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Treading the boards
An archaeological evaluation and watching brief 
at Perth Theatre, Mill Street / High Street, Perth
Ray Cachart

Introduction

Alder Archaeology was commissioned by Robertson 
Construction Ltd to undertake an archaeological 
evaluation (Alder site code PE56) on the site of a new 
development for Perth Theatre. The site comprised the 
footprint of the building known as the Red Rooms, an 
annex on the E side of the theatre centred on ngr NO 
1171 2364. The work was undertaken during the 
period 26th October to 2nd December 2015, prior to 
its demolition.

The site (Illus 1 and 2)

Perth Theatre lies between the High Street to the S and 
Mill Street to the N, on the E side of Cutlog Vennel. 
The site comprises the main Perth Theatre building 
and the adjacent building on the E side known as the 
Red Rooms. This was constructed in 1982 with pile 
and groundbeam foundations over demolished 19th-
century properties. During the recent work the theatre 
itself was refurbished, but the Red Rooms building 
was completely demolished and rebuilt on a similar 
footprint with new piled foundations. Also included 
in the new development were the theatre and local 
authority car parks, to the N and NE of the Red Rooms 
site. The theatre re-opened in late 2017, with its main 
entrance relocated from the High Street to Mill Street.

Perth Theatre is located within the medieval core of the 
burgh of Perth; the plot extends northwards from the 
High Street, through to the backlands once bounded 
to the N by the town’s wall and ditch defences (Mill 
Street). Previous redevelopment at nearby sites on the 
High Street, Marks and Spencer 75–95 High Street/
5–10 Mill Street (excavated 1975–77) and to the rear 
of Boots at 143–159 High Street (excavated 1979–80) 
found deep, well preserved archaeological deposits 
(Perry et al 2010; Brann and McGavin 1995). These 
included remains of medieval occupation dating from 
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the 12th century onwards (buildings, organic artefacts 
of wood, leather, bone, pottery, textile etc) and the 
town’s defences, in the form of wall foundations and 
a substantial ditch.
 Archaeological works were carried out when 
the theatre was extended in the early 1980s. In the 
northern half of the site, an archaeological watching 
brief was undertaken on trenches excavated to a depth 
of 1.5m. Little organic material was discovered and 
the structures uncovered related to the 18th and 19th 
centuries. Pipe trenches 2m deep revealed backland 
deposits, though not of any great complexity. At the 
High Street entrance to the theatre a small trench 
0.60m deep revealed medieval deposits at this relatively 
shallow depth. Five engineers’ boreholes drilled within 
the theatre recorded organic archaeological deposits 
from 0.5m below current surface down to 4m deep 
(Bowler 2004). Further site investigation boreholes and 
test pits in 2009 revealed that archaeological deposits 
survived within and also adjacent to the Red Rooms, 
but appeared to have been removed from beneath the 
theatre’s auditorium (Headland 2009).

The excavation

Evaluation methodology

Five E–W evaluation trenches were excavated, covering 
60m2 or 10% of the development site. Full excavation 
was not required because the new development was 
planned to extend only 0.80m below the existing 
concrete floor surface. The evaluation was followed 
by a targeted watching brief (site code PE56WB) on 
new groundworks, to further investigate an early post-
medieval stone building extending to the N of trenches 
04 and 05.
 The trenches were dug by hand and machine. Trench 
01 was excavated outdoors in the car park, while the 
rest (02–05) were excavated within the standing Red 
Rooms building. After removing the hard surfaces 
(tarmac outdoors and a thick concrete floor inside), 
modern deposits of compacted demolition rubble were 
machined off until more significant archaeology was 
reached. Limited hand digging of deposits and features 

Archaeological history: previous work 
at Perth Theatre
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Illus 2 Location of evaluation trenches 01–05.

was followed by localised, machine-dug sondages, 
cleaned and recorded by hand. Final sondages were 
dug to reach natural deposits.
 Trench 01 was positioned so as to expose, in 
section, one of the new concrete test piles (0101), to 
ascertain its impact upon the archaeological deposits 
which it passed through. This type of piling is known 
as ‘displacement auger piling’. This does not extract 
material to the surface but compresses it laterally, while 
injecting liquid concrete through the centre of the bore 
to form a concrete ‘corkscrew’ thread (Illus 15). When 
cleaned and examined, the pile was 0.53m in diameter. 

Compression beyond this was surprisingly limited, 
0.03–0.05m, with no visible destruction beyond.

Trench 01 (Illus 2 and 3)

Trench 01 was dug in the car park at the rear of the 
Red Rooms. It revealed a sequence of garden soils, 
beginning with an almost black modern soil (0106) 
alongside gravel and demolition rubble, then a light 
brown soil (0111) with linear cultivation features at 
6.40–6.50m aod. Under these was another garden 
soil (0119), with abundant medieval pottery.
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 From (0111) down, the excavation was reduced to 
a small sondage. This revealed the fills of a major cut 
(0122) dug into the natural yellow sand (0123), exposed 
at 4.70m aod (2.4m below site surface). The fills 
contained no pottery, so could not be dated. Only 
the S and W edges of the feature were visible in the 
sondage. It could have been the W end of an E–W ditch, 
or the S end of an irregular N–S ditch. In either case 
it may have been related to features found in Trenches 
02 and 03 (below), and formed part of a system of 
boundary or defensive ditches.

Trench 02 (Illus 4, 5, 16 and 17)

Trench 02 was located at the N end of the Red Rooms, 
between two parallel concrete ground-beams. The floor 
here was lower (6.04m aod) than in the rest of the 
building. The excavation cut through medieval garden 
soil (0203) with a medieval pit (0213), and then into the 
fills of a major N–S ditch (0215), to a final depth of 
3.76 aod.
 The ditch was cut from 4.88m aod (average) into 
natural yellow sand (0214) which appeared at 4.84m 
aod. The ditch was about 3.50m wide. The W edge was 
stepped, mostly hidden beyond the W end of the trench, 
but visible in a sondage. The E edge was near vertical but 
irregular, disturbed by smaller pits, as was the base.
 There was a series of fills within the ditch, the 
majority with marked tip-lines from either or both lips 
of the ditch. Slumping of the natural subsoil from the E 
lip was also noted, while tumbled stones bearing charring 
on some faces and surrounded by mottled clay silt were 
excavated from around the centre line of the ditch.
 The fills contained animal bones, medieval pottery 
(including occasional Scottish White Gritty Ware at the 
lower levels), iron and fired daub. Silting deposits were 
apparent in the base of the ditch (0226) and (0227) and 
also contained medieval pottery. Patches of redeposited 
yellow sand to the E (0239) and W (0225) of the silting 
deposits appeared to be displaced bank material. A 
major lower fill (0223), tipped or slumped from the W, 
comprised mottled yellow sand which may also have 
derived from a bank.
 Deposits recorded to the W of the ditch (0215) 
included bands of ashy clay-silt, (0228, 0238) with 
frequent finds of fired daub. These bands appear to 
represent floor levels between 4.98m and 4.68m aod 
which overlay the ditch fill and therefore post-dated 
the period in which the ditch was active.
 The ditch (and possible bank) appear too large 
for an ordinary burgage plot boundary; this and the 
feature (0122) in Trench 01 may represent an early 
boundary and/or defensive ditch along the western 
edge of the burgh, before it expanded further W in 
the 14th century.

