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Ceramics and cultural change in medieval 
(14th-15th century) Portugal

The case of post-Reconquista Santarém
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Archaeological excavations in Santarém have uncovered many domestic structures as well as dozens of storage 
pits, dated to the 12th-15th centuries and filled with domestic rubbish, including ceramics. Most of this material 
is clearly of local production and is similar to many other finds within the city and its region. This pottery was 
used for many different activities relating to the preparation, storage and consumption of food and drink. An 
examination of the morphological and decorative characteristics of this pottery indicates an Islamic tradition 
for the 13th-century wares, while the 14th- and 15th-century products appear to reflect a Christian identity. It 
is argued that this transition relates to wider cultural, social and economic changes in medieval Santarém. 

Introduction
Excavations in Santarém, one of the most important 
cities in medieval Portugal, offer an opportunity to 
explore the ceramic evidence for cultural change 
brought about by the Christian Reconquista in the 12th 
century. The study of ceramics from two excavated 
silos (storage pits) allow patterns of continuity and 
change in ceramic form and decoration to be identified 
and considered within their wider social and cultural 
context.

Between 2009 and 2014 the replacement of the 
sewer system and electrical cables within the central 
historical part of Santarém led to several archaeological 
excavations being undertaken. Archaeological remains 
dating from the Roman occupation to the 20th century 
were discovered (Boavida, Casimiro and Silva 2013a; 
2013b). One of the most striking discoveries were the 
more than four dozen silos, present in several parts of 
the city (Fig. 1). These pits were primarily used to store 
cereals and other grains or beans. They were also re-
used as cesspits after they ceased to be used for their 
original function. Such underground structures are 
quite common finds in Santarém (Viegas and Arruda 
1999; Batata, Barradas and Sousa 2004; Boavida, 
Casimiro and Silva 2013a), and their construction and 

use date from the early Islamic period (11th century) 
to the Christian reoccupation (15th century). We 
believe that there are approximately 300 known silos 
in Santarém, although a lack of information makes it 
impossible to determine the exact figure.

Storage pits are frequently found in cities south of 
the Mondego River where the Islamic presence was 
more prominent. Although found in many different 
urban centres, they seem to have been most abundant 
in cities situated in areas of productive arable 
agriculture. They have been found in large numbers in 
Beja (Martins et al. 2010), Carnide in Lisbon (Caessa 
and Mota 2014), Torres Novas (Costa et al. 2007), 
and Almada (Barros and Henriques 2003), although 
they are also found in other cities such as Évora, Silves 
and Salir (Catarino 1995).

Storage pits occur in a number of different sizes, 
with a variety of profiles. The most common are bag 
shaped, with a narrowed mouth which was often 
covered by a circular stone. Those found during this 
excavation were truncated by later features, especially 
a large 19th-century sewer system which crossed the 
entire city. Consequently, the upper part of most of 
the pits did not survive. In spite of this destruction, 
the lower portions of these storage pits were preserved 
and were excavated during the project. 
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It is still difficult to understand how these under-
ground structures related to the surrounding buildings 
during their period of use. Portuguese medieval 
historiography does not reveal much information on 
this type of storage, although some documents specify 
that these pits belonged to different private owners, 
either individuals or monasteries and religious orders 
(Marques 1968, 114). If their ownership is still in 
doubt the same can be said about the reasons for their 
abandonment, since this seems to have occurred at 
different times. These silos were in use from the 11th 

to the 16th century, by which time cereals were sent 
to a general storage facility under city administration 
(Marques 1968, 117). The majority started to fall 
into disuse in the early 15th century. The date of 
abandonment for these types of storage pits in Portugal 
is generally established either by the type of material 
culture found inside, considering that they were used 
as cesspits at the end of their storage use life, or by 
structures which were built over them. In Santarém 
both types of evidence were used to establish final use 
dates.

Figure 1. Two of the storage pits found in Santarém. Image: Authors.

