the excavations that were carried 
out at the terp Wijnaldum-Tjitsma between 1991 and 
1993. These excavations yielded a wealth of information, 
although tangible remains of the king or a royal residence 
were not found. The first results and an overview of the 
habitation phases were published in 1999: Volume 1 of 
The Excavations at Wijnaldum. However, major material 
categories such as animal bones, metal objects and pot-
tery were left waiting until a next volume. As time went 
on, researchers became occupied with other work, and 
Wijnaldum faded into the background. 
 In 2014, a grant from the Dutch Waddenfonds, in the 
context of the project Terpen- en Wierdenland. Een ver-
haal in ontwikkeling (The terp region. A developing story) 
made it possible to resume the analysis and publication of 
the results of the excavations at Wijnaldum, and publish 
a second volume on the ceramic assemblage. Resuming 
the analysis of the pottery was by no means easy. The 
digital archive had become partly inaccessible, and the 
first drafts of texts, which seemed of topical interest at the 
time, had lost their relevance due to advancing insights, 
and needed updates and additions.  As one of the authors, 
Ernst Taayke, wrote to me: The Wijnaldum project is like 
a pot that has fallen to pieces; the broken pot is being re-
constructed as completely as possible now, after 25 years, 
although we do not have all the shards anymore. 
 Despite some missing shards, we did succeed in com-
pleting this volume. It not only includes major chapters 
on the pottery of the Roman Period and the Early Middle 
Ages (Chapters 2-7), but also an extensive overview of 
the research carried out in Wijnaldum (Chapter 1), an il-
luminating account of new survey research at Wijnaldum, 
which provides additional information on the habitation 
history (Chapter 8), and a synthesis, which presents an 
overview of the habitation history at Wijnaldum, with 
special attention to the search for the king on the basis 
of finds of precious metals and of the pottery assemblage 
(Chapter 9).

Several organisations financed and successfully cooper-
ated in the Waddenfonds project Terpen- en Wierdenland. 
Een verhaal in ontwikkeling: the Terp Research group 
of the  Groningen Institute of Archaeology (University 
of Groningen), the Province of Fryslân (Friesland), the 
Province of Groningen, Landschapsbeheer Groningen, 
Landschapsbeheer Friesland, the Museum Wierdenland at 
Ezinge, and the municipalities of De Marne and Eemsmond 
(now merged into the municipality of Het Hogeland), and 
Delfzijl. The present book was financed by this project. We 
thank these organisations for their generosity.
 We would also like to thank all those who allowed 
us to use illustrations: the Fries Museum at Leeuwarden, 
Johan Nicolay, Saartje de Bruijn, Frans Andringa, 
Beeldredactie Leeuwarder Courant, Frans de Vries 
(Toonbeeld), the Northern Archaeological Depot at Nuis 
(notably Jelle Schokker for all kinds of help, and Henk 
Faber Bulthuis who made photos), Peter Vos and Sieb de 
Vries (Deltares/TNO), and Mirjam Los-Weijns and Siebe 
Boersma of the Groningen Institute of Archaeology (GIA, 
University of Groningen), who made and edited many 
object drawings. Siebe Boersma designed the layout of the 
book. Johan Nicolay read an earlier draft of the synthesis 
and gave valuable comments. Xandra Bardet not only 
read and corrected the English texts, but also pointed out 
inconsistencies. We owe them all our sincere gratitude.

On behalf of the authors,
Annet Nieuwhof 
Editor





6. Merovingian pottery at Wijnaldum in context

Jan de Koning and Annet Nieuwhof

6.1 Introduction
This chapter discusses a number of contexts with large 
amounts of pottery from the Merovingian period. This pe-
riod saw the use and production of pottery at Wijnaldum 
undergoing a remarkable development. While household 
pottery formerly was homemade for a household’s own 
use, imported pottery from the Rhineland becomes the 
most numerous in this period, to decline again towards 
the Carolingian period. In habitation Period IV1 (AD 
550-650) a striking 63.7% of the pottery assemblage at 
Wijnaldum consists of wheel-thrown Merovingian coarse 
ware.2 At the same time, handmade pottery was still being 
produced, but the previous, beautifully finished, decorated 
and undecorated pottery of the 5th century (types A1 and 
A2 described by Taayke in Chapter 4) is replaced by much 
coarser handmade ware: the types A3 and A4, which come 
in two variants: grass- or chaff-tempered ware (Tritsum 
ware), and grit-tempered ware (Hessens-Schortens ware). 
Not only do these types tend to be less well-finished than 
before, but also their shapes become rather squat, actually 
not unlike the shapes of the Merovingian imported pots. 
From then on, these ovoid, barrel-, or bucket-shaped pots 
evolve into one of the most notable export products of the 
coastal Frisians, the completely globular pot or Kugeltopf.3 
 In habitation period V (AD 650-750), the percentage of 
imported pottery sees a dramatic decline, dropping to just 
1.2% of the ceramic assemblage. The reasons behind the 
decline are not entirely clear. Period IV coincides with the 
heyday of Wijnaldum and its surroundings as the centre 
of a regional kingdom that probably encompassed the pre-
sent provinces of Friesland and Groningen.4 The import of 
Merovingian pottery decreased well before Friesland was 
annexed by the Franks in 734; still, imported glass vessels 
from this period at Wijnaldum show that the exchange of 
goods with the Frankish world had not come to a stand-
still, despite possibly less-than-friendly relations during 
the period of the Frankish conquest.5 

1 See for an overview of habitation phases Figure 9.3.
2 Gerrets & De Koning 1999, 97. The percentage refers to the 

number of fragments.
3 See Chapter 7.
4 Nicolay 2010, 127; 2014, 350-359.
5 Sablerolles 1999, 238-140; Nieuwhof & Nicolay 2018, 77.