Trench 03 (Illus 6, 7, 8, 18, 19 and 20)

Trench 03 lay at the mid-point of the Red Rooms, 
between two concrete groundbeams. Excavation 

began at 7.08m aod (top of concrete floor), and 
extended to 5.88m aod (1.20m below the floor), with 
a sondage to 4.85m aod (2.23m below the floor).
 Beneath modern demolition and soil deposits was a 
pit (0315) containing two Scottish redware vessel bases 
of 15th/16th-century date (Cat 5 and 6), cut through a 
layer of brown garden soil and a clay floor. Below the 
pit bottom was a drain made of clay-bonded sandstone 
slabs, a rough clay floor (0320) with concentrations 
of charcoal (0321) in the NE corner, and a patch of 
crushed green sandstone and mortar against the N 
end of the drain, perhaps a demolished structure.
 Cut through the clay floor (0320) was a large 
round pit (0322) with an inverted bell profile. It 
contained lumps of iron and abundant charcoal in its 
lower fills, apparently industrial waste, perhaps from 
blacksmithing. The Guild of Hammermen building is 
shown close to the site on the 1860 OS map of Perth. 
Frequent animal bones in the fill may represent more 
general waste disposal. The base of a wine bottle in 
the top of the upper fill (0323) lay at the interface with 
overlying rubble deposits (0303) and may have been an 
intrusion. The remainder of the dateable finds from the 
pit were medieval, including sherds of greyware and 
redware pottery.
 Below the clay floor (0320/0321), two layers of 
garden soil (0327 and 0328) were removed. A sondage 
into the lower garden soil revealed sandstone rubble 
(0329), over a banked deposit of pebbles and silt 
(0333).
 The large round pit (0322) was cut into the top 
of an earlier pit (0338), dug through a thick layer of 
garden soil down onto natural sand. Pit (0338) also 
contained lumps of iron and abundant charcoal, as well 
as animal bone and sherds of medieval pottery. The fills 
contained a high proportion of ash and charcoal, with 
one fill (0335) of clayey ash forming a lining of the sides 
of the lower pit for much of its depth.
 Like the upper pit, the lower pit seems to represent 
disposal of blacksmithing or similar waste, although 
the noticeably straight sides of the lower feature may 
suggest an original purpose as a quenching pit or 
similar element in the production process.
 Another possible function is as a slag-pit furnace, 
in which slag and iron drop into a pit dug beneath the 
smelter, the pit being typically filled with vegetation 
and often also containing quantities of ash from 
previous smelts. The profile and fills of the pit would 
be consistent with such a function, although slag-pit 
furnaces were an archaic form by the later medieval 
period and had generally been replaced by slag tapping 
furnaces.
 Further excavation through garden soils revealed a 
possible path of silt and stone fragments, together with 
underlying garden soil type silt, and a sub-triangular 
posthole (0346) located 0.05m NW of the base of the 
lower pit. The post hole was cut into what appeared to 
be a trampled ground surface of compacted sandy silt 
(0351). The post hole contained a fill of burnt, pink-
discoloured clay and charcoal.
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 At the E end of the sondage was a banded series of 
thin layers, probably floors, of river pebbles and pink or 
brown silt (0344, 0347 and 0348). This was the earliest 
phase of structural activity in this trench. Under them 
was a layer of grey ashy silt (0349), and a deposit of 
charcoal and burnt clay (0353). This tapered away to the 
W, over the rising slope of the underlying natural sand.
 A slot (0354) with an ashy grey fill (0357) was found 
just E of the base of the lower pit (0338), perhaps the 
imprint of a plank removed when cutting the pit. The 
slot lay near the E edge of a trampled surface (0351) of 
compacted yellow sand, with a posthole (0346) at its W 
edge. Beneath the ‘trampled’ surface at 4.88m–4.85m 
aod, undisturbed natural compact yellow sand was 
encountered, extending across the base of the sondage.
 At the extreme W of the sondage, was a band of 
dark grey clay silt (0356). The sondage was expanded 
W to the end of the trench to follow this. Silt (0356) and 
an overlying sand deposit may indicate the E edge of a 
N–S ditch, as seen in Trench 02. The upper fills of ditch 
(0215) were similar, and if projected S would pass just 
to the W of Trench 03. The sand overlying silt (0356) 
could indicate a bank of upcast along the edge of the 
ditch, as suggested in Trench 02, with posthole (0346) 
and plank slot (0354) indicating wooden retaining 

structures, and a parallel track represented by pebble 
layers over an area of burning.
 A small pit of unknown function was cut into the S 
end of the grey silt, but seen only in the sondage baulk.

Trench 04 (Illus 2, 21 and 22)

Trench 04 was located at the S end of the building. 
Here the surface of the concrete floor was at 7.02m 
aod. Beneath compacted demolition deposits was a 
substantial N–S wall (0406). On its W side was a rough 
surface (0418) of clay-bonded stone fragments. These 
seemed to belong to a building demolished to make way 
for the Red Rooms, as the concrete floor was directly 
over the wall.
 To the E of the wall were various deposits of silt, 
slate and stone, a modern ceramic drain pipe and 
soakaway, a post hole and another cut. Finds included 
a broken 19th-century wine bottle, residual medieval 
pottery, and a row of three hand-made bricks. The N–S 
wall (0406) was removed by machine, coming down 
onto mottled grey and light brown clay with abundant 
stone fragments, including a large architectural fragment 
with a well-defined rebate for a wooden door frame 
or similar.



Ray Cachart66

Concrete (0301)

Bedding (0302)

(0303)

(0310)

(0327)

(0320)

5.78m AOD

(0328)

(0343)

Sondage

(0347)

(0348)
(0344)

(0353)

(0349)

Sondage

Concrete
(0316)

(0307) Cut
(0306)

Concrete
(0324)

(0305)
Cut
(0304)

N S

0 1m

Illus 8 Trench 03, west-facing section.

 Along the N side of the trench was the top of a 
major E–W wall (0420), 0.58m below the concrete 
floor surface. Wall (0420) was 0.50m thick, made of 
orange-brown sandstone blocks bonded with orange 
silty clay. It survived to a height of 1.15m, about 9 
or 10 courses high at its W end. At 0.78m below the 
wall top, the base of the wall (0434) stepped out S by 
0.10m, while the N face continued under the trench 
edge. Wall (0420/0434) had a well-built face on the 
visible S side, and ran E from the W end of the trench 
for 1.90m. From here the line was continued for 0.90m 
by wall (0445), roughly built and unfaced on the S side, 
but with a well-defined E end. Wall (0445) turned N 
under the trench edge and concrete groundbeam, and it 
appeared that wall (0420) did so too. Trench 05 (below) 
was dug to investigate this, and confirmed that wall 
(0420) did indeed continue N of the groundbeam, but 
wall (0445) did not. It may have been added to the SE 
corner of the building as an external buttress.
 Abutting the S face of the wall (0420/0445) was a 
cobble layer (0433) perhaps an external yard surface, 

containing medieval pottery and animal bone. This 
surface was cut away on its E side and replaced by 
deposits of dark silty clay, ash, and stone fragments, 
with shell and medieval pottery.
 Below the cobble surface were layers of clay (0437), 
bounded to the E by a sequence of N–S pathways. At 
the top was a trample layer (0452, 0453) over a stone 
slab path (0450), then a trample or bedding layer 
(0470) over a smooth stone surface (0471).
 To the E of pathway (0471) was a midden layer 
(0461) over a pebble and sandstone surface (0477). 
These layers were pierced by three wooden stakes with 
sharpened points, part of a wattle fence or animal pen 
on the E side of the path.
 On the W side of the pathway (0471) was a gravel 
and sandstone surface (0476), which extended under 
the E–W wall (0445), mixed clay and silt layers, and 
a small post hole or pit. Below surface (0476) was a 
layer of clay and sandstone slabs (0478), containing 
a broken, redeposited sill beam (0479) with two 
rectangular mortices.
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Illus 11 Trench 04, north-facing section of sondage.
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At the E end of Trench 04, a machine and hand 
sondage was dug to 4.21m aod (2.81m below floor 
surface). This revealed two post holes and mixed, 
waterlogged midden and gravel layers, down to the 
top of natural brown silty clay at 2.57m aod. This 
was followed by hand and auger down to 3.65m aod 
(3.37m below concrete floor surface).

