Roman pottery fragment
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Figure 3 Side view, I Lewis, 2025
Figure 4 Bottom facing fragment, I Lewis, 2025
Figure 5 Top facing fragment, I Lewis, 2025




The object I am writing about is a cracked piece of Roman greyware, specifically black burnished ware, this piece was a section from the rim of a jar that was found in Caerleon which is a town in Newport, Wales. This town is a known archaeological site as it is the location of a Roman fortress as well as an Iron Age hillfort. 

Colour
This section of jar had varied earthy colours. The top of the rim was darker and blackened over the ridge. Going down on the outside, the black fades into a dark grey with light brown specks. Coming to the end of the section, the jar seems to have been smashed and you can see the inside of the clay material. Inside of the jar is a layered section of red, then grey in the middle and then red again. There are also light brown inclusions within this section.
Inside of the jar starts similarly with the black top, though going downwards it lightens much faster into grey. Continuing to the curve where the jar would have gone outwards the grey takes on a more brown shade, there is also some kind of residue stuck to this area. This part of the jar also has material chipped off, once more revealing the bottom half of the red layer and also showing more of the light brown inclusions.
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Shape
The curves of the fragment are well defined and seamless, though the top of the piece comes out further causing a bump at the ridge. Basing my judgements off of both visual cues as well as research into similar jars the rim would have often been equal in size or smaller than the rest of the jar excluding the base which would have been the smallest section, the middle of the jar would arch out into a vaguely egg shaped design. This could also be described as an elongated hemisphere that curves in a small bit towards the top and much more towards the bottom ending in a flat base. Using a 19th century rim diameter chart I was able to conclude that the jar would have had a diameter of around 17.5cm, however this could have varied since they were handmade.  (“Roman greyware pottery vessels, ex Scottish collection -- Antique Price Guide Details Page,” n.d.)Figure 6 Roman greyware pottery, AntiquesNavigator.com, 2016



Feel
The top of the inside of the jar has quite a smooth feeling to it, moving a hand down the inside the feeling takes on a rougher texture, it could be described as chalky. I would also describe this section as grainy or rough. The outside of the jar has a coarser feeling, likely due to wear from outside forces, similar to the feeling of brick, though not quite as rough, the feeling was closer to sandpaper. The cracks and areas where materials have been chipped off have a more abrasive brick-like feel.
The fragment itself is dry and despite its broken state it has remained durable and tough, even pressing on the thinner sections of the broken material does not yield any damage. To break this fragment you would need to use tools or a very heavy throw or drop, even then it seems likely to scratch or chip rather than break.
The edges where the jar segment has broken off are bumpy and uneven, causing me to think it could be the result of a dropped item or one broken with a hammer or a different blunt object, rather than a clean break for any purposeful reason. 
Though there could have been a use for it in a form of slurry to help with aeration of the soil in farming.

Material
Roman greyware pottery was known to be made from any clay that was common in the area that the potter had come from, I was unable to find a specific type of clay for this jar however it would have been a fairly common item within the fortress it was found in. Roman greyware pottery is also known to have inclusions within in the clay, some common inclusions could be quartz or shale which are both seen in this fragment of jar. (Wallace, 2020)

[image: ]Taphonomy Figure 7 Annotation of crack, I Lewis, 2025

Judging from the unclean break on all sides it does not seem like this jar was broken on purpose, it is cracked off on both sides and also has a layer chipped off on both the inside and outside, with the outside having a much larger chunk taken out of it. There is also an abrasion on the upper left side of the rim (when the outside of the jar is facing towards you). The jar itself was also burnt in many places, this could likely be put up to its function in the kitchen, over time the burns would have gotten worse, though this pottery would already have a black sheen to it because of the method of making black burnished ware.


Method of construction
The Roman greyware jar would have likely begun its life in the Roman legionary fortress at Caerleon. Roman greyware was generally known to be made on sight and was often used in the kitchens for the purpose of storing and preparing food. It is known that a number of different kinds of clay were used for ceramics at Roman sites in Britain, so the material used for greyware can vary between sites. Markings on this fragment as well as research into similar pottery shows that it would have been thrown on a wheel. With black burnished ware specifically, it would then be burnished and made shiny using a glaze. This finishing treatment seems to have only been for decoration. (Museum et al., n.d.; Sparham, 2007)

Main body biography
The jar was a functional object, made to be sturdy and strong to withstand regular use. 
The Roman legionary fortress at Caerleon was known as Isca Augusta in its day. It was one of three principle Roman military bases, the other two being Eburacum at York and Deva at Chester. The fortress was active in the location after its making in A.D. 75. (Johnson, 2025; Webster et al., 2004)

A new meaning
While this jar was originally used for the common purpose of kitchenware it now takes on a new meaning in this time. This fragment is now considered an archaeological artifact, it not only provides us with information from the past but also can be used to educate and train archaeologists as both students and new workers, because of this change in value the jar becomes far more important than it would have been to those that threw it out when it was no longer in use. It may once have been no more than broken rubbish to the Romans at Caerleon but now it is seen almost as a treasure. Currently it is kept in the labs at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, Lampeter campus to be used for education of students among other pottery, in the future it could end up in a museum, collection or even on an auction site.
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