Period IV is also the ‘Golden Age’ of the northern 
Netherlands, with a large number of gold objects.6 The 
famous Wijnaldum brooch is the most striking example of 
this gold horizon (see also Chapter 1). The peak in the im-
portation of Frankish pottery coincides with this Golden 
Age. Just like gold objects, imported pottery seems to 
concentrate at Wijnaldum and in northern Westergo, and 
from there seems to have been distributed in stages from 
this centre to the periphery of this regional kingdom. This 
explains the concentrations of imported pottery and gold 
in northern Westergo, and the much occurrences of gold 
and of Merovingian coarse and fine wares in settlements 
further from it; apparently these settlements depended on 
the centre in northern Westergo for their imported goods.7 
 The purpose of this chapter is threefold. First, it aims 
at underpinning the chronology of the imported pottery 
presented and discussed in the previous chapter. Secondly, 
it investigates the proportional amounts of imported and 
locally made pottery. And thirdly, it discusses the start of 
the importation of Merovingian pottery. The contexts that 
were selected also give us some insight into the deposi-
tional practices and processes in the Merovingian period 
at Wijnaldum. They are presented in chronological order.

6.2 A remarkable deposition 
One of the most striking pottery deposits at Wijnaldum 
was a concentration of sherds of wheel-thrown pottery 
(find no. 7572). Fragments from at least two pots of type 
MWIE4 and fifteen of type MWIC1 (MWIC1 without a 
ridge on the shoulder) were found together with some wall 
sherds of the same ware and a base fragment of an un-
decorated Migration-period handmade pot (type A1).8 It 
is remarkable that all these pots have the same colour and 
shape (Figure 6.1; see also Figures 5.4 and 5.7). Although 
the sherds are all very similar, there are only a few fitting 
wall and rim sherds. Minor differences in profile and di-
ameter show that these fragments belong to seventeen dif-
ferent pots. Apart from being broken, the sherds show no 
signs of use or wear; they seem to come from new vessels. 
 The number of seventeen similar pots shows that this 
kind of pottery probably came into the settlement in larger 

6 Nicolay 2006; Nieuwhof & Nicolay 2018, 71.
7 Knol 1993, 191; Nicolay 2014, Chapter 4; Thasing & Nieuwhof 

2014, 141-143.
8 Find no. 7572. 
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quantities at a time, as merchandise, and not just one by 
one, through personal exchange. Type MWIC1, an Alzey 
32/33 variant, can be considered one of the earliest Frankish 
imports, dated 500-600. The assemblage of sherds of seven-
teen unused pots must have been a valuable deposit.

Chronology
No radiocarbon dates for this context are available. On the 
basis of location and stratigraphy, this finds assemblage 
was dated to Period IIIB, between AD 475 and 550. That is 
in line with the assumed pottery dates. A 5th-century date 
for type Alzey 32/33, which is similar to type MWIC1, is 
quite likely. Type MWIE4 is fairly similar to MWIC1, but 
lacks the ridge on the shoulder; it probably dates from the 
6th century (see Chapter 5.2 for the MWI dates). Overall, 
a date of ca AD 500 is plausible. 

6.3 Feature 1233, a ditch or a redeposited 
part of the terp?
During the campaign of 1992 a large feature was 
uncovered,9 which was filled with burnt soil and a lot of 

9 Feature 1233, Trench 6, levels 5-8.

settlement debris, pieces of bone, pottery, and metal. The 
feature was initially identified as (part of) a ditch (Figure 
6.2). This ‘ditch’ was situated at the foot of a slope, but it 
did not surround the entire terp settlement. The fill of the 
ditch was interpreted as a dump of settlement debris, after 
a fire by which the settlement was burnt down at some 
point during the 6th or 7th century. Whether this was 
a ditch is far from certain; the feature may actually be a 
dump of settlement debris directly beside one or several 
coalesced terp platforms (Figure 6.3).
 Two bone samples from this feature were radiocarbon-
dated.10 Both dates are alike: their two-sigma ranges are 
between AD 415 and 555 and 420 and 565, which both 
fall into Period III (425-550).11 The ‘ditch’, while open, 
was assumed to belong to Period IV, dated between 550 
and 650,12 but a considerable part of the debris clearly 
belongs to Period III; the large percentage of Merovingian 

10 Gerrets & De Koning 1999, 97. 
11 See also Table 2.3; GrN 21396, 1570 ± 30 BP; GrN 21400, 1560 ± 

30 BP; calibrated with OxCal version 4.3.2.
12 Gerrets & De Koning 1999, 86.

Fig. 6.1  Seventeen sherds of type MWIC1 and MWIE4, find no. 7572. Photo J. Schokker, NAD Nuis. 
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wheel-thrown ware (see Table 6.1) indicates that it belongs 
to the second part of Period III, IIIB (475-550).13 
 From the fill of this feature, 1,632 fragments of pottery 
were collected, weighing 17,402 g (Table 6.1). Apart from 
a very small amount of indigenous terp ware from the 
Roman period and only three fragments of pottery that 

