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GHRMAN MARDLIY FLAGONS IN ROMAN BRITAIN

Jounna Bird and David Williams

The pottery described below provides a further contribution
to our knowledge of wares imported into Britain during the later
Roman period.! The vessels are all flagon or jug forms in a distinctive
fabric with marbled slip, and are identical with types found in the
Rhineland.2 The German parallels for individual flagons were recognized
by earlier students, and the opportunity has now been taken to collect
evidence for the distribution of the ware in Britain, Selected sherds
have been examinel petrologically in order to establish whether they
are imports from (Germany, rather than copies manufactured locally,

and to determine whether they come from one or more production sites.

The fabric

The fabriec is very hard, smooth and slightly sandy, with
characteristic inclusions of brown argillaceous material clearly
vigsible in a fresh fracture, The surface treatment consists of =&
patchy matt slip on the exterior, with a highly distinctive marbled
affect probably created by the use of a sponge. The slip is normally
shades of orangey-red (Munsell 10K 6/6 to 5/8) but sometimes verges
on buff (7.5 YE 7/4) or brownish-black (7.5YR 4/2 to N2/). Occasionally
there are simple roundels or other motifs in white (10YR 8/1) overpaint
on the shoulder. The core and inside surface varies from creany-buff
(7.5YR 8/4) to light red (2.5YR 6/8),

Thirteen sherds, from London (6), Southwark, Canterbury (5) and
Dover, were thin sectioned and examined under the petrological
microscope, All thirteen contain a groundmass of frequent subangular
quartz grains within the size ranpe 0,30mm and below, together with
a scatter of slipghtly larger grains, normally set in an optically

anizotropic matrix of light brown fired clay. Also present are flecks
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of mica, a little plagioclase and potash felspar, some phyllite,

clay pellets, and always a few graing of augite per slide. Occasionally
pieces of siltstone and sandstone can be seen, as well as amphibole

and volcanic glass. The range of inclusions common to all and the
similarity of texture strongly suggest that they were all made in

the same area.

The presence of volcanic glass points to an area of recent volcanic
activity, and three regions at once come to mind: the Eifel-Rhenish
region of Germany, the Massif Central of France, and central and
southern Italy. In order to determine the likely source, a heavy
mineral analysis was conducted on two of the sample sherds. In both
caeses this produced a suite of minerals dominated by frequent prains
of augite, with lesser amounts of *itanite and basaltic hornblende.
This assemblage closely matches volcanic suites of heavy minerals
obtained from Rhine sediments between Mayence and the Dutch border,
and from the Lake of Laach in the Bifel.3 It also strongly supports
the implication from the distribution of the pottery that it was

manufactured in the Rhineland (see below).

Gazetteer of British finds (The abhreviations 'Gose' and 'Pirling'

are used for the tvpologies quoted in note 2)

1. London

a. ¥albrook mithraeum, from a group dated to the second half
of the third centurv. Rim and neck of a collared flagon,
Gose tyvpe 262, (information from the excavator, Professor
W.F. Grimes)

b. Angel Court, from a group of late fourth-century or mid -
late Saxon date, Bim and top of neck, collared flagon, |
Gose type 262 (T.E. Blurton, Trans. London Middlesex Archaeol
Soc., 28(1977), fig., 11, no. 358; described as Oxfordshire

vare).
c. Tower of London, Inmost Ward, from a late fourth-century

group associated with coins of the 390s.
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i) Neck and shoulder, collared flagon, with white paintead

roundels; as Pirling types 71 and 72,

ii) Part of neck and handle, collared flagon.,

iii) Part of neck and shoulder, probably a one-handled jug as
Pirling type 70; decorated with white roundels alternating

with three dots.
iv-vi) Shoulder, footstand and bodysherds, probably all from
collared flagons. {Information from the excavator, G. Parnell

2. Southwark

Swan Street, from a Homan ditch fill of the second half of the

third

century. Rim and neck, collard flagon, Gose type 262.

(SLAEC, Southwark Excavations 1972-74 (1978), fig. 220, no.

1867;

3. Ospringe

identified as a possible German import)

Prom the Roman cemetery, in a grave group with no dating
evidence. Complete collared flagon, Gose type 262. (W. Whiting

et al,, Repart osg the ILxcavation of the Homan Cemeterv at

Ospringe, Kent (1931), pl. xxviii, no. 263)

4. Canterbury

a. Rosemary Lane, from a Roman ?ploughsoil containing a coin

of
i)

ii)

b. St.
aone
of

i)

iimiii)

iv-v)

vi-xv)

& followed by a doty there is a single example of a type

Crispus, AD 323-4,
Shoulder sherd, probably from a collard flagon as Pirling

type 72, The white-painted decoration consists of a letter

72 fron Krefeld-Gellep with an inscription, VIVAS TV
(Pirling taf. 97, no. 3ab).

Body sherd, flagon or jug. (P, Bennett et al., Ixcavations
at Canterbury Castle (1982), 133; additional information

from N. Hacplerson-(irant)

Marparet's Street., From late Roman levels, including
with four coins of the late third century and twelve
the fourth,

Two shoulder sherds, probably the same vessel, as Firling:
type 72. Three white-painted bands; scrolls, a wavy line,f
and roundels,

Body sherds, probably from jugs of Gose type 265, with
sets of double grooves,

Two bLases, flagons or jugs.