Trench 05 (Illus 23)

Trench 05 was dug on the N side of the concrete 
ground beam separating it from Trench 04, from 
the same level, in order to find the continuation of 
the stone building seen in Trench 04. Removal of 
modern and disturbed layers revealed medieval clay 
and silt, an orange brown clay layer containing an 
almost complete Scottish Redware jug dated to the 
13th–15th centuries, and dark grey clay layers with 
a large architectural stone.
 At the trench W end was a deposit of silt and 
small coal fragments, spread over an uneven 
cobble surface. Removal of layers of clay and stone 
fragments revealed a clay-bonded stone wall (0532), 
aligned N–S, 0.50m wide, with foundations 0.70m 
deep on the W side and 0.55m on the E. This was 
the N return of the wall (0420) seen in Trench 04, 
and together formed the SE corner of a substantial 
building.
 On the E side of the wall was a layer of brown 
gravel (0554) and pathway of clay-bonded flat stones 
(0533). Along the E edge of the pathway, the stones 
dipped down to the E end of the trench, perhaps into 
the fills of a drain. Under the stones was a deposit of 
pebbly gravel (0550), either an earlier surface or a 
makeup layer. Below this were layers of midden 
and pebbles.
 A sondage under the cobbles on the W side of 
the wall found a sequence of medieval midden 
and clay deposits, probably cut through by the 
wall foundation. Below these was a dark silt layer 
with slag and metal working debris, and then a 
rectangular orange-brown clay hearth (0530), over 
heat-affected sand layers also cut by wall foundation 
(0532). Excavation ceased at 5.15m aod.
 Augering continued on the E side of the wall, 
through layers of clay and silt down to 4.05m aod, 
almost 3m below the surface of the concrete floor, 
but did not reach natural deposits.

Following the evaluation, a watching brief was 
recommended to trace the rest of the the early post-
medieval stone building seen in Trenches 04 and 05. 
A watching brief was also recommended on ground 
reduction, two lift shaft bases, and services crossing 
the new car park on the S side of Mill Street and 

along the E side of the new build. In the event, the 
service trench on the E side of the new build was 
not monitored.

Results

Post-medieval building in Trenches 04 and 05

After demolition and clearance, during removal of 
the groundbeams, the E–W wall (0434) was traced 
a further 3m W as wall (0601). The N return (the 
W wall of the building) was not found, but may have 
been destroyed by the W wall of the Red Rooms, 
which ran along an early N–S rig boundary.
 The N–S wall (0532) was traced a further 1.80m 
N, before it was cut away by another groundbeam. 
There were slight, much-disturbed traces of rubble 
and a worked stone just N of the groundbeam. 
The W return (the N wall of the building) was not 
found, and had probably been destroyed when the 
groundbeam was inserted in the 1980s. The S wall 
had an overall recorded length of 6.00m (E–W) and 
the E wall an overall recorded length of 5m (N–S). 
These are probably nearly complete. 

Lift pits

The goods lift pit floor was at 5.28 aod. It revealed 
a deposit (0614) of brown clayey silt with inclusions 
of medieval pottery and oyster shell in the S and 
W sections which was at least 0.50m thick (not 
bottomed).

Electricity service trench (Illus 25)

An electric cable duct trench was dug E–W across 
the new car park, N of the new building, 1m wide, 
1m deep and 30m long (Illus 25).
 Beneath modern surfaces and fills were two 
garden soil layers. The upper (0626) contained 19th-
century finds, but the lower (0629), in the bottom 
of the trench, contained abundant oyster shell, bone 
and medieval pottery, and was probably equivalent 
to layer (0111) in Trench 01. Cut into the upper soil 
(0626) were a 19th- or early 20th-century rubbish 
pit, a manhole, and various 19th-, 20th- and 21st-
century drains and pipes.
 At 8m from the E end of the trench was a N–S 
wall base (0627) of mortared quarried sandstone, 
c60m wide and about 0.30m high. This followed 
the line of the original rig boundary on the E side of 
the Red Rooms. Along its W edge was the base of 
a modern red brick wall (0628) following the same 
boundary, and re-appearing to the E of the new 
building. Another N–S stone wall (0640) crossed 
the trench 20m from the E end. This seemed to be 
part of a building demolished when the Red Rooms 
were built in the 1980s. A third mortared stone wall 
(0642) crossed 24m from the E end, and followed the 

Watching brief on lift shafts, electricity 
cables and other services 
(May 2016–September 2017)
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Illus 12 Trench 05, with wall (0532), slab surface (0533), cobbles (0523) and hearth (0530).
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Illus 13 Trench 04 and 05, locations.

original rig boundary between the Red Rooms and 
the Theatre to the W.

Discussion
Catherine Smith and David Bowler

The most notable features found in the evaluation and 
watching brief were the ditches seen in Trenches 01–03, 
and the stone building seen in Trenches 04 and 05.

Ditches in Trenches 01–03

The size and depth of these trenches go beyond the 
requirements of ordinary rig boundaries, and seemed to 
be among the earliest features in their trenches, cut into 
natural deposits. Ditch (0122) (Trench 01) could have 
been aligned E–W or N–S. Ditch (0215) (Trench 02) 
was aligned N–S, with a possible bank on its W side. 
The possible ditch in Trench 03 was again N–S, with 
a possible bank (0356).
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Illus 14 Opening Trench 01 in car park.

Illus 15 Trench 01, showing concrete test pile in section.

Illus 16 Trench 02, showing north sondage in ditch (0215). Illus 17 North and south sondages in ditch (0215), Trench 02.
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 The late medieval defences of the burgh are well 
known, and can be recognised in the line of the Lade, 
for example on Rutherford 1774, running along what 
is now Mill Street (N), Methven Street (W) and Canal 
Street (S). The N defensive line was excavated in the 
Mill Street excavations to the rear of Boots (Brann 
and McGavin 1995, 918–38). However, it has long 
been understood that the medieval burgh developed 
progressively westward, northward and southward 
from a nucleus close to the river and parish kirk. This 
has been extensively discussed by Spearman (1988) 
and also in Bowler (2004). Possible W boundary 

lines have been recognised along Meal Vennel, 
and just E of Scott Street under the former Co-op 
buildings on Canal Street (Cox, 1996).
 The apparent N–S ditch on the present site may be 
another such boundary, perhaps even defensive, or at 
least defensible against casual intruders, and perhaps 
on a similar line to the possible boundary near Scott 
Street. The westward expansion of the burgh would 
naturally have made this boundary redundant.

Building in Trenches 04 and 05

The early post-medieval building whose S and E 
walls were found in Trenches 04 and 05 was at least 
6m (E–W) by 5m (N–S). It may have been a little 
bigger, but probably was not, otherwise its N and 
E walls would have been found. In addition, its W 
end would then have crossed over a long-established 
rig boundary, which would be unusual. A group 
of Rhenish Stoneware fabrics associated with this 
building indicates occupation in the late 15th/16th 
centuries (Hall, below).
 Its location about halfway down the backlands is 
interesting, as more formal buildings were usually 
on the High Street frontage, with more functional 
buildings behind. However, this rule was not 
absolute, especially in post-medieval times, as space 
within the burgh began to fill up. The evidence of 
medieval metal working, with ash, slag and other 

Illus 18 Redware pot bases (0315) in Trench 03 
(see also Pottery Cat 5 and 6).

Illus 19 Trampled surface (0351) in Trench 03.
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Illus 20 Industrial ?metal working pit (0338) in Trench 03. Illus 21 Wall (0434) and cobble layer (0433) in Trench 04.

Illus 22 Excavation in Trench 04.

Illus 23 Wall (0532) and slab pathway (0533) in Trench 05.

waste, the earlier hearth (0530) in Trench 05, and the 
possible connection with the Guild of Hammermen 
(smiths) on the 1860 OS map might suggest a function 
for the building as a place of meeting or business. The 
Hammermen were a well-organised and important 
craft but were customarily located in the backlands 
where industries posing a fire risk were often placed, 
in this instance close to what may once have been a 
burgh boundary.
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Illus 24 Displacement auger piling rig.

Illus 25 Plan of watching brief on electricity cable duct.