13 Gerrets & De Koning 1999, 82, 84.

were dated to the Carolingian period (no. 6817: two small 
sherds of thin-walled Badorf and Walberberg ware in fab-
rics cw2 and 4), all fragments seem to date to the 5th and 
6th centuries. 
 As we can see in Table 6.1, almost all fragments belong 
to Merovingian imported pottery (86.5/87.1%), followed 
by Migration-period handmade (A1/A2 or Anglo-Saxon 
style) pots (9.3/9.9%). Among the Migration-period 
handmade pottery, only one fragment, no. 6704.a (see 

Fig. 6.2  The excavated area 
with features from period 
IIIB, 475-550. Ha: hearth (see 
also Figure 6.3); f: feature. 
After Gerrets & De Koning 
1999, fig. 9.
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Figure 4.6) is decorated (a wall fragment weighing 3g). 
Two undecorated grit-tempered rim sherds belong to the 
4th/5th-century type A1. Anglo-Saxon-style pottery (A2) 
is mainly dated to the 5th century. No more than eight 
sherds belong to the group of Merovingian handmade pot-
tery (MH): Taayke’s type A3/A4 (see Chapter 4). The small 
number of MH sherds indicates that this type of pottery 
only played a minor role in this period; imported Frankish 

pottery was clearly dominant, in number of sherds as well 
as Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI; see Table 6.2). 
 The finds from this feature are numbered 5534, 6208, 
6704, 6817, 7448, 7451 and 11694 (for illustrations see 
Chapters 4, 5 and 7). Looking more closely at the pottery 
in this context (Table 6.2), we can distinguish at least 97 
individual pots, which belong to different kinds of pottery. 
 This feature contained 35% of the total number of frag-
ments of wheel-thrown pottery at Wijnaldum, and 27.3% 

Fig. 6.3  The excavated area 
with features from period IV, 
AD 550-650. Feature 1233: a 
dump of settlement debris, 
documented at Levels 5, 6, 7 
and 8. Ha: hearth; W: well; f: 
feature. After Gerrets & De 
Koning 1999, fig. 11.
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of the total weight. In terms of MNI, at least 85.1% of the 
pottery (n = 86) from feature 1233 is Merovingian wheel-
thrown, probably imported from the German Rhineland. 
Which makes this feature an interesting test case for the 
typology described in Chapter 5.
 Table 6.3 shows the proportion of the types of 
Merovingian wheel-thrown pottery that occur in this as-
semblage. Most types are represented. Only the relatively 
late type MWIB is missing. If we zoom in on the MWI 
types and compare the proportions in this assemblage 
with the overall proportion of these types at Wijnaldum 
(see last column of Table 5.1), it becomes clear that, 
insignificant differences aside, in particular type MWID, 
which is the most common type in this assemblage, occurs 
in considerably higher percentages in this context: almost 
threefold (28.6%, compared with 10.6% in general). Types 
MWIB, -C, -F and –G occur less or were not found at 
all. The differences can partly be attributed to the date of 
this feature (before the introduction of later types such as 
MWIB), and partly to other factors. In the previous de-
posit, for instance, sherds of one specific type, MWIC1/E4, 
had been selected, perhaps because of their colour or sim-
ply because a fresh shipment of this type had just arrived. 
Anyhow, the composition of such special deposits will 
influence the proportions of types in other assemblages.
 If we concentrate on dates, it is quite clear that most 
pottery belongs to the first chronological group, which 
mainly belongs to the 5th and 6th centuries, in accordance 
with the expected date of the major part of the feature. 
At least 41 pots, 47.7% of the total number, belong to this 
group. Another 37 pots, 43.0% of the total, belong to the 
first or second group, so dating into the 7th century. A 
much smaller part belongs to the second group, dated to 
the 7th century: only two pots, 2.3%. That leaves us with 
four specimens from the third group (AD 675-750), 4.7% of 

the total number of pots from this feature. These are dated 
later than Period IV, hence with a starting date after 650. 
 The common denominator of the majority of the finds 
in this assemblage, however, is the 6th and the first half of 
the 7th century. Periods IIIB, to which early Migration-
period handmade sherds and two radiocarbon dates belong, 
and IV, in which this feature was apparently backfilled with 
settlement debris, partly or entirely fall within that period.
 There is some older material, which is not surprising if 
we take into account the way this feature was backfilled, 
and also some younger material. The latter may come 
from the top of the fill, as intrusions from higher layers, or 
result from mistakes made during the excavation.

Discussion
If feature 1233 contains debris of at least two habitation 
phases (Periods IIIB and IV), covering the timespan 
between AD 425 and 650, some conclusions can be drawn. 
It shows that there were virtually no finds or features from 
the Roman period on the surface during this period on 
this part of the terp. Moreover, only a small part of the 
pottery from this feature has a starting date in the 5th 
century (types MWIA2, -3 and -6, and MWIC). As said, 
Migration-period handmade pottery is mainly dated 
to the 5th century, but it is represented by a minimum 
number of pots of only five. A late 5th-century date for 
Merovingian handmade types A3/A4 is possible but not 
very likely. The most probable starting date of this ware is 
around 500.14 The majority of the finds are thus dated to 
the 6th or the first half of the 7th century. 
 This suggests that the feature was already open during 
Period III (see also Figure 9.7), but only some contem-
porary material ended up in this ‘ditch’ or, if it was not a 
ditch, beside the house platform. The burnt rubbish and 
debris, probably from a complete Period-IV household, 
was dumped here in a short period of time during the 
reorganisation of the settlement around 650, the end of 
Period IV. As said in the introduction, during this period 
almost no local handmade pots were used. Instead, 
‘Frankish’ pottery was imported in large quantities. 
 The few A3/A4 or Tritsum- and Hessens-Schortens 
type pots15 show that during this period, some potters 
in or near the settlement kept the art of pottery by hand 
alive, though in a new style that replaced the earlier 

14 See Chapter 4.
15 See Chapter 4.

Table 6.1  Pottery from feature 1233.