Figure 2. The ceramic assemblage found in silo 20. Image: Authors.
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For the purpose of this paper only the material 
culture found inside two of these abandoned storage 
structures, used as cesspits, is presented (Fig. 2). These 
two were chosen based on their location within the 
city, and on the abundance of ceramics in their fills. 
Silo 5 was located in Travessa das Capuchas while 
Silo 20 was found in Largo Pedro Álvares Cabral. 
They are approximately 400 metres apart. These two 
storage pits held the largest amounts of artefacts in 
the excavated sample, permitting a wide view of the 
pottery consumed at this time in Santarém. Thousands 
of objects were also found inside the pits. The material 
culture inside both of these underground structures 
is quite similar and both of them were filled during 
the 14th century. It is not known how long the pits 
were left open in the ground so that rubbish could 
be thrown inside. During this time they would have 
functioned as a hole in the ground, in the middle of 
a city, a space that needed to be packed. It may have 
been filled in a few days or weeks and this deposit 
sequence could be revealed by the level of homogeneity 
within the ceramic assemblages. 

At Travessa das Capuchas, a hospital and convent 
were constructed around 1415 (Mendonça 1996). 
Most of the associated silos were already abandoned at 
this time, demonstrated by the fact that most of them 
were filled with demolition debris that probably came 
from the earlier buildings on the site. One of these 
silos was overlain by the convent’s walls. At Largo 
Pedro Álvares Cabral the construction of the church of 
Nossa Senhora da Graça began in 1380. If the storage 
pits were not abandoned by that time they likely did 
not continue to store cereal after the church was 
built. All of the walls and domestic structures found 
originally associated with the pits were destroyed 
when the church was built. It is not easy to establish 
how long a storage pit was in use for. Some of them 
may have been used for many decades since signs of 
repairs are common (Boavida, Casimiro and Silva 
2013a, 133).

The ceramics
The ceramics presented in this paper were found inside 
Silos 5 and 20. Based on the location of the storage pits, 
the buildings associated with them and the ceramic 
forms contained within, it seems likely that they were 
filled at some point in the second half of the 14th 
century, though some decades apart. When comparing 
the ceramics with others found in Santarém it must 
be noted that pottery forms did not change much 
from the mid 13th to late 14th centuries (Santos and 
Liberato 2012; Mendes, Pimenta and Valongo 2002). 
A large portion of the vessels, especially cooking pots 
and costrels, continued to present many similarities 
with ceramics produced in the 12th century during 
the Islamic occupation (Viegas and Arruda 1999; Silva 
2011; Antunes and Casimiro 2016). It should further 
be noted that only the ceramics are presented here: as 

with any domestic rubbish pit, other types of materials 
such as metals, glass and bone were found inside 
the pits, revealing other aspects of daily activities 
(Boavida, Casimiro and Silva 2013a).

The methodology used in this paper to characterise 
the shapes found in Silos 5 and 20 was based on their 
form, whilst their potential function was determined 
through reference to medieval and early modern 
written documents which refer to the use of pottery. 
This documentary survey was undertaken by Isabel 
Fernandes (1999), who compared different types of 
medieval and early modern written information and 
was able to determine what different pots were being 
used for. No standardised typology of vessel forms 
exist in Portugal for Christian medieval ceramics so 
identification is based on shape.

The ceramics found inside the abandoned storage 
pits are mostly locally made. The fabrics are similar 
to those of other ceramics found in this city. It was 
not possible to compare these ceramics to a fabric type 
series since a database for ceramic pastes does not exist 
for medieval ceramics in this or any other Portuguese 
city. The fabrics encountered here demonstrate 
uniformity, consisting of clay tempered with quartz 
and micaceous inclusions and, occasionally, some 
limestone. The vessels were fired in an oxidising 
atmosphere, Santarém consumers tended to use light 
reddish or light brown reddish pottery.

Whenever the pots were decorated the decorative 
technique was described. For the present collection 
only painted decoration, using white paint, was 
recorded with motifs consisting of straight or waved 
lines. 