General

The deep, complex sequence of midden layers, pits, 
postholes, yard surfaces and long-lived rig boundaries 
is typical of medieval and early post-medieval Perth, 
as is the abundance of pottery, metal and fragments 
of wooden structures.
 Medieval rigs or burgage plots were measured strips 
of land, usually long and narrow, with a street frontage 
and backlands where industrial activities 
and horticulture could take place and were often 
delineated by walls, fences or ditches (Coleman 2004).
 Dating evidence based on pottery indicates medieval 
and early post-medieval activity at the site between 
the 12th to 15th/16th centuries (see Hall, below). A 
pair of small cloth shears falls between these dates, 
perhaps 13th to 14th century. Other finds including 
a grindstone, glass bottles and clay pipe fragments 
indicate continued use of the site in the Victorian 
period. Small Victorian industrial buildings survived 
adjacent to the site until they were cleared away for 
the present development.
 The use of displacement auger piling on this site is 
an interesting footnote. Most modern buildings in Perth 

are now founded on piles, but this particular type 
had not been seen before. An extensive watching 
brief carried out in the 1980s on the construction 
of the St John’s Centre in the High Street previously 
flagged up potential damage that could be done 
to precious and finite waterlogged archaeological 
resources by the insertion of multiple piles (Perry 
and Coleman 2016). However the extent of 
physical, mechanical disturbance to deposits seen 
in Trench 01 was surprisingly small, and may 
indicate that it is more suitable than some other 
methods for complex urban sites. The machinery 
(Illus 24) is relatively light and compact, and 
the ‘concrete corkscrew’ form of the finished 
pile gives a high degree of ground adhesion in a 
small pile diameter. However, it is not possible 
to assess how it might affect deeply waterlogged 
deposits by introducing ventilation and drainage 
to previously sealed archaeology. Work by Carter 
(2001) has shown that the garden soils discovered 
in excavations in medieval St Andrews, Aberdeen 
and Perth are in reality dried-out organic deposits 
lying atop the deeply buried, and still surviving, 
waterlogged middens below.
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The pottery
Derek Hall

Introduction

The assemblage of 1412 sherds of pottery has been 
examined by eye and x10 lens. Where possible sherds 
have been assigned to recognised fabric names. The 
assemblage is considered by trench with a final 
overarching discussion. Ten sherds were extracted 
for chemical sourcing (using ICP) and will form the 
subject of future research.

Trench 01

Trench 01 produced 133 sherds of pottery ranging 
in date from the 12th to 19th centuries.

Scottish Redware (not illustrated)

This group of ceramics is dominated by Scottish 
Redware (88 sherds), a fabric which is assumed to have 
been locally produced (Haggarty, Hall and Chenery 
2011). Splash-glazed jugs are the dominant vessel type 
and there is a single piece of tile from Context 111. The 
current chronology for the production of this fabric type 
suggests it was manufactured between the late 12th and 
15th centuries.

Scottish White Gritty Ware (Illus 27; Cat 14)

There are 30 sherds from vessels in this fabric type. 
Splash-glazed jugs are the most common vessel type 
represented. A chemical sourcing project funded by 
Historic Scotland (now HES) identified three potential 
production centres for this pottery type in Fife, Lothian 
and the Scottish Borders (Jones at al 2006). It is dated 
between the 12th and 15th centuries. There is a good 
example of a rod handle copying a Yorkshire vessel 
style from Context 111 (Cat 14).

Yorkshire Type Wares (Illus 28; Cat 18)

Vessels in these very well made whiteware fabrics are 
probably the most popular imports in the Scottish East 
Coast burghs in the 13th and 14th centuries (Jennings 
1992). There are six sherds from vessels in the distinctive 
green glazed wares which are liable to be products of the 
Scarborough kilns and two sherds from Whiteware jugs 
(Farmer 1979). There is a tubular spout from Context 
119 (Cat 18).

Low Countries Highly Decorated Wares (not 
illustrated)

There is a single bodysherd from Context 111 from a 
green glazed vessel decorated with vertical incised lines 
in this fabric which dates to the 13th and 14th centuries. 
Similar sherds possibly from the same vessel are also 
present in contexts 436 (Trench 04) and 522 (Trench 05).

Rhenish Stonewares

Raeren (not illustrated)
There is a single sherd from a Raeren jug from Context 
108 which dates to the 15th/16th centuries (Hurst 1986). 
It was found in association with Post Medieval Brown 
Glazed Earthenwares so is liable to be residual.

Unidentified (not illustrated)

There is a single sherd from a vessel decorated with 
incised lines which is from an unprovenanced import, 
from Context 111.

Trench 02

This trench produced 722 sherds of pottery ranging 
in date from the 12th to 15th centuries.

Scottish Redwares (Illus 26; Cat 2, 3, 7a–7c)

There are 578 sherds from vessels in this fabric type. 
Splash-glazed jugs are the most common vessel type 
present, with some good examples from Context 203 
(Cat nos 2 and 3) where the potters have copied Yorkshire 
Type vessel handles and decorative styles. There is a 
single skillet handle from the same context (Cat 7c) and 
a cooking pot rim from 227. There are also several sherds 
present in contexts 217, 219, 226 and 227 that have a 
white slip on their external and internal surfaces (Cat 
7b). This production technique has been identified on 
the potential local redwares from other sites in Perth 
and seems to represent an attempt to make them look 
like Whitewares.

Scottish White Gritty Ware (Illus 27; Cat 12, 13 
and 17)

There are 87 sherds from vessels in this fabric type. 
The majority of these are from splash-glazed jugs 
although there are also sherds from jars used for 
cooking in Contexts 217, 235 and 256. Two of those 
cooking pot rims are frilled (Cat 17), a style that has 
long been suggested as being a distinctive characteristic 
of the Fife pottery industry (Laing 1973).

Yorkshire Type Wares (Illus 28; Cat 20–22)

There is a large group of pottery (48 sherds) from 
Contexts 203, 210, 216, 217, 219, 220, 233, 234 and 256 
in distinctive green glazed Yorkshire fabrics, Yorkshire 
Whitewares, Yorkshire Redwares and Yorkshire 
Polychrome Type Wares. Apart from one sherd from 
an open vessel form in Context 220 it is glazed jugs that 
are represented. There is a good example of a decorative 
stamp from Context 233 (Cat 20) and ribbed rod handles 
from Context 203 and 256 (Cats 21 and 22). The presence 
of Yorkshire Type Polychrome Wares in ditch fills 233 and 
234 is interesting as these can be closely dated to a 1250–
1350 date bracket (Holdsworth 1978, 12).
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Rhenish Stoneware (not illustrated)

There is a single sherd of Siegburg stoneware from 
Context 203 that should date to the 14th century at 
the earliest (Hurst 1986).

Unidentified (Illus 29; Cat 31)

There are eight sherds from vessels in unprovenanced 
fabrics from contexts 203, 205, 217, 219 and unstratified. 
One of these, from Context 203, is a bodysherd from 
a green glazed jug with applied strip and pellets and 
applied horseshoe decoration (Cat 31). This is liable 
to be in a Yorkshire Type Ware fabric.

Trench 03

This trench produced 148 sherds of pottery ranging 
in date from the 12th to 19th centuries.

Scottish Redwares (Illus 26; Cats 4–7)

There are 117 sherds from vessels in this fabric type 
and apart from two potential industrial vessels from 
310 and 337 all the sherds are from splash-glazed jugs 
There are good examples of reconstructed bases from 
Context 315 (Cats 5 and 6).

Scottish White Gritty Ware (Illus 27; Cat 15)

There are 15 sherds from splash glazed jugs in this 
fabric type from contexts 308, 313, 319,328, 330, 331, 
333, 337 and 353.

Yorkshire Type Wares (not illustrated)

There are five sherds from distinctively green glazed 
vessels in this fabric from contexts 309, 332 and 333 
and two sherds from Whitewares from 333 and 335.

Earthenwares and Standard White Earthenwares 
(not illustrated)

There are two sherds in a Standard White 
Earthenware and one sherd of Brown Glazed 
Earthenware of 19th century date from Context 303.

Unidentified (not illustrated)

There are five sherds in unprovenanced fabrics from 
Contexts 310, 328 and 332.

Trench 04

This trench produced 178 sherds of pottery ranging 
in date from the 12th to 19th centuries.

Scottish Redware (Illus 26; Cat 8)

There are 84 sherds from splash-glazed jugs in 

this fabric. There are good examples of styles of 
decoration using applied pellets and strips from 
Contexts 428 and 433, a zoomorphic spout copying a 
Yorkshire Type vessel from Context 464 (Cat 8) and 
a thumbed base from Context 464. There is some 
evidence for white slipping of vessels from Contexts 
464 and 470.