Pottery group Number of sherds % Weight in g % Average sherd weight in g
Handmade Terp ware of the Roman period 33 2 288 1.7 8.7
Migration-period handmade pottery (A1/A2) 152 9.3 1,724 9.9 11.3
Merovingian handmade (MH) 31 1.9 215 1.2 6.9
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 1,411 86.5 15,165 87.1 10.7
Carolingian handmade (CH) 1 0.1 3 0.02 3
Carolingian wheel-thrown (CW) 2 0.1 3 0.02 1.5
Indeterminable 1 0.1 1 0.01 1
Total 1,632 100 17,402 100 10.7

Table 6.2  Distribution of pottery from feature 1233. The Minimum 
Number of Individuals (MNI) is based on diagnostic rim sherds.

Pottery group MNI % 
Handmade Terp ware of the Roman period 1 1.0
Migration-period handmade pottery (A1/A2) 5 5.0
Merovingian handmade (MH) 8 7.9
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 86 85.1
Carolingian handmade (CH) 1 1.0
Total 101 100
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Migration-period handmade ware. In this light it is espe-
cially striking that one of the hearths described in Chapter 
4.8 (Hearth 15/feature 797, see Figures 4.13-4.16) and that 
belongs to the end of Period IIIB or to Period IV,16 had a 
sherd plaster that consisted entirely of handmade, A1 and 
A3 pottery. The completeness of the reconstructed pots 

16 It was radiocarbon-dated to AD 535-655 (see Table 2.3).

suggests that they may have been deliberately broken to 
construct this hearth. Where these selected because they 
were less valuable, in a society that preferred Frankish im-
ported pottery for their everyday household use? Or were 
they considered more suitable for functional reasons?
 When the import of Rhenish pottery dramatically 
decreased in Period V (from 63.7% of the total amount 
of pottery in Period IV to 1.2% in Period V), the local 
handmade pottery again became the most frequently 

Table 6.3  Distribution of wheel-thrown Merovingian pottery from feature 1233, based on the Minimum Number of Individuals (MNI). 
For dates and chronological groups, see Chapter 5.2. The data included in the percentages of the different types in the total number of 
MWI finds at Wijnaldum (cf. % of total) is derived from Table 5.1.

Pottery group Type Subtype MNI % MWI From To Chronology Cf. % of total
MWI A 1 1   250 325 Late Roman Period
MWI A 2 1   450 600 First group
MWI A 3 1   475 600 First group
MWI A 4 3   550 650 First/second group
MWI A 6 2   475 650 First group
MWIA total 8 12.7    9.8
MWIB total  0 0 Third group 5.2
MWIC total 2 3.2 450 600 First group 12.9
MWI D 1 4   500 600 First group
MWI D 2 5   500 625 First group
MWI D 3 9   500 650 First/second group
MWID total  18  28.6   10.6
MWI E 1 2   670 750 Third group
MWI E 2 8   500 700 First/second group
MWI E 4 3   500 600 First group
MWIE total 13 20.6   19.3
MWI F 1 1   500 650 First/second group
MWI F 2 1   600 700 Second group
MWI F 3 1   500 700 First/second group
MWIF total 3 4.8   11.1
MWI G 1 2   550 700 First/second group
MWIG total 2 3.2   7.1
MWI H 1 3   500 600 First group
MWI H 2 5   500 600 First group
MWIH total 8 12.7   12.1
MWI J 1 1   675 725 Third group
MWI J 2 1   675 725 Third group
MWI J 3 1   600 725 Second group
MWI J 4 1   525 725 First/second group
MWI J 5 3   525 725 First/second group
MWI J 6 2   525 725 First/second group
MWIJ total 9 14.3   11.9
MWI total 63 100  (n = 388) 100
MWII- small B   1   600 700 Second group
MWII E   1   500 700 First/second group
MWII H   1   500 700 First/second group
MWII x   1  
MWII total 4     
MWIII  A   6   440 620 First group
MWIII C   3   450 525 First group
MWIII total 9     
MWIV B   1   500 625 First group
MWIV D   1   450 525 First group
MWIV total  2     
Kwt 3 AB 3   510 590 First group
Kwt 5 A 1   565 620 First/second group
Kwt 5 GH 4   565 620 First/second group
MW-biconical  8    
Total  86     
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used. The shapes of the Tritsum- and Hessens-Schortens-
type pots were from the earlier A1 type, but, as said, also 
echo the shapes of the Merovingian coarse ware, not only 
at Wijnaldum, but throughout the northern Netherlands. 
The barrel- and bucket-shaped pots of Merovingian coarse 
ware seem to have inspired local potters of handmade 
ware. However, the undecorated handmade ware of the 
Migration Period, with wide bases and simple rim shapes 
(type A1), also foreboded the coarse Merovingian hand-
made pottery. Migration-period handmade Type A1 and 
Merovingian coarse ware together seem to have produced 
Hessens-Schortens and Tritsum-type offspring, in which 
the influence of the parents is difficult to disentangle. 