Table 1. Quantification of the pottery from Silo 5 
(Minimum Vessel Count)

Form No objects

Cooking pot (panela) 11

Cooking pot (frigideira) 6

Jars (jarro) 1

Costrels (cântaro and cantil) 10

Lids (testo) 29

Bowl (taça) 10

Cup (púcaro) 27

Large flares bowl (alguidar) 1

Storage vase (talha) 1

Lamp (candeia) 6

Total 102
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Silo 5 (table 1) contained 102 objects, the majority 
being kitchen wares. Considering that most of the 
objects were complete, or just missing a small portion, 
these numbers correspond to the actual number of 
vessels. As it was possible to identify each vessel no 
other quantification was used. Usually cooking pots 
are the most numerous forms in the majority of 
medieval contexts excavated in Portugal, though this 
silo contained only 17 cooking pots. The daily usage 
of these kitchen wares made them more susceptible 
to frequent breakage compared to highly decorated 
tablewares, which appear to have been used less 
intensively. This also explains the high numbers of 
water costrels and cups in the assemblage, which were 
also prone to frequent breakage due to everyday use. 
Silo 20 (table 2) was larger and contained 225 ceramic 
objects – more than double the number recovered from 
Silo 5. Pottery shapes were more variable inside this 
silo though cooking pots, water costrels and cups 
continue to be the most frequent.

The forms recorded in both of these contexts are 
mostly related to domestic functions, with cooking 
pots for boiling, stewing, and frying, water costrels, 
lids to cover all of these vessels, bowls, large dimension 
storage vessels, pots, cups, lamps and chafing dishes 
being present. Leisure objects were also recognised in 
the form of gaming pieces made from broken vessels. 

Cooking pots could be used to boil food (panelas), 
or fry it (frigideiras) (Fig. 3 A-F; Fig. 4 A-F; Fig. 6 

A-C). The former come in different sizes and have 
globular bodies, everted rims and one or two handles. 
They are quite similar to other vessels found around 
the city in contemporary and earlier phases (Mendes, 
Pimenta and Valongo 2002; Viegas and Arruda 
1999; Silva 2011), though in previous centuries these 
tended to be decorated, mostly painted with white 
stripes. While pots for boiling maintain their shape 
for centuries (though decorative qualities are usually 
lost), frying pans gain burnished interiors (Fig. 3 E) 
and vessels with long handles also develop (Fig. 5 
M), an attribute which is recorded for the first time 
in the 14th century. During the Islamic period these 
pans were highly decorated, in contrast to the plainer 
versions produced after the 13th century. Both of these 
forms occur frequently throughout the Tagus valley 
region, with similar finds recovered in Lisbon (Gaspar 
and Amaro 1997).

Jars (jarros) and costrels (cântaros and cantis) (Fig. 
5 M; Fig 7; Fig. 8 F-G) were used to contain liquids, 
mostly water, although they were sometimes used 
for wine (Fernandes 1999). Despite being used for 
similar purposes, these forms vary in size and shape, 
and costrels are always larger. Costrels occur in the 
same shape from the 12th to the 18th centuries and 
in the Tagus valley forms change little throughout this 
period (Casimiro 2011). They do, however, lose their 
decoration over time, especially in late 13th to early 
14th centuries. In the 1200s these are among the most 
decorated forms. The jars exhibit more change over 
time, especially in regard to the bases, which change 
from flat or simply recessed in the medieval period 
to a foot ringed form in the 17th and 18th centuries. 
The jar necks remain narrow and their long vertical 
handles are also a persistent feature. Similar vessels 
have been identified in sites around Santarém (Batata, 
Barradas and Sousa 2004, 111; Mendes, Pimenta and 
Valongo 2002, 268). A little further south, in deposits 
of a similar period, these types of jars were also 
recognised in Évora (Teichner and Schierl 2009).

Lids (testos) (Fig. 5 H-I) were used to cover cooking 
pots and jars. These are quite similar across Portugal 
and present a trunco-conical shape, with a round 
knob at the top. Their shapes do not change from the 
11th to 18th centuries, but are not decorated after the 
13th century (Viegas and Arruda 1999; Casimiro and 
Barros 2016; Casimiro 2011).

Bowls (taças), (Fig. 5 K-L; Fig. 6 E-K) come in 
different shapes, with convex, hemispherical and 
slightly carinated forms with flat or ring footed bases 
and plain everted rims being present. They typically 
have an incised line on the exterior wall just below 
the rim. The interior was sometimes burnished. 
Although recovered in large quantities, these tend 
not to be particularly frequent in Christian medieval 
contexts. Their number grows exponentially in 
late 15th century (Barbosa, Casimiro and Manaia 
2009). Some tin-glazed examples were imported 
from southern Spain in this period and have lustre 

Table 2. Quantification of the pottery from Silo 20 
(Minimum Vessel Count)

