            Object biography – Caerleon Samian ware bowl fragments 

                                                                  introduction
The pottery shards selected are fragments of a Samian ware bowl. When both shards were measured against a diameter chart, they showed the bowl to have originally measured approximately three inches in diameter at the base and seven and a half inches in diameter at the rim. The largest fragment measured at ten centimetres in height so while the bowl when intact was believed to be wide at the rim it was not very tall. The pottery shards hold the classic appearance of Samian ware with a muted red clay and brighter red slip that gives the pieces the characteristic Samian shine. 


                                                 Discovery of the pottery 
The pottery fragments were found in drag 29 at what is believed to be Caerleon dig site. Caerleon was home to one of only three permanent legionary roman fortresses in Britain. It is situated in southern Wales close to Newport its ruins are now seen as highly important for archaeologists due to the amount of finds that have been dug up there including items like Samian pottery but also finds such as decorated intaglio and parts of armour. (“The Priory Field Excavation Caerleon 2010 - Roman Military Store Building - Some of the Finds”) Samian ware was not only used as table ware or for storage it was also carried by Roman military personnel as offerings while on their travels this gives reason for its placement at Caerleon other Samian bowls have also been found at Caerleon during digs that have similar shape and height to the measurements that the shards approximate the size of the original bowl to be which indicates that this style of bowl may have been popular or frequently used within the fortress at the time in which it was inhabited. (UCL)
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                        Description and analysis of the pottery 
                                                    [image: ]
The pottery shards are highly decorated with a moulded design pressed into its surface. The pottery shards showcase intricate botanical designs that run over the entire exterior of the shards and overlap each other to form a braided pattern that circles the lower middle section of the pottery shard. The vines then create a sphere that surrounds an avian figure. In ancient Rome the depiction birds held a significant role in both mythology and artistry, like many other Ancient Mediterranean religion’s romans believed that birds and their mannerisms could be used to prophesize and warn against omens. They were therefore used often in artwork including dinnerware. Different birds were used for different reasons with roman militaries keeping chickens due to the belief that if the chickens ate quickly, they would have good luck in their next battle. Therefore, the use of birds in decoration may have been used as a token of good fortune for the soldiers living within the fortress as well as having a practical use. There are also birds surrounding the upper middle of the pottery these birds are seemingly paired in twos with the pattern showing birds in their own individual ovolo facing each other with rope like detailing running above, below and between each pair of birds. This rope style pattern also continues to the rim and lip of the pottery. While the bowl has broken into fragments the shards available are highly preserved with only a small chip taken out of the main design. (Encyclopedia Britannica, n.d.) (Birds in the Ancient World: Winged Words by Jeremy Mynott, 2020) (Cotswold Archaeology, 2024)


                                                Historical context of the pottery 
Samian ware which was also known as Terra sigillata meaning “ware of clay impressed with designs” was highly popular in roman Britain. (https://www.creatomatic.co.uk, n.d.) There were many types of Samian ware pots which much like these pottery shards was used for multiple reasons one of which was for decorative purposes, Samian ware was highly decorated and a majority of examples had tales from mythology or mythological designs pressed into them. The way in which Samian ware was produced by the clay being pressed into a mould it was then put onto a wheel where the ceramic is created it is then dried when it then shrinks off the mould creating a design that is pressed into the clay. this not only meant that designs were easily replicable but that designs are able to be traced to a mould. (The Vindolanda Trust, n.d.). Another way that Samian ware can usually be traced is through the makers stamp that is usually placed on the base of the pottery however on the surviving shards of this bowl there is no indication of a maker’s stamp. (National Museum of Ireland, n.d.) similarly to most Samian ware found in Britain the pottery shards are dated at mid first century AD. The bowl is carinated however the angle of the carination is softer which indicates that is from towards the start of the century as in the latter half of this time a harsher carination is more often used. (Webster, n.d.) 

                                The function and use of the pottery 
There were many uses for a piece of Samian pottery for the romans it was used as tableware and for other practical purposes such as storage. It was thought to be an ideal vessel for storing liquids due to its distinctive red glossy slip making it more durable against liquids than other not glazed types of roman pottery. (National Museum of Ireland, n.d.) however it was common for a piece to be made for one purpose then for it to be reused later down the line for a different reason. While Samian ware is found frequently during archaeological digs on roman settlements in the time of the romans it was considered a luxury item and was seen as high quality goods for a person to own. It would have been carried by the military on their travels not only to serve function of tableware but also to be used as offerings for potentially rivalling military forces they might happen across. Samian ware was also used as a type of currency when trading the military used this to aid in funding their expeditions as Samian ware was relatively easy to make.
                                     Ownership and meaning of the pottery 
[bookmark: _Int_QT6Rm9Td][bookmark: _Int_fxdXOKzu]. While a majority of Samian ware was held by the Roman legionary forces some was still held by the general public. However, Samian ware was considered a luxury item and was not openly available to the vast majority of people within Britain. These shards were found in the ruins of a legionary roman fortress therefore it is to be assumed that the initial piece belonged to either the Roman military or a Roman soldier as stated earlier the pattern on the bowl may hold significance to the owner and be used as a form of talisman while away from home.(Birds in the Ancient World: Winged Words by Jeremy Mynott, 2020)
                   Transformation and movement of the pottery 
[bookmark: _Int_5AjYkIMk]The shards of pottery that were found had clean breaks that had not been smoothened this may indicate that once the bowl had broken it was not used again for a different reason it also shows that it has not been in an environment where it could have been against something abrasive that would have worn it down. However, there are only two shards of this bowl available which may show that the rest of the bowl was taken and remade into something else of use to the owner.  The surface of the shards does not look worn down this may indicate that it was not used frequently in day to day life this may be because it was for special occasions so was not used much or it may have been a decorative piece that was used for show of status rather that a piece of crockery to serve a meal on. On the other hand the good condition of the pottery may be due to it not being used at all it may have been made with an error and discarded of within the same day not having the chance to be used explaining its almost pristine surface condition. The lack of ware may also show that once the shards were discarded, they were not rediscovered until they were dug up by Archaeologists centuries later. (Intarch.ac.uk, 2025a)

                                                           Conclusion
In conclusion, these shards of Samian ware may have more meaning than just being pieces of a bowl the design that is pressed into the bowl may show the beliefs held by the people that it belonged to showing that even though they were away from home they kept their beliefs with them even if it was only in the form of bowls and other pottery that they created. The state that the shards were found in is also an important factor when discussing these pieces, the design and colour of the pottery is still fairly intact with only small noticeable defects on the surface of the pottery this may indicate that the pot was taken care of when used or that it was never used. 
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