6.4 Features from trench 8
Two features from trench 8, numbered 567 and 625, were 
interpreted as waste layers, connected with metalwork-
ing and bead making in Period IV.17 A well was excavated 
nearby (Figure 6.3, W9), the only excavated well to be 
dated to Period IV. During this phase, Wijnaldum and 
its surroundings were a political centre, and pots, which 
had earlier been made by hand for a household’s own use, 
were now largely replaced by imported pottery from the 
Rhineland.

Well 9 (Feature 608/609)
The largest pottery assemblage comes from Well 9. It 
contains 143 potsherds, weighing nearly two kilograms 
(1,924 g). The construction pit of the well (feature 609) 
contains 54 potsherds, weighing 492 g. This potentially 
offers an interesting insight into the depositional processes 
due to the stratigraphical difference between the time of 
construction of the well and the end of its lifetime, when 
it was backfilled with waste and soil from the surface. In 
tables 6.4 and 6.5, the distribution of pottery types across 
the contexts is shown.

17 Gerrets & De Koning 1999, 117-118.

There are clear differences between the pottery assemblag-
es in the construction pit of the well and in its shaft. As ex-
pected, the proportion of older terp pottery in particular 
is considerably larger in the construction pit (Table 6.4). 
These sherds must have become buried while the pit was 
dug. The pottery that ended up in the fill of the well mostly 
consists of Migration-period handmade and Merovingian 
wheel-thrown sherds, with some younger sherds. As was 
the case in feature 1233, the younger material may come 
from the top of the fill or be intrusive from higher layers; 
or it became mixed with the assemblage by mistakes dur-
ing the excavation.
 Diagnostic rim sherds from the shaft of the well belong 
to one late-Roman terra nigra-like situla, five Merovingian 
wheel-thrown pots (types MWIC, MWIH2, MWIE3, 
MWIE4, MWIF),18 a handmade ovoid pot, and three un-
decorated Migration-period handmade sherds (A1) (Table 
6.6). Two decorated A2 wall sherds from different pots19 
could be added to the MNI, bringing the total MNI to 12. 
 Table 6.5 shows that the AS pottery consists of rela-
tively small fragments; this is not only because this ware 
is more thin-walled than the imported wares and less 
resistant to breaking, but also because the AS sherds were 
subject to trampling for longer, since they belong to an 
earlier period: the well was attributed to Period IV (550-
650), while the AS style saw its heyday in the 5th century.
 There are several ways in which sherds might end up 
in the fill of the well. Small sherds may have been lying on 
the surface with other waste, where they were trampled 
and spread. The well must have gradually filled up with soil 
and waste from near the well, containing recent and older 
sherds. No larger and fitting sherds that might be associated 
with deliberate deposition were found in the fill of this well, 
but the average weight of the sherds in the fill is greater than 
in the construction pit, especially of MW sherds. Which 
suggests that fresh waste contributed to the fill. 

18 E.g. Figure 5.7, no. 7261; Figure 5.10, no. 3055.
19 Find nos. 2809 and 2817.

Table 6.4  Distribution of different types of pottery from the construction pit of Well 9 (feature 609).

Pottery group Number of sherds % Weight in g % Average sherd weight in g
Handmade Terp ware from the Roman period 16 29.6 176 35.8 11.0
Migration-period handmade pottery (A1/A2) 6 11.1 39 7.9 6.5
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 31 57.4 276 56.1 8.9
Merovingian handmade (MH) 1 1.9 1 0.2 1.0
Total 54 100 492 100 9.1

Table 6.5  Distribution of different types of pottery from the shaft of Well 9 (feature 608).

Pottery group Number of sherds % Weight in g % Average sherd weight in g
Handmade Terp ware from the Roman period 12 8.4  176 9.2  14.7
Late-Roman pottery (Terra nigra-like situlae) 3 2.1 30 1.6 10.0
Migration-period handmade pottery (A1/A2) 47 32.9 339 17.6 7.2
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 70 49.0  1,340 69.6 19.1
Merovingian handmade (MH) 1 0.7  10 0.5 10.0
Carolingian handmade (CH) 9 6.3 28 1.5 3.1
Indeterminable 1 0.7 1 0.1 1.0
Total 143 100 1,924 100 13.5
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The high percentage of Merovingian wheel-thrown sherds 
agrees with the attribution of the well to Period IV. In 
this period, as was demonstrated by feature 1233, most of 
the pottery was imported wheel-thrown ware from the 
Frankish Rhineland.

Feature 625
Feature 625, together with feature 567, is interpreted as a 
surface-waste layer. These partly overlapping layers were 
excavated and sieved separately, but were probably con-
temporaneous or even part of the same layer. Feature 625 
contained 303 potsherds weighing 2,334 g. The fragments 
are from different periods, but mainly consist of MW 
pottery (47.9/66.8%) and AS (27.4/15.5%), with some older 
pottery (19.1/13.8%). The old material undoubtedly is the 
result of digging pits, wells and ditches into deeper layers, 
by which older sherds became mixed with younger finds. 
A small amount of Carolingian and post-medieval pottery 
probably results from the difficulty of separating this layer 
from higher and younger ones. Superimposed layers are 
rarely separated by sterile layers without finds.
 The minimum number of individual pots is larger 
than in Well 9 (Table 6.8). Feature 625 has much in com-
mon with feature 1233, with some differences that may 
be chronologically significant (Table 6.7-6.9). A larger 
amount of older pottery is present here. Fragments of the 
indigenous terp pottery of the Roman period were clearly 