Form No objects

Cooking pot (panela) 86

Cooking pot (frigideira) 1

Jars (jarro) 14

Costrels (cântaro and cantil) 28

Lids (testo) 6

Bowl (taça) 51

Plate (prato) 2

Cup (púcaro) 23

Large flares bowl (alguidar) 4

Storage vase (talha) 2

Lamp (candeia) 4

Fogareiro (chafing dish) 1

Pot (pote) 3

Total 225
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Figure 3. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20 (a, b, c, d, f: cooking pans; e: frying pan; g: 
lamp; h: storage vase). Image: Authors.
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Figure 4. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20 (a-f cooking pans; g, storage pot). Image: Authors.
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Figure 5. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20 (a-e cups; f water costrel; g jar; h, I: lids; j, plate; k, l, bowls; 
m, frying pan). Image: Authors.
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Figure 6. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20 (a-c cooking pans; d, chafing dish; e-k, bowls). Image: Authors.
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Figure 7. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20 (all jars). Image: Authors.
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Figure 8. Ceramics from silos 5 and 20 ((a, b: cups; c-e: bowls; f-i: jars; i; j, k, cup). Image: Authors.
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decoration (Fig. 8 E). There are occasional other 
open vessels such as plates (pratos), of which only 
two examples were found inside Silo 20. These plates 
are quite similar to other objects found in Christian 
contexts in the Tagus valley (Casimiro and Barros, 
2016).

Whilst the use of individual bowls for eating 
appears to be rare in the medieval period, the same 
cannot be said for drinking cups (púcaros) (Fig. 8 
A-B). These were mostly used to drink water, since 
wine was consumed mostly from glass vessels, at least 
by the wealthier classes (Coutinho et al. 2016). From 
the 12th to 15th centuries these are one of the most 
variable forms, starting with globular, flat based and 
highly painted forms with one or two handles, and 
developing to taller profiled vessels with two handles 
with no painted decoration. Some of those present are 
of a mug shape with only one handle (Fig. 5 A-E). This 
is one of the shapes that changes most from the Islamic 
to Christian periods, not only losing its decoration but 
gaining a tall foot. 

Large flared bowls (alguidares) with everted or 
plain rims served a variety of functions from food 
preparation to laundry and dish washing. A 16th-
century Portuguese Book of Hours illustration shows 
an alguidar being used to collect pigs’ blood. Their 
diameters range from 30 to 65 cm and they have no 
surface treatment. 

Large storage jars (talhas) (Fig. 3 H) and pots (Fig. 
4 G) were mostly used to contain olive oil, although 
cereals and water could also be stored in them. Just 
a few fragments were found inside the Santarém 
pits, even though these tend to be frequent finds in 
Portuguese medieval contexts (Casimiro and Barros 
2016).

Chafing dishes (fogareiros) were used to contain 
burning charcoal in their lower chambers and to put 
cooking pots above, resting on their rims (Fig. 6 D). 
These objects are recorded for the first time during 
the Islamic period and were used continuously until 
the late 18th century. Their disappearance is usually 
associated with the increase of iron cauldrons in the 
late 18th century.

Chafing dishes and oil lamps (candeias) are the 
only objects designed to contain fire identified in the 
Santarém pits. Oil lamps were small objects (Fig. 3 
G), used for lighting purposes, and would burn mostly 
olive oil. These small lamps are usually associated with 
Christian contexts (Mendes, Pimenta and Valongo 
2002). In Islamic contexts this purpose was fulfilled 
by a different type of lamp with a closed fuel reservoir 
and tall narrow neck (Viegas and Arruda 1999).

These ceramics are principally local products, with 
only a few vessels present that could be considered to 
be imports. Green-glazed fragments from jar forms 
with white fabrics have been identified as products 
of the Saintonge region of south-west France. Glazed 
ceramics with light buff fabrics are also known to have 
been produced in the Tagus valley at least from the 

15th century onwards (Barros et al. 2012), although 
the Santarém finds have pale white fabrics similar to 
the French products.

Just one large lustreware flared bowl with a ring 
foot, an import from southern Spain, is present. It 
is quite similar to products from the Kingdom of 
Granada. This vessel would have been a luxury object, 
quite distinct from the rest of the collection.