Scottish White Gritty Wares (not illustrated)

There are 47 sherds from vessels in this fabric. 
Splash-glazed jugs are the most common vessel type 
represented, including an arm from a figure jug from 
Context 472. There are sherds from jars used for 
cooking from Contexts 464 and 472.

Scottish Post Medieval Reduced Wares 
(not illustrated)

There is a single sherd from a glazed jug in this fabric 
from Context 418, first identified in excavations at 
Stirling Castle (Haggarty 1980). The only production 
centre so far identified is at Throsk in the Forth Valley 
(Caldwell and Dean 1992, 1–46, Harrison 2002).

Yorkshire Type Wares (Illus 28; Cat 19)

There are 15 sherds from vessels in these fabrics, 
including a beard from a facemask jug from Context 
472, a single sherd in Farmer’s Scarborough Type 1 
fabric from Context 436 and five sherds of Yorkshire 
Type Redware from Context 431.

Low Countries Wares (Illus 29; Cat 28)

There are two sherds in these fabrics from Contexts 
428 and 436. The sherd from 428 is an internally 
glazed basesherd and that from 436 is a sherd of 
Low Countries Highly Decorated Ware (Cat 28) 
from a similar vessel to that present in Context 111 
in Trench 01.

Rhenish Stonewares (Illus 29; Cats 25 and 26)

There are three sherds from vessels in these fabrics 
from Contexts 409, 414 and 418. The sherd from 
Context 409 is from a ribbed rod handle in Raeren 
stoneware of 16th/17th century date. The sherd from 
Context 414 is from the rim, neck and narrow strap 
handle junction from a 14th-century straight sided 
Siegburg Ware jug (Cat 25) (Hurst 1986, Fig 88.262) 
and the sherd from 418 is a ribbed rod handle from 
a vessel in Frechen stoneware (Cat 26) (ibid 1986, 
214–21).

Standard White Earthenwares (not illustrated)

There are sherds of Standard White Earthenware of 
19th-century date from contexts 405, 409, 418, 428 
and 439.



Treading the boards 79

0 10cm

11 

LRF17

10

LRF17

9

LRF17

8

LRF17

7c

LRF17

7b

LRF17

LR
F1
7

7a

7

LRF17

6

LRF17

LRF17

5

4

LRF17

3

LRF17

2

LRF17

1

LRF17
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Unidentified (Illus 29; Cat 30)

There are nine sherds from Contexts 435, 436, 448, 
449, 450, 451, 453 and 472 which are unprovenanced. 
These include an unusual hooked whiteware rim 
from 472 (Cat 30), potential sherds of London Type 
Ware from 472, and Pingsdorf Type from 450. These 
sherds are not large enough to provide diagnostic 
features to confirm these identifications and may 
repay future chemical sourcing.

Trench 05

There are 235 sherds of pottery from this trench 
ranging in date from the 12th to 19th centuries.

Scottish Redwares (Illus 26, 31a, b, c; Cat 1, 9–11)

There are 140 sherds from vessels in this fabric. The 
majority of these belong to the later 15th/16th century 
end of this industry and splash–glazed jugs are the 
most common type represented. There is a good 
reconstructed vessel from Context 517 with a circular 
stamp on its front which has been decorated using 
seven finger marks (Cat 1). There is a single rimsherd 
from a storage jar from Context 516 and a base with 
a kiln stacking scar from the same context. There 
is a unique decorated rimsherd from a dripping pan 
with an applied floral motif (Cat 9) and a possible 
pottery lid from Context 526 (Cat 10). There are two 
fragments of glazed tile from Context 523; one is 
potentially a floor tile and the other is a white slipped 
tile with a groove running around its edges which 
may be a wall tile (Cat 11).

Scottish White Gritty Ware (Illus 27; Cat 16)

There are 63 sherds from vessels in this fabric type. 
Splash glazed jugs are the most common vessel type 
with jars used for cooking being represented by 15 
sherds from Context 516. Some of the bodysherds 
present in this fabric are quite thick which suggests 
they belong to the later 15th century phase of this 
industry (Jones et al 2006).

Yorkshire Type Wares (Illus 28; Cats 23 and 24)

There are 13 sherds from vessels in this fabric type 
including one sherd of Scarborough Type Polychrome 
ware from Context 528. Also present is an arm 
fragment from a figure jug from Context 523 (Cat 
24). All of these sherds are liable to be residual 
in context.

Low Countries Wares (Illus 29; Cat 27)

There are three sherds of Low Countries Redware 
from Context 516 which are all from an internally 
glazed dripping pan (Cat 27). Similar virtually 
complete examples were recovered from excavations 
at Meal Vennel in Perth in 1983 (Cheer 1996, 753).

Rhenish Stonewares (not illustrated)

There are four sherds (two joining) from Context 
529 from a vessel in Siegburg stoneware dating 
to the 14th/15th centuries (Hurst 1986, 176–84). 
There is a single sherd of Frechen stoneware from 
Context 503 with a distinctive mottled brown ‘tiger’ 
salt glaze, dating to the 15th/16th centuries (Hurst 
1986, 214–21).

Standard White Earthenware (not illustrated)

There are two sherds of Standard White Earthenware 
of 19th century date from Context 503.

Unidentified (Illus 29; Cats 29 and 32)

There are nine unidentified sherds of pottery from 
Contexts 521, 522, 523 and 529. These include a strap 
handle decorated with thumbed strips that may be 
East Anglian (Cat 29) and a rim and neck sherd from 
a bottle or flask in a highly fired red fabric (Cat 32).

Discussion

The Scottish Redwares from this excavation provide 
further evidence for the application of white clay slip 
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Illus 27 Scottish White Gritty Ware, Pottery Cat 12–17.
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to the vessels. Slipping appears to have been done in 
an attempt to compete with the Scottish and English 
whiteware pottery industries which were producing 
pottery that was well made and often highly decorated. 
When this is coupled with the obvious attempt at 
copying imported vessel types it allows us to get a rare 
view of the type of market forces that may have been 
in action in the Scottish medieval town in the 13th and 
14th centuries. Cooking vessels never seem to have 
been popular in a Scottish Redware fabric presumably 
largely due to the ability of the harder fired whitewares 
to withstand heat shock from their continued use. For 
that reason, it is interesting to see attempts to make 
cooking vessels in a redware fabric which are then 
white slipped. This phenomenon appears to have been 
short lived and would appear to date to no later than 
the 14th century. The possible wall tile from Context 
523 is a unique find and may be associated with the 
excavated stone building in Trench 05 which also 
produced high status Rhenish Stonewares and 
an unprovenanced ceramic bottle or flask.
 The popularity and prevalence of imported 
Yorkshire Type wares is, as usual, very marked in 
an assemblage from the centre of medieval Perth 
and it is interesting to see the presence of a variety 
of fabrics beyond the lustrous green glazed types that 
are common finds from other Perth excavations.
 The assemblage of pottery from these five trenches 
provides a good basis on which to date the various 
activities identified by the site’s excavators. Of most 
interest is the potential ditch line in Trenches 01 and 
02 and the potential late/post medieval stone building 
in Trenches 04 and 05. The presence of sherds of 
Yorkshire Polychrome Type Wares in the fill of the 
ditch in Trench 02 would suggest that this feature 
had certainly gone out of use by the mid-14th century 
at least. Contexts associated with the occupation of 
the stone building in Trenches 04 and 05 produced 
an interesting group of Rhenish Stoneware fabrics 
suggesting occupation in the late 15th/16th centuries. 
This is important as buildings of that date rarely 
survive in Perth due to the damage caused to the 
archaeological deposits by the insertion of cellars in 
the 18th and 19th centuries.

