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[image: A close-up of a piece of clay

Description automatically generated]The pottery sherd reference UWL-048 was supplied by the Archaeology Department of the University of Wales Trinity St David in a plastic finds bag and is currently used for educational purposes (See Pics 1, 2 & 3). The sherd is dark orange to red, refined, and consistent with Samian ware, with a gloss appearance from using slip during manufacturing (Bulmer, 1980, pp. 6-7). The object is 4 inches in diameter, weighs 64.1 grams, and has a base and side wall measuring 9cm x 8cm at its widest. The base is 9mm thick, while the side wall is 4mm thick (See Pics 4, 5 & 6).
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The outer surface lacks any decoration, with the top edge rough and incomplete, exposing a fine-grained clay fabric in a lighter orange-brown colour. There is no remaining red slip on the top edge as the object's upper rim is missing (See Pic 7). 
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Approximately half of the rim of the base is complete, with a diameter of about 90mm (See Pic 8). It is unclear whether the base rim was damaged during the object's useable lifespan or after it was broken or discarded. It is also possible that environmental conditions or factors have caused the damage since then. 
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The outer wall displays faint curved lines (See Pic 9), showing that this item was not made in a mould, but shape-burnishing tools were employed during production on the potter's wheel (Webster, 1996, pp. 4-12).
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[image: ]The wall angle from the base is shallow, but the increases in the uppermost section are consistent with UWL-048 being part of a plate or dish. This section is smoother at the top and has a circular indentation separating it from the lower section, indicating the manufacturing process (See Pic 10).


The base features circular rouletting marks in its decoration that are generally uniform and regular (See Pic 11). The potter used a tool with notches or engravings to shape the container while turning it on the wheel (See Pic 12). This was consistently employed in the [image: ]interior of particular dishes and bowls (Tyers, 1996, p. 209; Bulmer, 1980, p. 43).  
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[image: A close-up of a stamp

Description automatically generated]There is a section of an embossed circle at the centre of the base on the edge of the sherd. Another embossed shape extends from it with a clear circle or letter 'O' (See Pics 13 & 14) and appears regular with the workshop stamps placed on the base interior as a central mark on plain vessels (Webster, 1996, p. 7). Before being fired, the name stamps of either the individual potter or workshop were imprinted onto the bowl. To create raised letter impressions, a die engraved with the necessary letters was pressed into the bowl (De la Bedoyere, 1988, p. 10). The 'O' may be the beginning of 'OF, OFIC, OFFIC', a Latin abbreviation for 'officiana', which means the 'workshop of', which would have been followed by the name of the proprietor, but as only a portion of the base is available, this is an assumption (Tyers, 1996, p. 106; Greene, 1992, p. 57). The most precise dating means for a Samian vessel is examining a stamp (Bulmer, 1980, p. 49), but unfortunately, this sherd only shows one letter. A stamped mark on a complete Samian plate is shown in Pic 15 to show similarity and for comparison.
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On the outside of the wall near the base are two shallow smooth indentations paler in colour and with little gloss. These could be the marks the potter's fingers left when dipping UWL-048 into the slip or marks left from the stacking methods employed in the kiln (See Pic 16).
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UWL-048 is not sharp and has smoothed edges, with the base rim not entirely intact. A possible fracture or impact point radiates from the base where the plate is thickest. Unfortunately, the context and provenance of where it was recovered and whether there were any other pieces of the complete dish are unknown, making it difficult to determine the circumstances in which the complete object was broken or discarded. The slip and base rim are slightly abraded with pitting marks, which could indicate more extended life use, but soil chemical conditions can cause and accelerate this (De la Bedoyere, 1988, p. 57). No visible repairs are apparent, which was typical due to the item's higher purchase cost.
The details recorded on the finds bag for UWL-048 were 'Samian plate (Drag 18/31R), late C1 – mid-C2 A.D.', taken to be late 1st to mid-2nd century A.D. The bag also had a location and year of 'Magor Pill, 1993', followed by 'MP50' (Pic 3). 'UWL-048' and 'MP50' are also written in black on the sherd (See Pic 17) to confirm and cross reference this object as belonging to the finds bag.  
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Description automatically generated]
DRAG 18/31R (Pic 18) refers to the Samian ware typology system by Hans Dragendorff (Webster, 1996, p. 28). The range of forms from 18 to 31 shows a gradual transition from a plate in the 1st century to a bowl in the mid-2nd century. The letter 'R' denotes rouletting in the interior base, and the form 18/31R tended to be larger. Reference '18/31R' categorises UWL-048 as a section of a transition between a plate and a bowl or dish. As seen in Pic 18, the rouletting is very similar to the ones on UWL-048 (Webster, 1996, p.32). During AD 130-50 in Central Gaul, the DRAG 18R (Pic 19) developed into the sturdier form DRAG 18/31R, which featured a deeper dish bowl (Bulmer, 1980, p. 9). 
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[image: A close-up of a broken bowl