Discussion
The ceramics found inside the pits in Santarém 
correspond to what was already known to have been 
produced in the city during the post Reconquista 
period, that is, from the second half of the 12th 
century until the late 15th century. During this period 
the type of ceramics produced changed, at least in 
terms of aesthetics. Santarém provides the most 
striking and comprehensive evidence of this change 
to date, although the ceramics recovered are quite 
similar to those found, in similar phases, in most of 
the cities along the Tagus River Valley. It is debatable 
whether or not this corresponds to a regional ‘culture’. 
This idea is quite attractive, mostly due to the fact that 
the Christians conquered the most important cities in 
this large area at the same time. Santarém, Lisbon, 
Sintra, Almada, Palmela were all conquered in the 
same year (1147). The Christian occupation model of 
the territory was similar so the social demographic 
continued to be identical between the cities.

The pottery recovered in this area is considerably 
different from ceramics recovered in northern areas 
of Portugal where there was no Islamic presence. 
Ceramics of 13th and 14th century date from the 
north tend to be darker in colour, without painted 
decoration, revealing a different production technique 
where the kiln was prepared to fire in a reduced 
environment (Fernandes 2012). To date, just four 
fragments of these northern ceramics are believed 
to have been recovered in Santarém in 12th and 
13th-century contexts, and have been considered 
as objects that Christian populations brought with 
them (Liberato and Santos 2015). On the other hand 
Santarém ceramics are quite similar to medieval 
products from further south, for example from Évora, 
Beja, or even the Algarve, where the Islamic presence 
and influence was strong (Catarino 1998; Gomes 
2011).

Historical sources indicate that after the Christian 
reconquest of these cities Afonso I, the first king of 
Portugal, gave direct orders for the Muslim people 
not to be maltreated. This was not always the case in 
practice, although Muslims were allowed to continue 
to live in Christian cities and maintain their religion. 
The first letter dedicated to the “mouros forros de 
Lisboa, Almada, Palmela e Alcacer” (the free Moorish 
people from Lisbon, Almada, Palmela and Alcácer), 
dates from Afonso I’s reign (1170). This demonstrated 
that these people could live free under royal protection 
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from any injustice committed by Christians and Jews 
as long as they agreed to pay special taxes (Flores 
2001). This protection was then confirmed in 1217 by 
his grandson Afonso II and by Sancho II in the late 
13th century (Barros 1999).

Islamic populations continued to live in these cities 
as free people, although they tended to relocate within 
the city walls to specific neighbourhoods known as 
Mourarias (Barros, 1999). Curiously, in Lisbon this 
is where the pottery workshops were located from at 
least the 12th century (Marques, Leitão and Botelho 
2012). Whether pottery making was mostly developed 
by Muslims during the Middle Ages still needs to be 
established, although in the mid 15th century there 
were still some potters in Lisbon known as mouros 
forros (free Moorish) (Alho, Trindade and Coentro, 
this volume), although there are just occasional names 
among the wide number of Christian potters. In the 
Reconquista period, only the political and military 
elites moved away and the majority of the Islamic 
population had to learn to coexist with the Christians. 
The same is true of the Moorish population in 
Santarém. The Christian population was small, 
meaning that killing or sending the local populations 
away would significantly reduce the labour available 
for food production and for supplying everyday 
necessities. Given the high degree of cultural mixing 
in Santarém during the 12th to 15th centuries, it is 
reasonable to argue that the Santarém pottery reflects 
the combined activities of these different cultures, 
whilst offering a material basis from which social 
change can be examined across this period. 

At this point it is not possible to firmly establish 
the economic status of the population associated 
with the pits in Santarém. The number of imports is 
low, so no prestige items (normally a clear indication 
of a prosperous household) were recovered in large 
quantities. In total the number of imports in all of 
the storage pits excavated between 2009 and 2014, 
is around 30 objects, which is a small proportion of 
the overall assemblage recovered. It would appear, 
therefore, that although the wares recovered from 
these silos were well preserved they were likely used by 
people who were not of high economic status.