Catalogue

Scottish Redware (Illus 26, 30 and 31)

1 Reconstructed virtually complete jug with strap handle and 
stamp. Context 517

2 Rim and complete ribbed rod handle with junction splash 
glazed green. Context 203

3 Jug bodysherd decorated with three rosette stamps. Context 
203

4 Strap handle junction. Context 337
5 Reconstructed jug base. Context 315
6 Reconstructed jug base. Context 315
7 Basal angle from jug splash glazed green. Context 334
7a Rimsherd from small glazed vessel Context 256
7b Rimsherd from small white slipped vessel. Context 229
7c Unglazed skillet handle. Context 203
8 Zoomorphic spout from aquamanile? Context 464
9 Rim and sidewall from dripping pan internally glazed green 

and decorated with applied floral stamp glazed light green 
with brown centre. Context 526

10 Fragment of lid internally and externally glazed green. 
Context 529

11 Splash glazed decorative tile. Context 523

Scottish White Gritty Ware (Illus 27)

12 Rim and strap handle junction from unglazed jug. 
 Context 217
13 Narrow strap handle. Context 256
14 Ribbed rod handle glazed light green. Context 111
15 Strap handle fragment from unglazed vessel. Context 328
16 Basal angle from unglazed vessel. Context 519
17 Frilled rimsherd from cooking vessel. Context 217

Yorkshire Type Ware (Illus 28)

18 Tubular spout. Context 119
19 Jug bodysherd with vertical raised strip. Context 436
20 Bodysherd from jug decorated with floral stamp. Context 233
21 Ribbed rod handle junction. Context 203
22 Complete ribbed rod handle glazed lustrous green. 
 Context 256
23 Ribbed rod handle glazed lustrous green. Context 529
24 Decorative arm fragment. Context 523
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Siegburg stoneware (Illus 29)

25 Rim and handle junction from small jug. Context 414

Raeren stoneware (Illus 29)

26 Ribbed rod handle from jug. Context 409

Low Countries Redware (Illus 29)

27 Rim to base profile from dripping pan. Context 516

Low Countries Highly Decorated Ware (Illus 29)

28 Bodysherd from vessel decorated with bands of vertical 
incised lines. Context 436

Unidentified (Illus 29)

29 Rim and neck from a highly fired Redware flask. Context 529
30 Hooked Whiteware rimsherd from cooking vessel. 
 Context 472
31 Bodysherd from green glazed jug decorated with applied 

strips and pellets glazed brown and applied horseshoe 
decoration (Yorkshire Glazed Ware?). Context 203

32 Strap handle fragment decorated with thumbed strips 
 (East Anglian?). Context 529
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Illus 29 Siegburg Stoneware, Pottery Cat 25; Raeren 
Stoneware, Pottery Cat 26; Low Countries Redware, 

Illus 31 Reconstructing Scottish 
Redware jug, Pottery Cat 1.

Illus 30 Zoomorphic spout in Scottish Redware, 
Pottery Cat 8.

Pottery Cat 27; Low Countries Highly Decorated Ware, 
Pottery Cat 28; unidentified wares, Pottery Cat 29–32.
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The artefacts

The iron (Illus 32 and 33)
Ray Cachart

A pair of heavily corroded but intact medieval shears 
was found in (0516) in Trench 05. This deposit lay 
approximately 0.90m below the concrete floor surface 
and comprised a matrix of black silt containing shell 
and abundant medieval pottery. The shears were sent 
to AOC Archaeology Group for X-radiography and 
conservation. X-radiography revealed the shears profile 
and cleaning exposed a small section of bevelled edge 
along one of the blades. Investigation of the surfaces 
revealed that they are very poorly preserved and so only 
the most stable blade was cleaned. The shears were 
extremely fragile and iron corrosion has caused them 
to delaminate, resulting in surface loss. Measurements 
were therefore taken from the X-ray images scaled at 1:1.
 These shears are of a typical medieval type, 
classified as type 3 by Goodall (2011, 112) and typically 
date to between the 13th and 14th centuries. The small 
size of these shears would tend to indicate that they 
were designed for personal or domestic use such as hair 
cutting and thread cutting (ibid, 111–12). Similar shears 
have been recovered in Perth at 75–77 High Street 
(Franklin and Goodall 2012, 133, 137, illus 129).

1 shears Overall length 107mm. Blades are 56mm in length 
and 10mm at maximum width. Blades have a slightly curved 
outer edge tapering to a point with a straight inner edge. 
The blade tops are curved; the top of the curve has a single 
cusp or moulding at the junction with the handle. Handles are 
32mm in length and moulded to the looped bow which has 
an exterior diameter of 21mm.

 Trench 05, Context 0516

The leather
Clare Thomas

The leather consists of eight items, comprising shoe 
parts, a strap, offcuts and a scrap. The shoe parts are 
from the insole and midsole, most probably of late 
19th- to early 20th-century date. The strap is of single 
thickness, with one oversewn edge, and with short slits 
parallel to each long edge. It could be medieval in date.

2 strap Three joining fragments of strap of single thickness, 
oversewn along one long edge, other long edge cut, short 
edges torn. Row of grain-flesh slits parallel to each long 
edge. Traces of three central holes for pin of buckle.

 Dimensions 235mm by 33mm by 2.5mm
 Trench 04, Context 0464. Not illustrated.
3 sole fragments
 a Fragment of waist of sole, with faint trace of machine grain-

flesh stitching, stitch length not measurable. Dimensions 
105mm by 54mm by 4.5mm.

 b and c Two indeterminate sole fragments, possibly with part 
of midsole or upper attached. No stitching visible.

 Dimensions 80mm by 40mm by 5mm and 65mm by 52mm 

by 4mm. Probably late 19th–early 20th C.
 Trench 05, Context 0503. Not illustrated.
4 ?upper Possible fragment of upper with one thong hole and 

with faint trace of stitching.
 Dimensions 220mm by 80mm by 1.5mm
 Trench 04, Context 0473. Not illustrated.
5 offcut, thin strip Thin strip, long edges cut, short ends torn. 

No stitching visible.
 Dimensions 65mm by 10mm by 1.5mm
 Trench 04, Context 0473. Not illustrated.
6 scrap Delaminated fragment, with neither stitching nor 
 cut edges.
 Dimensions 50mm by 25mm
 Trench 04, Context 0473. Not illustrated.
7 offcut Approximately triangular offcut, with two cut edges, 

one torn. Creased and folded. No traces of stitching.
 Dimensions 155mm by 65mm by 1mm. 
 Trench 04, Context 0464. Not illustrated.
8 stitched strip Thin strip with faint trace of stitching.
 Dimensions 138mm by 4mm by 3mm
 Trench 04, Context 0464. Not illustrated.
9 stitched strip Fragment with two long cut edges, rest torn; 

faint traces of stitching. Delaminated.
 Dimensions 70mm by 32mm
 Trench 05, Context 0529. Not illustrated.

Other materials: stone, clay pipe, glass
Catherine Smith

Catalogue no 10 is a rough ‘pot lid’ probably cut 
from a re-used roof tile. Two heavy tiles from 
Trench 05 seem to be made in an identical mica-rich 
material. A collection of similar lids in locally sourced 
sandstones and Dalradian mica schists was recovered 
from excavations at the Horse Cross, Perth (Smith et al 
2007 167–8, Illus 57–61) and were also noted at 75–77 
High Street, although none of the latter were retained 

Illus 32 (left) Iron shears, Iron Cat 1. 
(Courtesy of AOC Ltd)

Illus 33 (right) X-ray of iron shears, Iron Cat 1. 
(Courtesy of AOC Ltd)
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(Smith et al 2011, 138). In a different material is a 
heavy grindstone with a central square perforation. 
The dimensions of the stone are exact imperial 
measurements indicating this may be a relatively 
modern industrial item. It is however strikingly similar 
to a grindstone illustrated by Baxter (1930, 72) in a 
chapter on ‘The knife grinder’ (ibid, 66–74), designed 
to be wheeled to the location of the job on a wooden 
barrow and rotated by means of a handle rather 
than a treadle. In Baxter’s opinion, this is an 18th 
century design, although itinerant knife-grinders 
were probably still plying their trade in Scotland 
in  the 19th century.

10 stone pot lid Roughly circular disc cut from mica-rich 
sandstone. Diameter 71.2mm, thickness 16.0mm

 Probably cut from re-used roof tile.
 Context 219. Not illustrated.