present on the surface. These are for the most part smaller 
fragments. AS-style pottery occurs in larger numbers and 
weight, and may be partly contemporaneous with the MW 
pottery. The AS fragments may partly belong to late-AS-
style pottery, which is dated between ca 450 and the end 
of the 6th century,20 just like most of the MW pottery. The 
percentage of MH pots (10%) is larger than in feature 1233, 
but because of the small number of diagnostic sherds, this 
percentage is not statistically significant. 
 If we consider the different MW subtypes (Table 6.9), 
the first chronological group is clearly dominant, which 
suggests an early date for this layer. The share of fine-ware 
biconical pots is similar to that in feature 1233. There are 
three type-MWIA5 pots and, again as in feature 1233, 
one type-MWIE1 pot, which clearly belong to the third 
chronological group; this calls into question the late dat-
ing especially for type MWIE1, which is thought to have 
been produced from around AD 670. A starting date 
within Period IV (550-650) is likely, at least if MWIE1 is 
not an intrusion from a higher layer. The assumed date for 
MWIA5 falls in the second half of Period IV, but since the 
feature as a whole may date from the first half, in the 6th 
century, type MWIA5 might in fact have been produced 
somewhat earlier than assumed, before 600. 

Feature 567
The reliability of the proportion of pottery groups and 
types identified in feature 625 can be tested with the 

20 Krol et al. 2020.

Table 6.6  Distribution of pottery from feature 608. The Minimum 
Number of Individuals (MNI) is based on diagnostic rim sherds 
and, in brackets, wall sherds.

Pottery group MNI % 
Roman pottery (terra nigra-like situla) 1 10 
Migration-period handmade pottery (A1/A2) 3(5) 30
Merovingian handmade (MH) 1 10
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 5 50
Total 10 100

Table 6.7  Distribution of different types of pottery from feature 625.
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Handmade Terp ware from 
the Roman period

58 19.1 322 1.8 5.6

Roman pottery 1 0.3 10 0.4 10.0
Migration-period hand-
made pottery (A1/A2)

83 27.4 359 15.4 4.3

Merovingian wheel-
thrown (MW)

145 47.9 1,560 66.8 10.8

Merovingian handmade 
(MH)

8 2.6 34 1.5 4.3

Carolingian handmade 
(CH)

2 0.7 30  1.3 15.0

Carolingian wheel-thrown 
(CW)

3 1 11 0.5 3.7

Post-medieval (PM) 1 0.3 7 0.3 7.0
Indeterminable 3 1 1 0 0.3
Total 303 100 2,334 100 7.7

Table 6.8  Distribution of pottery from feature 625. The Minimum 
Number of Individuals (MNI) is based on diagnostic rim sherds.

Pottery group MNI % 
Roman pottery (terra nigra-like situla) 1 5 
Merovingian handmade (MH) 2 10
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 17 85
Total 20 100

Table 6.9  Distribution of MW pottery types from feature 625.
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MWI D 1 4 24.0 500 600 First group
MWI E 1 1 5.9 670 750 Third group
MWI E 2b 3 17.6 500 550 First group
MWI E 2c 1 5.9 525 600 First group
MWI E 3 1 5.9 525 600 First group
MWI E 4 1 5.9 500 550 First group
MWI G 1 1 5.9 550 700 First/second 

group
Kwt 3 A 2 11.8 510 590 First group
Total 17  100   



Merovingian pottery at Wijnaldum in context 155

pottery assemblage from feature 567. Both features prob-
ably belong to the same layer. Feature 567 contained 67 
fragments weighing 857 g. Table 6.10 shows that most 
fragments but also the largest fragments come from MW 
ware. All other wares are distributed evenly over the other 
groups. Handmade pottery from this period (MH) is again 
sparse. Compared to features 608 and 625, 567 contains 
fewer indigenous terp pottery and AS-style pottery. This is 
in line with the higher elevation of feature 567: this was ex-
cavated at levels 2 and 3 in trench 8; feature 625, at level 4. 
 A small number of diagnostic sherds were identified, 
so small as not to have any statistical significance (Tables 
6.11 and 6.12). The assemblage does, however, contain six 
MW types that are also represented in feature 625. Here, 
pots from the third chronological group predominate: 
MWIA5 and MWIE1 together make up 66.7% of the 
MNI. Taking into account that feature 567 is higher and 
possibly younger, the assignment of both types to the third 
chronological group is still valid, although a slightly ear-
lier date of these types cannot be ruled out. It is likely that 
the layers of debris and waste on the surface grew thicker 
through time by the accumulation of fresh waste. It is also 
likely that fragments of different pots were trampled in the 
dirt while on the surface; this may apply to the MWIA5 
and MWIE1 sherds in feature 625. Which means that this 
higher part of the waste layer probably belongs to the sec-
ond half of Period IV, in the first half of the 7th century. 
MWIE1 may indeed have started in this period, slightly 
earlier than its assumed starting date of 670. 