The ceramics produced in Santarém in the 12th 
to 15th centuries do not differ greatly in shape and 
functionality from those of 11th to 12th-century date. 
The major difference is in terms of decoration. In the 
Islamic period, large portions of the ceramics were 
painted in white or red, something which continued 
into the late 13th and early 14th centuries, though 
with different designs (Liberato 2011). This decoration 
is mostly composed of vertical and horizontal straight 
or waved lines. Similar examples were found in other 
parts of the city (Liberato 2015). In the 14th and 15th 
centuries the painted decoration tends to disappear, 
although vessel shapes continue to be very similar. 
The most striking continuity in form is visible in the 
lids and chafing dishes, which are relatively uniform 

in shape until they diminish in production in the late 
18th century. 

The assemblage from Santarém illustrates the 
progressive change from an Islamic taste to a Christian 
one, where pots tend to be less decorated and more 
functional. Water cups are particularly demonstrative 
of this change. During the Islamic period (11th to 12th 
centuries) the cups have globular bodies with vertical 
rims (Viegas and Arruda 1999, 117), flat bases and 
are decorated with white stripes. After this period, 
they progressively adopt a more Christian-style shape. 
The earlier shapes and forms of decoration continue 
in the late 12th and 13th centuries, but by the early 
1300s they are no longer painted. In the early 14th 
century the non-painted cups gain a tall foot, a shape 
that continued to be produced until mid 15th century, 
when they become globular again, though smaller 
than the Islamic-style forms. The Santarém pottery 
thus seems to reflect the end of the Islamic dominion 
and the increase of the Christian presence and 
influences, a process which took at least two centuries. 
The decorated wares associated with southern Iberian 
lustreware are progressively replaced by plain wares, 
similar to the situation in the north of the country 
where the Islamic presence was not as great. As for 
imports, the Islamic shapes and colours are replaced 
by green-glazed northern European pitchers. The 
same seems to have occurred in other cities in the 
Tagus Valley, especially Lisbon and Almada (Casimiro 
and Barros 2016).

The relatively slow stylistic change, with forms and 
decorations not immediately transforming after the 
Christian reconquest of Santarém, can be explained 
by a number of factors. There were probably not 
sufficient Christian potters or craftspeople to dismiss 
the Muslim potters, who were already familiar with 
local raw materials. As noted above, these remaining 
Muslim craftspeople were protected by the Crown, 
so there was certainly continuity in actual producers 
(potters) within the ceramic workshops at Santarém. 
For a number of years after the city’s Christian 
conquest, and despite the major change in religion 
and political elites, the Islamic potters continued to 
produce pottery according to their own traditions. In 
a few decades they started to adapt to the demands of 
the new Christian consumers and decorative aspects 
tend to disappear, making way for a more frugal type 
of pottery, despite continuity in form. A century later, 
ceramic forms change. During this time, two or three 
generations of potters had lived and worked within the 
new Christian city and were responding to changing 
consumer demands. It is not impossible that some 
Christian potters may have settled in the city after the 
reconquest, however there is no information that new 
potters arrived in the following years. 

After the Christian Reconquista the Muslim 
potters continued to work in Santarém and pottery 
remained similar to the Islamic products, at least 
during the second half of the 12th century and early 
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13th century. One of the main characteristics was 
the painted decoration, even on cooking pots, which 
can be characterised by painted horizontal and 
vertical straight or wavy lines together with circular 
and reticulated motifs, as well as the existence of the 
same shapes, such as large bowls, which disappear 
in the following centuries (Viegas and Arruda 1999). 
The change in the culture of a large part of the city’s 
population in the second half of the 13th and 14th 
centuries motivates a change in pottery forms and 
shapes. In this sense most of the ceramics progressively 
lose their decoration and shapes change. The new 
shapes are more related to the northern ceramics style, 
never reached by any Muslim influence (Silva and 
Ribeiro 2007), than to the southern ceramics where 
Islamic occupation continued until late 13th century 
(Gomes 2011), although the fabrics, colour and quality 
of pottery is always more related to the Islamic south. 
This can be observed in almost all ceramics, though 
mostly in cooking posts, jars and cups. The material 
culture is, therefore, a reflection of the changes of the 
population in medieval Santarém. The presence of 
Christian potters that could have brought their savoir 
faire into Santarém cannot be completely discarded, 
though the authors believe that if these potters arrived 
just a few years after the reconquest of the city by the 
Christians changes in ceramic shape and decoration 
would have happened faster.