11 grindstone Large circular grindstone with squared 
perforation in centre. Diameter 250mm (10 inches), 
thickness 80mm (3 inches), central hole 60 by 60mm 

 (2.5 by 2.5 inches).
 Made in a yellow, gritty silicified sandstone with many 
 small quartz grains and few mica grains.
 Context 626. Not illustrated.

A number of plain clay pipe stems (18 examples) and 
undecorated bowl fragments (five examples) were 
recovered from Trenches 01, 03, 04, 05 and unstratified 
contexts. The bowl fragments generally had footrests 
intended for balancing the pipe on a table. Several had 
rouletting around the rim of the bowl. One decorated 
bowl fragment had no footrest (Context 695).

12 clay pipe bowl embellished with pennant and flagstaff 
 with finial design.
 Context 695. Not illustrated.

The glass bottles from the site probably all dated to 
the 19th century. A moulded ovate bottle (13) from 
which only the base survived was embossed with the 
letters ‘HUR’, presumed to be part of a manufacturer’s 
name, possibly ‘Arthur’. Such bottles were common 
in the latter half of the 19th century and contained 
carbonated mineral waters (Beck 1973, 74). Two 
other bottle fragments were worthy of note as one 
was embedded in a thick mortar, while another base 
was completely filled with mortar (14, 15). This is 
reminiscent of a type of deterrent to intruders, familiar 
in the 19th to mid-20th centuries, in which the tops 
of walls had broken glass shards set into the mortar. 
A remnant of this type of potentially harmful vandal-
proofing may still be seen along the top of a boundary 
wall on the Dundee Road in Perth although the glass 
itself has weathered.

13 Base of ovate bottle in heavy green metal. Embossed 
lettering ‘HUR’. 19th-century date.

 Context 695. Not illustrated.

14 Thin green glass body shard. Mortar adhering
 Context 418. Not illustrated.
15 Pale green bottle base with mortar plug. Mortar has 
 one moulded flat surface.
 Context 503. Not illustrated.

The faunal remains
Catherine Smith

Introduction

Since it was not possible to link the excavation trenches 
stratigraphically, analysis of the animal remains, all 
of which was recovered by hand excavation, presented 
several challenges. In addition, preservation of the 
animal bones recovered varied in quality across these 
trenches. Since the material from Trenches 03, 04 and 
05 was much better preserved than that in Trenches 
01 and 02, it was decided that while all bones from 
Trenches 03, 04, and 05 would be recorded fully, only an 
indicative sample of the bones from Trench 02 would be 
recorded. Trench 01 material was omitted. A catalogue 
of identifications by trench, context and species forms 
part of the site archive.

Methods and measurement

The mammal and bird bones were identified by direct 
comparison with modern skeletal material and were 
allocated to particular bone and species where possible. 
Where it was not possible to identify bones as far as 
species, the terms large ungulate, small ungulate and 
indeterminate mammal were used. All large vertebrae 
other than the atlas and axis were described as large 
ungulate, while small vertebrae were described as small 
ungulate. Ribs were similarly allocated depending 
on their size. Large ungulate bones were most likely 
to have come from cattle, but could also have come 
from horse or red deer. Similarly, small ungulate bones 
were most likely to have come from sheep, but could 
possibly have originated from goat, pig or roe deer. 
All other mammalian fragments for which neither 
species nor bone could be ascertained were described 
as indeterminate mammal. Boessneck’s (1971) criteria 
for differentiating between the bones of sheep and goat, 
which are morphologically very similar, were applied 
where feasible.
 Measurements were made in accordance with the 
scheme of von den Driesch (1976) and are expressed in 
millimetres. Additional measurements on the humerus 
follow Legge and Rowley-Conwy (1988). Mandibular 
tooth wear and eruption patterns were assessed using 
Grant’s (1982) scheme for cattle, sheep/goats and pigs, 
as well as Payne’s (1973) scheme for sheep/goats. Horn 
cores were aged using Armitage’s (1982) criteria.
 The condition of the bones was scored numerically. 
Attributes scored (from 1–5) were general condition, 
abrasion, density and friability, where 1 is the lowest 
score and 5 is the highest. The sum of these scores 
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gives a relative indication of how well the bones were 
preserved, with respect to other material from the 
same site.

Species present

The assemblage was dominated by the bones of large 
domestic mammals (see Table 1 which quantifies 
numbers of fragments from each species in each 
trench). Somewhat surprisingly, no bones of wild 
mammals or birds appear to have been present. In 
terms of numbers of fragments, cattle bones were most 
numerous in all trenches (196 fragments) while sheep/
goats were represented by 112 fragments, pig by 19 
fragments, horse by nine fragments and goats, two 
fragments. In terms of estimated minimum numbers 
of animals, sheep/goats were probably more numerous 
than raw fragment count would imply (see Table 2). For 
example in Trench 05, while at least three individual 
cattle were present, represented by 54 fragments, 
there were at least five sheep/goats, represented by 
only 35 fragments. Since the sample sizes are relatively 
small, however, all that can reasonably be concluded 
is that cattle and sheep/goat were the most numerous 
domesticates. Goats are under-represented as at present 
the species can only be successfully separated by eye if 
horn cores or metapodials which can distinguish them 
from sheep are present. 
 Table 3 shows the numbers of fragments from 
large food-forming mammals from a number of sites 
across the burgh of Perth. Data from the present site 
follows the trend of high reliance on cattle, sheep and 
goats while pigs, although a steady presence were 
not particularly abundant. The lack of deer species 
is unsurprising since nowhere in the burgh were their 
skeletal parts numerous, with the exception of St John’s 
Square where a small-scale antler comb workshop may 
have been based (Smith 2016).

 In addition to the food-forming livestock, a small 
number of bones of cats and dogs, as well as a coprolite 
from a dog, were present. Birds were represented only 
by domestic fowl and goose, probably also domestic. 
Bones of wild mammals and birds appear to have been 
absent. However, the diet was supplemented by marine 
mollusca, the most frequent of which was the oyster 
(Ostrea edulis). A solitary mussel valve (Mytilus edule) 
and two wulks (Littorina littorea) were recovered from 
Trench 04. (A full listing is given in the site catalogue 
in archive).

Ages of animals at death

In the absence of mandibles with more or less complete 
tooth rows, epiphyseal fusion evidence was assessed 
in order to gain an impression of the ages at which the 
domestic livestock had died or been killed. Due to the 
overlap in ages at which long bones fuse, as well as 
individual variations within species, it is not possible 
to assign absolute ages to each bone. Age categories are 
therefore used, where J represents juveniles, I immature 

Table 1 Number of animal bone fragments in Trenches 02–05.

note Trench 02 was sampled

species Trench 02 Trench 03 Trench 04 Trench 05 total
cattle, cf cattle 14 67 61 54  196
sheep/goat   3 37 36 35  111
goat     1   2   3
pig   2   3   9   5 19
horse   2   1   4   2   9
dog     1   1   2
cat, cf cat     5   2   7
large ungulate  17 30 61 58  166
small ungulate   1   9 20 24 54
indeterminate mammal 16 44 24 60  144
domestic fowl     4   2   6
goose, cf goose     2   2   4
indeterminate bird      4   4
fish    2   3   2   7
total 55 193  231  253  732

Table 2 Minimum numbers of animals in each trench, 
based on the most frequently occurring elements.

species Trench 02 Trench 03 Trench 04 Trench 05
cattle 2 3 2 3
sheep/goat 1 3 3 5
goat   1 1
pig 1 1 2 1
horse 1 1 1 1
dog   1 1
cat    1 1
domestic fowl   1 1
goose   1 1
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individuals, J/I juvenile or immature individuals, A 
adults, and so on, based mainly on Silver’s (1969) fusion 
data. Table 4 shows the number of fragments of cattle, 
sheep/goats and pigs in each of these age categories.
 The numbers of bones in each category are fairly 
small as not all of the bones recovered can be categorised 
in this way if the epiphyseal ends are absent due to 
butchery or breakage. However, a pattern of the ages 
at which the different species were dispatched emerges, 
which is not dissimilar to that noted at other medieval 
urban sites both in Perth and elsewhere in Scotland. 
That is to say, cattle appear to have been kept alive 
for longer than sheep/goats, and both species survived 
longer on average than pigs did. This makes economic 
sense: while alive, older cattle produce milk for human 
consumption and on death yield good quality hides. 
Meat from younger sheep/goats seem to have been 
preferred, or more likely the younger lambs are the 
by-product of dairying. A less likely possibility is that 
winter fodder may have been harder to obtain and 
therefore more sheep were killed at a younger age: 
if this were the case, then more young cattle would 
be expected to have been culled. 