6.5 The start of the importation of 
Merovingian pottery
One of the features that were discussed above is no. 1233. 
Although fragments from other kinds of pottery were 
found within this layer, around 85-87% (by number and 
weight) was wheel-thrown. Which shows that in the 6th 
century (part of Period IIIB and part of Period IV21), most 
of the pottery was wheel-thrown and imported from 
the German Rhineland, which belonged to the Frankish 
realm. This is quite amazing considering that most of the 

21 Gerrets & De Koning 1999; see also Chapter 9, this volume. 

5th-century pottery at Wijnaldum was handmade and 
locally produced. When did the inhabitants of Wijnaldum 
start to import Frankish pottery, and what prompted them 
to do so? 
 In feature 1233, very few fragments of Migration-period 
handmade pottery were found, compared to wheel-thrown 
ware. This suggests a chronological sequence. In the 6th 
century, wheel-thrown pottery seems to have almost com-
pletely replaced migration-period handmade pottery. 
 An interesting feature in this context is the cluster of 
fragments of seventeen very similar orange coarse-ware 
pots of types MWIC1 and MWIE4 (find no. 7572). The 
affinity of MWICI with the late-Roman type Alzey 32/33 
suggest that these finds belong to the earliest arrivals of 
wheel-thrown pottery at Wijnaldum-Tjitsma. This deposi-
tion is dated ca AD 500. Considering the ‘freshness’ of 
these fragments, they had probably arrived here shortly 
before, at the end of the 5th century. 
 This development becomes even more interesting if 
we compare Wijnaldum-Tjitsma’s pottery assemblage 
with its counterpart on the other side of the Vlie estuary, 
Den Burg-Beatrixlaan on the island of Texel.22 There, the 
wheel-thrown wares seems to arrive with new settlers. 
There were no residents with Migration-period handmade 
pottery (Anglo-Saxon style, type A2, or undecorated A1) 
to welcome them. The area seems to have been aban-
doned for longer than that of Wijnaldum, between AD 
325 and at least 450 or, more likely, 475. At Den Burg-
Beatrixlaan, new settlers did not arrive from the north, as 
in Wijnaldum. Their Frankish material culture indicates 
that they instead came from the south. After a while they 
seem to have started making pottery of their own by hand, 
by imitating the steep coarse-ware pots. The earliest exam-
ples look rather clumsy, thick-walled and heavy, possibly 

22 De Koning 2018; in prep.

Table 6.10  Distribution of different types of pottery from feature 567.

Pottery group Number of sherds % Weight in g % Average sherd weight in g
Handmade Terp ware from the Roman period 12 17.9 30 3.5 2.5
Migration-period handmade pottery (A1/A2) 3 4.4 18 2.1 6.0
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 40 59.7 759 88.6 19.0
Merovingian handmade (MH) 8 11.9 28 3,3 3.5
Carolingian handmade (CH) 4 6.0 22 2.6 5.5
Total 67 100 857 100 12.8

Table 6.11  Distribution of pottery from feature 567. The Minimum 
Number of Individuals (MNI) is based on diagnostic rim sherds.

Pottery group MNI % 
Merovingian handmade (MH) 1 14.3 
Merovingian wheel-thrown (MW) 6 85.7
Total 7 100

Table 6.12  Distribution of MW pottery types from feature 567.
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MWI A 5 3 50.0 600 700 Third group
MWI E 1 1 16.7 670 750 Third group
MWI E 2b 1 16.7 500 550 First group
MWI E 4 1 16.7 500 550 First group
Total 6 100
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because they had to get used to the local raw material, 
Holocene clay. Just like their predecessors in prehistory 
and the Roman period on Texel, they added chaff and/or 
grass and dung to prevent the pots from breaking when 
used as cooking pots. This kind of early-medieval pottery 
was also made in Friesland, where it is known as Tritsum 
ware. Taayke (see Chapter 4) concludes that this ware 
originated in the 6th century. 
 The assemblages of wheel-thrown pottery from Den 
Burg-Beatrixlaan and Wijnaldum-Tjitsma are very similar. 
This may be no coincidence. The western Netherlands and 
Texel became repopulated in the late 5th and early 6th 
century. This new population arrived with Frankish goods 
and probably with strong connections to the Frankish 
region. It is probably just after the arrival of the new 
inhabitants in Texel (and the western Netherlands) that 
Frankish goods started to flood Westergo. Because of its 
central position, Wijnaldum seems to have become a hub 
connecting interacting inhabited areas in the northern 
and western coastal areas. This development may have 
sparked the emergence of the coastal kingdom of Frisia 
that we know from the Lex Frisionum, and that is also 
marked by striking elite goods such as the famous brooch 
(see Chapter 1).23 
 This also offers an explanation for the differences 
between the Frisian sub-regions in the distribution of 
Frankish pottery. The amount of imported wheel-thrown 
pottery seems to decrease towards the east, with a clear 
peak in the west and northwest around Wijnaldum-
Tjitsma, but also Den Burg-Beatrixlaan on Texel. At Den 
Burg, the share of Merovingian imported pottery is even 
higher than at Wijnaldum: 70.6% and 63.7%, respective-
ly.24 This contrasts with the distribution of wheel-thrown 
pottery across other parts of the provinces of Friesland 
and Groningen. Our knowledge of this distribution is far 
from complete as there are not many sites that have been 
excavated on a comparable scale.25 Nevertheless, there 
are two large-scale terp excavations that offer sufficient 
evidence. Of the Merovingian-period pottery assemblage 
from the excavation at Leeuwarden-Oldehoofsterkerkhof 
in Friesland, 38% of the pottery was wheel-thrown, con-
sisting mostly of coarse ware.26 At Ezinge in Groningen, 
30% of the pottery of the Merovingian period was im-
ported wheel-thrown, mostly coarse ware.27 Other settle-
ments have far fewer amounts of Merovingian imported 
pottery, but since there is an obvious research gap, these 
data are less reliable. What is clear is that settlements 
further from Wijnaldum have a considerably smaller 

23 Nicolay 2014; see also Chapter 1, this volume.
24 De Koning in prep.
25 This is why new research by Angelique Kaspers (see Chapter 8) 

employs a different way of collecting pottery and data on the 
distribution of imported wares and on the relationship between 
these northern regions and the Frankish realm: by means of field 
surveys. This has already resulted in a huge increase in finds 
(Kaspers & Sibma 2017; Kaspers 2019).

