Object Biography:

Samian ware plate fragment: 
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The object is a red- orange colour on the outside and a toned down orange in the centre, additionally, the object has small holes spread around its form and is broken from its original form. It has a smooth texture on the broken edges and a protruding ridge on the, what would have been, the inside while also having line indentations and a design on the edge, which would have been the middle. Additionally, the colour shown on the inside of the fragment is discoloured compared to other parts, some breaks being darker than others meaning they were broken at different times. It is made of a type of orange clay that is speckled with black dots of another material and glazed with a slip. At the base it measures 11 cm in diameter, has a length of 8.5 cm at its longest and a width of 8.2 cm. Furthermore, there are curved indents on the outside of the object which repeat away from the base and to the rim of the fragment. The object's wall is approximately 1 cm thick which tapers slightly as it passes the ridge and expands as it reaches the base. This find is similar to the Arretine plate shard in the Spurlock museum, its base and featureless aesthetic is the same as this plate shard while also showing the same curved indents (Spurlock Museum, n.d.). Figure 2: Spurlock Samian plate fragment
Figure 3: Lines left by maker
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Figure 4: Object from side angle

The object is a Samian Ware plate, this is due to its common characteristics with the ceramics. The clay used is rich in illite and other oxides which give it the red- orange hue that is synonymous with Samian Ware pottery, additionally, the glaze which is made of a water clay mixture is also common on the ceramics (The Vindolanda Trust, n.d.). Its subtle curve discourages the idea of it being a bowl, this is reinforced by the ridge on the inside of the plate which would not be seen in bowls. 

[image:  Archaeologists working on the recovery of the Magor Pill boat (© Amgueddfa Cymru - National Museum Wales) ]Samian ware was used in the 1st to 3rd century and first produced in Arezzo, traditionally Arretium in Italy, which was a Roman metropolis with its large population and growing economy (Trimontium Museum, n.d.). It began as a commodity in which only the wealthy and military would use it as its production was segregated to either Arretium or later Gaul (in France- Germany) meaning it was harder to get (Trimontium Museum, n.d.). It was only in the second century that the general public began to liberally use the pottery for more than just religious ceremonies or offerings (Hull Museums Collections, n.d.). This public use was down to the mass production of the pottery due to the demand for it and the advancements in trade routes which meant that more people were able to access it (Oxford Reference, n.d.). With the plate shard being excavated at Magor Pill, an important Roman- Britain port which trades goods such as ceramics, it can be estimated that the fragment is from the late 1st to mid 2nd century as at the time of trading Samian ware was a prized object in the Roman empire (Allen, 1999). Figure 5: Magor Pill excavation site
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]Detailed Samian ware was the beginning of a new methodology for quick yet impressive looking pottery, consisting of the use of moulds and a reduction of time spent on pottery wheels (Museum of Ireland, n.d.). The ceramist would press the clay into a premade mould that would hold the intricate features and let it dry for approximately a few hours to a few days, depending on how thick or big the pottery is. Once dried the maker would unmould them and continue to let them dry fully for a few more days until they were able to finish up the edges and details of the ware (Roman Alcester Museum, n.d.). In this process they would attach the additional features such as handles, bases and the maker’s seal before applying a slip and putting it into the kilns (The Vindolanda Trust, n.d.). In relation to the plate fragment the process may have been different due to the lack of detailing. Simple shapes and designs were still spun by hand on pottery wheels, however not fully , they would still be placed in moulds for their initial shape then put onto the wheel to smooth them out and add the bases (The Vindolanda Trust, n.d.). On the plate shard there are continuous curve lines that suggest they were the aftereffects of the process of adding the base. Furthermore the maker's seal in the middle of the plates base suggests not only its possible date but also lines up with the methodology of moulding and then pressing the stamp onto it. Additionally, there are line indentations that follow the curve of the base, this could be stylistic or rather they could be used to possibly grind down food like a pestle and mortar. Furthermore, the plate is smaller than most others meaning it could be used for more than dining ware. Figure 6: Depiction of a Roman Kiln in use
Figure 7: Illustration of what the plate may have look like


[image: Samian Ware - All You Need to Know - Peterborough Archaeology]Samian wares durability allowed for it to be used in multiple different contexts spanning the trading from merchants to the common use of it in the military. Military Samian ware consisted of both decorated and plain pieces which were used liberally due to their availability as the military had strong ties with the supply chain and often worked with local producers when settled (Bulmer Ward, 2015, p. 18). However, they were not the only ones to use it, in the 1st century Samian ware was seen as a luxury and therefore was favoured by the wealthier classes in Roman society (Willis, 2004). Most pieces were used for display or special celebrations and were seen as a symbol of opulence which is why they were a popular gift in diplomatic situations as they proved a person's status (Willis, 2004). Furthermore, on the topic of celebrations, it was also used for religious ceremonies such as rituals which was often what the offering was placed on. These offerings were often food or wine and then broken and buried at the end of the ceremony as a way to express their dedication to the deity they are offering or as a way of celebrating a monumental occasion (Willis, 2004). Those not used in the ceremonies were placed in religious buildings for the purpose of holding offerings or being a symbol of how important a deity is to the religious institution. By the end of the first century and towards the 2nd, Samian ware became more mass produced and therefore became easier for the common man to get a hold of, these pieces were often created by local makers and were used for more rudimentary things such as dining and storage (Penelope, n.d.). The use of decorated pottery was still seen as prized and those who had it often used it as home decor or on special occasions as dining ware. This could possibly be what the plate shard was used for as its featureless appearance indicates that it possibly was not used for decorative or ceremonial purposes. Additionally, the date of the plate being the late 1st to mid 2nd again implies that it is a more domestic item. Furthermore, the fact that it was found at a port could suggest that it was instead by a merchant for trading either the Samian ware itself, possibly for use on the ships or the storage of things for trading. Figure 8: Samian Ware Bowl
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The port of Magor Pill is based on the coast of Wales near Newport, the site itself is situated in the muddy banks of the Irish sea where a Roman boat is situated (Allen, 1999). The constant roll in of the tide will cause the pottery left behind to tumble and the sharp edges of the breakage become softer. It's evident on this piece of pottery that the edges have been smooth down by the water and their slight discolouration on certain parts suggest multiple fractures possibly caused by the collision from other shards. Additionally, the breakage evidently occurred at the time of its docking and not on the date of the excavation because of these factors. 
Figure 9: Fragment showcasing the softer edges of the piece
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AI-generated content may be incorrect.]The story of the plate shard spans from its creation, its usage, the breaking and finally the discard to when it is founded by the excavation team and analysed before being organised. The life of the object begins when it is clay, which may have contained certain debris due to the holes in the structure, being pressed into the mould before being left to dry and then marked with the seal and glazed, placed into a kiln and fired. It would then be sold by the potter themselves to possibly a merchant who would then take it to trade overseas. On the other hand, it may have been made and then bought by a merchant and then used on the ship during travel. Either option would cause it to be possibly found and then discarded in the shores of Magor Pill. The boat being lodged into the mud suggests that the pottery could have been broken on impact, or possibly being broken by smashing into each other after falling into the water (Allen, 1999).  The pottery was not picked up and therefore left in the mud, being tumbled by the culmination of sand, stone and the tide which smoothed down the edges. Hundreds of years later in 1993 the excavation team at Magor Pill will extract the shard, clean it up and categorise it before being analysed by its type, shape and dated. It is stored in a safe space in the archaeological labs at UWTSD where it is continually studied. Figure 10: Bag used for identification
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