 Sheep woolfells (skin with wool attached) were a 
valuable commodity in medieval Scotland. Pigs on the 
other hand only yield their meat, grease, hides and 
bristles and therefore there is no economic virtue in 
keeping them alive after they have reached an optimum 
meat size, unlike the cattle and sheep/goats which go 
on producing milk and wool after reaching maturity.

Table 3 Comparison of percentages of main food forming mammals at sites in Perth (based on fragment count).

notes unattached antler fragments of deer are omitted
 * indicates sheep and goat are expressed as one figure

site % food-formers
 cattle sheep/goat goat pig horse deer sp
High Street (PHSE)1 63.5 22.2 4.9   8.3 1.0 0.1
80-86 High Street 2 51.4 35.1 2.8 10.1 0.4 0.2
St Ann’s Lane 3 57.6 32.8 *   8.9 0.4 0.2
Methven Street4 81.5 17.3 *   1.2  
Kirk Close 4 76.1 18.7 *   4.8 0.2 0.1
Mill Street 5 62.7 26.3 4.1   3.8 3.0 0.2
King Edward Street 5 62.6 23.3 2.8 10.5 0.5 0.3
Kinnoull Street 5 63.1 29.3 *   7.6  
Blackfriars House 5 67.1 21.4 *  11.4  
Scott Street 6 66.7 27.8 0.2   3.0 2.1 0.2
Canal Street17 58.2 32.1 0.1   5.8 3.6 
Canal Street II 4 67.7 27.1 *   3.4 1.8 
Canal Street III 8 66.0 28.1 *   4.5 1.3 0.1
Meal Vennel Phases 1–3 6 65.2 23.9 2.6   6.9 1.1 0.1
Meal Vennel Phases 4–5 6 74.3 17.4 1.3   5.8 0.8 0.4
Meal Vennel Phases 6–76 62.0 30.8 0.4   4.6 2.0 0.1
St John’s Square (PEX 55, 58, 59) 9 61.3 22.2 3.5   9.2 1.0 2.9
Salvation Army, South Street10 48.6 41.7 *   5.1 4.3 0.4
Horsecross Phase 111 45.3 29.2  24.5  0.9
Horsecross Phase 211 52.3 40.0 0.1   4.7 2.4 0.5
Horsecross Phase 311 49.7 43.3    4.6 1.4 1.0
Horsecross Phase 411 50.6 43.4 0.4   3.8 1.3 0.5
Perth Theatre, Mill Street 58.0 33.1 0.6   5.6 2.7 0.0

1 Hodgson et al (2011)    2 Smith (1997)    3 Hodgson and Jones (1982)    4 Smith and Hodgson (1987)    5 Smith (1995)  
6 Smith (1996a)    7 Hodgson and Jones (1983)    8 Smith (1996b)    9 Smith (2016)    10 Smith (2003)    11 Smith, C (2007)

Table 4 Age categories of domestic animals based on 
epiphyseal fusion evidence from long bones.

age category cattle  sheep/goat pig
   n    %   n   % n    %
J   2    3.4   3   6.1 0     0
J/I   7   11.9 13 26.5 5   71.4
I   1     1.7   4   8.2 1   14.3
I/A 24   40.7  11 22.4 1   14.3
A  25   42.4  18 36.7 0     0
total 59 100.0  49 99.9 7 100.0
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Evidence of butchery

There was ample evidence of butchery having taken 
place. Descriptions of individual knife cuts, cleaver 
hacks etc are contained in the catalogue, in archive. 
In the case of cattle, there were at least 67 bones which 
provided evidence of having been chopped or cut; none 
were sawn. Skulls were chopped in half with cleavers, 
(for example a frontal fragment bore evidence of hacks 
(Context 529). A sheep horn core in (337) was chopped 
at the base indicating its removal from the skull. However 
a goat horn core in (490) may have been sawn although 
as the specimen was abraded it is not possible to be 
definite. Certainly there is evidence from elsewhere in 
Perth that horn cores were a valuable part of the carcass 
and a small but significant proportion were removed 
carefully with saws (Hodgson et al 2011, 36).
 As is also often the case at medieval and later urban 
sites in Scotland, several horse bones were butchered. 
A horse scapula (464) bore parallel knife cuts on its 
ventral aspect. The position of the cuts indicates they 
are most unlikely to have been inflicted during skinning 
of the carcass for its hide but are related to filleting and 
meat removal.
 A cat humerus bore numerous knife cuts at its 
proximal end at the joint between the humerus and the 
radius (470). Possibly these cuts are related to skinning 
but use of the meat cannot be ruled out. Cat skinning 
was widely practiced within medieval Perth at sites on 
the High Street (Smith 1998, 877–8) and the export of 
skins was noted in 16th century records of the Perth 
Guildry (Stavert 1993, 216).

Discussion

The animal bones from Perth Theatre are indicative 
of late medieval animal husbandry as well as the diet 
of the human population of Perth. Those who lived in a 
Scottish burgh had the advantage of the proximity of the 
market, which was the focal point for trade in livestock 
and the raw materials derived from them such as wool 
and skins. Markets were regulated in order to maximise 
the amount of revenue which passed both to the burgh 
and to the Crown, in the form of customs dues levied on 
everything sold there. Meat was inspected both in order 
to regulate the quality and to ensure that proper dues 
were paid. There was therefore a relative abundance of 
meat within the burgh which benefitted the inhabitants 
in terms of their diet, although this was very probably 
seasonal and did not mean that food scarcity could be 
avoided. The fact that no bones of wild animals or game 
birds were found at Perth Theatre is not unusual in a late 
medieval context where the dietary needs of the urban 
population were being met by the by-products of the 
domestic livestock trade. In addition, medieval forest laws 
governing the hunting of game were continually evolving, 
resulting in opportunities for the ordinary people to 
hunt having been eroded away by the early 17th century 
(Hodgson  et al 2011, 34) so it is not surprising to find 
that deer, hares and wild birds were rare at the site.

 There was some evidence of hardship, however, 
if the cut horse bone was an indication that people 
had eaten the meat. However it seems to have been 
common practice to prepare horse meat as food for 
dogs at this period and it is not possible to be sure 
who or what consumed the horsemeat. As well as 
flesh, the diet of the people of Perth included marine 
mollusca. Oysters were consumed at Mill Street, 
as well as mussels and wulks. These shellfish did 
not come from the Tay at Perth as this is not their 
preferred habitat. Instead they must have been 
transported from somewhere nearer to the open sea 
and although there are no known historic records 
of oysters from the Tay estuary, it is more than 
probable that this was their origin. Although there 
was a known oyster fishery in operation in the Firth 
of Forth in the historic period, keeping shellfish fresh 
in transit from source to consumer would have been 
problematic in the summer months. Since all major 
medieval urban excavations along the Tay from Perth 
to Dundee and north to Arbroath and Montrose have 
produced oyster shells there is a definite possibility of 
a relatively local oyster bed in this river, now extinct, 
perhaps overfished as the Forth was.
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Abstract
An evaluation and watching brief during the demolition 
of the Red Rooms and refurbishment of the adjoining 
Perth Theatre revealed evidence of a large backland 
ditch, possibly related to the town’s defences, a rig 
(property) boundary and deposits relating to possible 
metal working. Pottery and finds dated these activities 
to the medieval/early post-medieval (13th to 15th/16th 
centuries) and the Victorian periods. An early post-
medieval stone building was an unusual backland find. 
Orientation and location of boundary ditches may 
represent westward expansion of the burgh over time.
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