26 Reigersman-van Lidth de Jeude et al. 2008, 141.
27 Thasing & Nieuwhof 2014, 139-140.

proportion of wheel-thrown pottery during this period 
than Wijnaldum itself or Texel.
 The remarkable differences between the eastern and 
western part of the northern Netherlands were previ-
ously noticed by Knol (see Figure 9.17).28 He suggested 
a main flow of goods through the central part of the 
Netherlands first arriving in Westergo and then partly 
distributed along the coastal settlements to the east. With 
what we know now about Wijnaldum-Tjitsma and Den 
Burg-Beatrixlaan, we now suggest that the main influx of 
Frankish goods came through a more westerly route, with 
Texel as a first distribution centre maybe even by the late 
5th century, followed by Wijnaldum as a second distribu-
tion centre for settlements along the northern Frisian and 
Groningen coastal areas. 

6.6 Conclusions
In this chapter, a number of contexts with a sufficient 
number of pottery were selected, for analyses of the chro-
nology of Merovingian pottery and the proportions of im-
ported wheel-thrown and local, handmade pottery in this 
period at Wijnaldum. These contexts belong to Periods 
IIIB (AD 475-550) and IV (550-650), when Wijnaldum 
and its surroundings became an important political centre 
maintaining contacts with Scandinavia, but also with the 
Frankish world. Large amounts of wheel-thrown pot-
tery were imported starting from the late 5th century, in 
Period IV even forming 63.7% of the total pottery assem-
blage. Imported pottery, perhaps from a fresh shipment, 
was selected in at least one case for what seems to be a 
ritual deposition. This assemblage, consisting of many rim 
sherds of different pots of similar types, shows that the 
importation of wheel-thrown pottery was not something 
incidental, but a relatively large-scale affair that involved a 
structural supply of goods. 
 We suggest that the large-scale importation of 
Merovingian pottery was related to the repopulation of 
the western Netherlands and especially of the nearby 
island of Texel at the end of the 5the century. This new 
population was connected to the Frankish world, rather 
than to the Scandinavian world as the population of the 
terp region was. Wijnaldum became a hub between the 
Frankish world and the northern coastal area, and thereby 
developed into a political centre that controlled the distri-
bution of Frankish goods, notably imported pottery, to its 
hinterland across the north.
 Imported ware would have been distributed to 
other regions and settlements, but also used locally at 
Wijnaldum, as small and abraded sherds in the settlement 
waste indicate. It became the normal household pottery 
of the 6th and first half of the 7th century. Handmade 
pottery kept being used, as is evident from the contexts 
discussed here, be it in small quantities. But there were 
exceptions. Some households, such as the one using 
Hearth 15, which was plastered with sherds from several 

28 Knol 1993, 243 and fig. 55.
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handmade pots, may have preferred, and perhaps kept 
producing, handmade pottery. 
 The absence of (indigenous) Roman-period pottery in 
a feature as large as no. 1233 indicates that this part of the 
terp only developed from Period IIIB on. In another part 
of the terp (Well 9 and features 567 and 625), many small 
fragments of indigenous pottery from the Roman period 
were found, demonstrating that this part of the early-me-
dieval settlement was situated on top of the Roman-period 
terp (Periods I and II). 
 The pottery assemblages from these contexts more or 
less confirm the chronology of Merovingian imported 
pottery proposed in Chapter 5, albeit with some adjust-
ments. Notably, type MWIE1, which clearly belongs to the 
third chronological group as defined in Chapter 5, occurs 
consistently in contexts that are earlier than AD 670-750, 
the period to which it was assigned. A starting date within 
Period IV, before AD 650, seems likely. The same may 
apply to type MWIA5, which may have a starting date 
before the proposed AD 600.
 From AD 650, the importation of wheel-thrown ware 
from the Rhineland strongly decreased. Local hand-
made pottery resumed the role it had played before the 
Merovingian Period, and once more became the common-
ly used kind of pottery in the northern Netherlands and 
adjacent northwestern Germany. The local and regional 
A3/A4 types developed into the successful globular pots, 
which spread across northwestern Europe and remained 
in use from the 8th to the 14th century. Only then did 
wheel-thrown pottery take over again. The next chapter, 
Chapter 7, is devoted to this development. 
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Wĳnaldum is nowadays an unassuming rural village in the north of the province 
of Friesland, no more than a small dot on the map of the Netherlands. But during the 
Early Middle Ages, this probably was a lively political centre, a kingdom, with intensive 
contacts with other kingdoms along the North Sea coasts, and with the Frankish 
realm to the south. The search for the king that resided at Wĳnaldum was the major 
goal of the excavations that were carried out at the terp Wĳnaldum-Tjitsma between 
1991 and 1993. These excavations yielded a wealth of information, although tangible 
remains of the king or a royal residence were not found. What was found was a lot of 
pottery. The ceramic assemblage from the first Millennium consists of local handmade 
and imported wheel-thrown pottery, revealing contacts with the wider world.
     The first results and an overview of the habitation phases were published in 1999, 
in Volume 1 of The Excavations at Wĳnaldum. The ceramic assemblage, and its conse-
quences for the habitation history of Wĳnaldum, are the main subjects of this second 
volume of The Excavations at Wĳnaldum.

GAS 38

university of groningen institute 
of archaeologygroningen

9 789493 194106