Body sherds, flegons or jugs.
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c. Marlowe IV
i) Shoulder, Pirling type 71 or 72, with row of white-
painted dots, Very hard-fired; the fabric is grey in
the core,
ii) Shoulder sherd, Pirling type 71 or 72, with white-
painted roundels.
iii-iv) Neck and body sherds, flapons. (Information on b, and ¢-

from Marion Green, Canterbury Archaeological Trust)

5. Richborough

From Pit 143, which contained mostly Flavian material but
included some coarseware sherds dated to the second and early
third centuries. Collared flagon, Gose type 262, complete
except for the base. (J.P. Bushe-Fox, Fourth lemort on the

Excavations of the Roman Fort at Richbotough, Kent (1949}, vi.
i

1xxxvi, no. 379)
6. Dover

Neck and shoulder, collared flagon, prosably as Pirling type
72. (Information from the excavator, B.J. Philp; J. Bird,
Kent Archaeol. Meview, 63(1981), 55)

7. Lyminge

From an inhumation burial. Complete coliared flagon, Gose type
262, 25.5cm high., (D.B. Kelly, Archaeol; Cantiana, 77(1962),

205; additional information from Mr. Keily)

8. Lympne

Four sherds, flagons or jugs. {B. Cunli:’fe, Britannis, 11(1980),
275-6)

A fragrent of a footring found at Springhead may also be in this
ware, although it is a more pronounced footstand than is usual with the
marbled flagons; it comes fron a context dated mid-second to early
third century {information from k. Pollard). A one-handled collared
flagon from the St. Pancras cemetery at Chichester is typologically
similar to the Rhineland marbled flagons but is in a very different
were, a soft creamy-white fabiic with a pinkish-tinge, almost free of
inclusions (D. Down and M. Rule, Chichester Excavatiouns 1 (1971), fig.

5.20, no. 30e).
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Discussion

The first full account and typology of later German marbled ware
was that by Oelmann in his report on the pottery from Niederbieber.4
There are two classes of the ware, bhut the forms, fabrics and marbled
finish are normally distinct; tlhe two wares are fully described and
compared in the report on the pottery from the Kaiserthermen at Trieraﬁ‘
The variety found in DBritain, 'marmorierte keramik', was distributed
widely along the Rhine and some way down the lower Mosel, but is
extremely rare in the Trier region, No kiln-site has yet been found,
but the distribution indicates an origin in the Rhineland, or possibly
on the lower Mosel,6 and this is supported by the results of petrolegical
analvsis, The second ware, sometimes described as 'geflammte' rather
than 'marmorierte' from the 'flame' effect of the finish, was made &%
Trier and the nearby factory at Speicher.T Its distribution includes
the Trier area, Belpium and the Ardennes;8 ne examples of this ware
are so far known fron DBritain.

0f the Rhineland marbled ware, the two-handled flagon with a
distinctive collar or flange on the neck - Gose type 262, Pirling
types 71, 72 - is by far the comnmonest form in Germany, and accounts
forsixteen of the nineteen recognisable vessels from Britain, White-
painted motifs on the shoulder are a feature of fourth-century examples,
and the only other development of the form is a tendency for some
later examples to have longer necks in proportion to the body height,
and less sharp carinations.10 It is dated in Germany from the late
second century to at least the middle of the fourth, but since it shows
relatively little typological change, and since it occurs in quantity
during the first half of the fourth century,H it may be that the
starting date lies more towards the middle of the third century.12
0f the clearly dated examples from Britain, two, from Southwark and

the "albrook mithraeum, come from contexts date %o the second half




.-6-

of the third century, the remainder are from fourth century levals.13 -

Two other forms, both one-handled jugs, seem to be present among
the British material, The first, of which there are apparently two
body sherds at Canterbury, is a coniceal jug with characteristic pairs
of grooves on the body - Gbse type 265, Pirling type 65, the latter
with a plain matt red-brown slip. This is dated to the first half of
the third century by Gose, but was considered by Pirling to be in use
at least in the Constantinian period;14 the Canterbury vessels are
both from late Roman levels., The other type, found probably at the
Tower of London, is a round-bodied jug with an offset at the shoulder
and white-painted decoration. The closest parallel for this is Pirling
type 70, which is noted ns exceptional in Rhineland marbled ware aliliougkh
the form is common throughout the fourth century; it is dated ¢ AD 325-
375 at Krefeld—Gellep.15 The form occurs in a number of wares, including
Speicher 'flamed' ware, in which it is dated from the middle of the
third century on the grounds of its rarity at Niederbieber.16 The
examples figured by Gose - tvpes 277, 278, 280 and 282 = range from
the second half of the third century to the late fourth, and are all
from Trier or the Mosel valley. The lLondon example comes from a late
fourth century level,

The distribution of German marbled ware in Britain is apparently
confined to Kent and the London area, and is considerably more

17

restricted than that of Maven coarse wares. Given the possibility
that Mayen ware nay have been used to transport a commodity,1 and
the wide range of fineware flagons available in later Loman Britain,
this restriction to the area closest to the Fhine trade route is not
particularly surprising. The specifically Hentish concentration might
also imply that Dover plaved a role in Britain;s Continental trade

at this period.19 Apart from the geographical limitation, the marbled

flagons are found on a range of sites: major towns, cemeteries and

Saxen Shore forts.




Note

lHention should be made of a second class of late imported marbled
ware, that known as 'a l'éponge', in order to point out the differences
between the two.zo The differences apply both to form — German flagons
and jugs, 'a 1'éponge’ bowls - and to fabric. The 'a 1'eponge' fabric
is usually a paie creanyv-yellow {(7.5YR 7/6), and much more fine textured,
and the slip is particularly diapnostic: ‘'a 1'éponge' has a good smooth
rloss, the German ware is matt and often harsh to the touch. The
differences in fabric are clearly demonstrated petrologically: heavy
mineral analysis of an 'a 1l'éponge' sherd produced a suite of minerals
which included kyanite and andalusite.21 This sugpgests an origin in
a Iertiary region such as Aquitaine, which is the source indicated by

. i
the distribution pattern.”
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