Conclusion
Pottery in the decades after the Reconquista continues 
to demonstrate the same techniques and decorations 
evident in the Islamic period and it would take two 
or three generations for the traditional Christian tastes 
to overtake the deep-rooted Muslim potting tradition. 
In the 12th century, ceramics produced in the North 
of the country, where Christian and Islamic influences 
do not appear to have mixed, are plain, undecorated 
and include forms such as cups, cooking pots and 
milk pans. Such undecorated plain wares gradually 
came to dominate the southern production a few 
decades after the Christian reconquest. Nevertheless, 
some forms developed during the Islamic occupation, 
such as chafing dishes, which are recorded for the 
first time during the Islamic occupation, endure in 
archaeological contexts for about 500 years after the 
Reconquista.

The purpose of this paper was to demonstrate how 
ceramics found inside two different silos in Santarém, 
one of the most important cities in medieval Portugal, 
reflect the social variability within this urban centre in 
the decades following the Christian Reconquista. The 
evidence suggests that the new Christian community 
(which would have been just a few hundred men and 
women) did not bring in new potters to produce their 
necessary daily household ceramics. The Islamic 
potters who were already in the city continued to 
produce pottery according to their own traditions. It is 

possible that these craftsmen were moved to a specific 
area of the city, as in Lisbon, although no kilns have 
been found to support this theory. The assemblage 
from Santarém reflects the enduring practices of 
Islamic potters and the adaptions they made amidst 
major religious and social change in Portugal during 
the medieval period. It is possible that this new way of 
producing pottery was brought to the city by Christian 
potters who moved into Santarém in the first decades 
after the reconquest. However, the maintenance of 
the Islamic types into the late 13th century would 
appear to contradict this possibility. Northern pottery, 
produced in areas that fall outside Muslim influence, 
had very distinct characteristics such as the absence of 
painted decoration and a tendency for dark colours. 
The Santarém pottery resembles the Islamic southern 
traditions of painted redwares. Christian potters who 
came from northern parts of the country, or Muslims 
who converted to the new religion, only start to form 
the majority in the 15th century when they appear in 
documents, although always sharing their craft with 
Muslims. 
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Résumé

Des fouilles archéologiques à Santarém ont permis de mettre au jour de nombreuses structures domestiques 
ainsi que des dizaines de fosses de stockage, datant du 12ème-15ème siècles et remplies d’ordures ménagères, y 
compris des céramiques, parmi d’autres éléments matériels de la culture. La plupart de ces articles ont clairement 
été produit localement et ressemble à de nombreuses autres découvertes dans la ville ou les environs. Cette 
poterie a été utilisée dans de nombreuses activités comme la cuisine, le stockage et à manger. Les céramiques de 
Santarém du 13ème siècle démontrent une différence nette avec des poteries plus anciennes. Les caractéristiques 
morphologiques et décoratives semblent indiquer une tradition islamique pour les plus anciennes, tandis qu’au 
14ème et au 15ème siècle, ces objets semblent refléter une identité chrétienne qui concerne plus largement des 
changements culturels, sociaux et économiques. 

Zusammenfassung

Durch archäologische Ausgrabungen wurden in Santarém viele häusliche Strukturen sowie Dutzende von 
Vorratsgruben freigelegt. Sie wurden auf das 12.-15. Jahrhundert datiert und waren mit häuslichen Reststoffen 
gefüllt. Darunter befand sich neben weiteren Bestandteilen materieller Kultur auch Keramik. Die meisten dieser 
Gegenstände waren eindeutig Erzeugnisse lokaler Produktion und ähneln vielen anderen Funden innerhalb der 
Stadt oder der umliegenden Gegend. Diese Keramik wurde in vielen verschiedenen Tätigkeiten benutzt, wie zum 
Beispiel zum Kochen, zur Lagerung und zum Essen. Die Keramik aus dem Santarém des 13. Jahrhunderts zeigt 
einen deutlichen Unterschied zu späterer Keramik auf. Morphologische und dekorative Merkmale weisen auf 
eine islamische Tradition der frühen Arbeiten hin, während die Gegenstände aus dem 14. und 15. Jahrhundert 
eine christliche Identität widerzuspiegeln scheinen. Das steht im Zusammenhang mit breiteren kulturellen, 
sozialen und wirtschaftlichen Veränderungen.
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