Description automatically generated]Rouletted dishes like 18R, 18/31R, and 31R differ in angle and proportions from plain ones. Despite fragility concerns, the base's curvature increased over time, possibly to facilitate eating foods such as porridge or soup (Bulmer, 1980, p. 9). These types of vessels could have performed similar functions in practical terms. An approximate outline of the shape of sherd UWL-048 has been made in black on the images of another 18/31R Samian ware dish (See Pic 20).
A location was provided as Magor Pill in 1993, with MP50 as an unknown reference or assignation name. Magor Pill, an important multiperiod site in southeast Wales, preserves a complex of silted-up tidal channels that documents trading and tidewater occupations from the Iron Age onwards. It is on the eroded Gwent Levels coast (Allen & Rippon, 1997). Many critical military and domestic Roman sites were in this area, including the legionary base at Caerleon (Archaeology, 2003). Several archaeological works have been carried out in this area. A settlement or port of Roman origin was located near the current Magor Pill. Numerous discoveries of the Iron Age, Roman and Medieval pottery, and other artefacts have been made on both sides of the existing sea wall (Coflein, 2005). Roman Britain during the late 1st to mid-2nd century A.D. underwent significant upheaval as the Roman army attempted to subdue the island in the face of fierce opposition from many of its inhabitants (De la Bedoyere, 1988, p. 7). As no further details or provenance can be obtained from the details provided by the university, it is unfortunate that a specific site or circumstance cannot be identified.
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Description automatically generated]The production of Roman Samian pottery discovered in Britain was predominantly concentrated in the regions of Gaul that are located towards the south, centre, and east (Vindolanda, 2019) (See Pic 21). It is likely that 18/31R was already present in British contexts during the late Flavian period, with South Gaulish examples being late Flavian (A.D. 69-96) or early Trajanic (approximately A.D. 90-110), Les Martres examples mainly (AD 100-120) and other Central Gaulish examples Hadrianic to early Antonine (AD 120-150) (Webster, 1996, pp. 33-35). The dating range on the finds bag covers this period of late 1st to mid-2nd century A.D., the most common period for producing objects found in Britain (Vindolanda, 2019). 
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Description automatically generated with medium confidence]The time frame for 18/31R is usually during the early to mid-2nd century A.D. (See Pic 22), although it is not limited to only this period (Webster, 1996, p. 115).
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Description automatically generated]Transport from the manufacturer in Gaul would have been predominantly by river before reaching the English Channel, as shipping would have been the cheapest mode of transport. The vessels involved in this traffic would have included sea-going ships arriving directly in Britain on the southeast coast before being transported by the Roman road infrastructure (See Pic 23). Added to the cost of manufacture, Samian ware would have been a valued and expensive possession.










During the late Iron Age, samian pottery arrived in limited amounts in Britain. It appeared on high-status sites and became desirable for the growing middle-class indigenous population. It was widely available in rural communities by the later part of the first century. The army played a significant role in its distribution, as its storehouses were well-stocked with quantities of samian. Intermediaries supplying the army had pipelines to provide staples and subsidiary products, making them available to the civilian market (Willis, 2015, pp. 77-92).
Regardless of the potter or manufacturer, plain wares appeared similar and were only selected based on their intended purpose (Weber, 2012). UWL-048, while not ornate or decorated, was a fine and practical piece of kitchen or tableware. Owning such a plate would have been a privilege limited to those who had the means to purchase finer tableware, and, as such, it would have been a symbol of higher social status.
Samian pottery held a special status and was treated differently from other pottery. However, its status was not fixed and varied based on the cultural and social context in which it was used. Samian pottery was widely used across different regions and social classes in Roman Britain. However, its distribution was not uniform, and its analysis reveals noticeable trends that can be linked to social, cultural, and economic factors. Variables such as circumstance, practicalities, and the users' interpretation of the object would have influenced the use of Samian vessels (Willis, 1998).
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Pic 1: UWL-048
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Pic 2: UWL-048
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Pic 4: Sherd measurement
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Pic 6: Base diameter
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Pic 7: Upper edge of sherd
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Pic 8: Rim of sherd base
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Pic 9: Curved lines from production on the potter’s wheel
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Pic 10: Change of angle and indentation on inside of sherd
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Pic 11: Rouletting marks on the inside base
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Pic 12: Roulette

(Ref: Webster & Daniel, 1996, p. 5)
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Pic 13: Possible partial stamp on the inside of the base
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Pic 14: Possible partial stamp on the inside of the base
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Photograph adjusted with black and white filter.
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Pic 15: Samian plate stamped, item number 23.292/13
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Pic 16: Shallow indentations on the outside wall near the base.
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Pic 17: References written on sherd.
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Pic 18: DRAG 18/31R.

(Ref: Webster, 1996, p.34)
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Pic 19: DRAG 18R.

(Ref: Webster, 1996, p. 32)
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Pic 20: Dragendorff 18/31R Samian ware dish

Ref: British Museum, 2024 (Edited by R. Bakewell 21/01/2024)
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Pic 21: Samian manufacturing centres.
(=g
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Pic 22: Typical Samian ware of the Early-Mid 2" Century

Ref: (Webster, 1996, p. 115)
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Pic 23: Sites of manufacture and main trade routes

Ref: (Oswald & Davies Pryce, 1920)
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