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Introduction 
Recent excavations in the City of London conducted by 
the Department of Urban Archaeology, Museum of 
London, produced a Roman ceramic vessel decorated 
with metal. The unusual nature of the vessel warrants 
this special note, although it will also be discussed at a 
later date as part of the total assemblage. Here a general 
discussion of the ceramic type and the results from 
material analyses carried out to determine the nature of 
the clay fabric, the metal strips and their method of 
adhesion, are presented. 

Archaeological Background 
The excavation at 52-63 London Wall 20-56 Copthall 
Avenue (1), within the Walbrook Valley, uncovered 
Roman clay and timber buildings and two metalled 
roads, together with a large area interpreted as industrial 
pits and dumps. The latter were associated with sizeable 
quantities of waste from leather working. The present 
vessel came from a ditch aligned WNW /ESE which may 
well have emptied into a tributary stream of the 
Walbrook. Preliminary examination of the entire ceramic 
assemblage from this deposit suggests a Hadrianic date. 

Four decorated rim sherds (three joining) and a plain 
body sherd attributed to the same vessel were recovered 
(Fig. 1). All four rim sherds are decorated with metal 
strips attached to the exterior of the rim and the rim top, 
and three are also decorated on the vessel wall. 
Reconstruction suggests that the wall was originally 
decorated by star motifs separated by occasional vertical 
strips of metal. The one complete star comprises three 
strips of metal over-laid to form a six-painted star. In 
general the metal decoration is fairly crudely executed. 
One sherd also exhibits patches of shiny, golden 
material. 

The vessel is finely made, with a well-finished, black 
exterior surface burnished before the metal was applied. 
The interior appears unburnished and exhibits strong 
wheelmarks and the form copies the Dragendorff 37 
samian bowl. In the handspecimen the fabric of this 
particular vessel is light-grey in colour, with a 
fine-textured and slightly micaceous clay . The fme 
fabric, dark burnished surface and form type all ally it 
to the tradition of pottery, frequently micaceous, which 
is generally described as 'London ware' or 'London-type 

ware' . The type is characterised by incised lines 
(including compass-scribed circles), rouletting and 
stamps. Although the umbrella term is used, a number 
of different production centres are represented on both 
the Continent and in Britain, with British centres 
including London, Oxford, West Stow, the Nene Valley 
and the Upchurch marshes of Kent (Marsh 1978, 124; 
Rodwell 1978, 228). In London the type began during 
the late Flavian period, but is principally found from 
AD 100-120 (Davies forthcoming). 

Analysis 
Radiographic images of the sherds were produced using 
a cabinet-type X-ray machine and industrial X-ray film. 
The metal foil and also patches of shiny, golden 
material which can be seen on one of the sherds, were 
analysed semi-quantitatively, in situ, using energy 
dispersive X-ray fluorescence (EDXRF) analysis. Very 
small samples of a yellowish residue (thought to be the 
remains of an 'adhesive' ) underlying the metal foil 
were removed for analysis by X-ray diffraction (XRD) 
and Fourier transform infra-red spectroscopy (FTIR). A 
polished thin-section was prepared from a thin slice of 
material removed from the plain body sherd and 
examined (along with sections of three comparative 
sherds of London ware also found in London) using a 
petrographic microscope. 

The EDXRF results demonstrate that the metal foil is 
essentially tin with about 3% lead; the reason for the 
small amount of lead in this and other samples of 
Roman tin (Tylecote 1986) is not clear but, as noted by 
Tylecote (ibid, 47) may be related to the small increase 
in hardness which results from the addition of lead. The 
shiny, golden areas are rich in iron and sulphur and are, 
almost certainly, a product of burial under anaerobic 
conditions (see Duncan and Ganiaris 1987). 

The tin strips are thin and quite fragile, particularly 
over the rim and at the breaks. There are many small 
folds, creases and tears in the metal which show up 
clearly on the X-ray image, as do joins between pieces, 
indicating that several strips of tin have been pressed 
together to cover the rim. 

The XRD and FTIR analyses showed that the 
yellowish 'adhesive' is a mixture of calcite (Plus a little 
quartz) and starch. Thus it would appear that the strips 
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Fig. 1: Photograph of the three joining rim sherds 
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Fig. 2: Line drawing of the vessel (scale 1:2) 
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of metal were applied to the previously burnished 
surface of the vessel using a starch-based adhesive; the 
presence of calcite may imply the addition of finely 
ground calcareous material such as chalk, or perhaps the 
use of a (calcined) lime/starch mixture. The quartz 
detected in the 'adhesive' may have been a deliberate 
addition, but could well have been a natural impurity in 
the calcareous material. 

Examination of the thin section in the petrographic 
microscope showed that the fme, grey to dark 
chocolate-brown paste contains rare to sparse, 
sub-rounded grains of sand (mainly quartz but including 
some feldspars), together with sparse sub-angular silt. 
Sparse opaque grains (typically =< 0.1 mm.) and rare 
flakes of muscovite mica were also observed. The clay 
matrix is birefringent and shows evidence for strong 
alignment of the clay platelets parallel to the walls of 
the vessel. The fabric is similar, though not identical, to 
the samples of London ware, which exhibit some 
variations, but are essentially fine-grained, more or less 
micaceous, silty fabrics. The present vessel is distinct in 
being relatively deficient in both silt and mica; whether 
these differences are the result of different provenances 
cannot be determined at the present time. 

Conservation 
Minimal cleaning of both the ceramic body and the 
metal strips was done using soft brushes and cotton 
swabs dampened with deionised water. The ceramic 
fragments which join were not adhered, allowing for 
ease of examination and packing. 

Some of the tin strips had come away from the body 
or were loose. After analysis of the residue was 
complete, most of the loose strips were held in place 
with a reversible adhesive (pARALOID B72 in 
acetone). One loose strip overlying a rim was not 
adhered allowing ready access for further examination, 
although it would be possible to remove the adhered 
strips if necessary. These have been indicated in the 
conservation record. 

Discussion 
Metal decoration of ceramic vessels is best known on 
Tating ware produced in the Rhineland during the 8th 
and 9th centuries (Hurst 1976). Other examples of 
metal-decorated vessels include intricate Celtic appliques 
of gold on Attic pottery found in early La Tene burials 
(Kimmig 1988, 191-95), and applied geometric designs 
of tin on vessels from the Bronze Age - Iron Age 
transition in the Alpine region and environs (Trachsler 
1966, 154-55). The latter technique is most similar to 
the London one, and an example from the British 

Museum collections has been examined. This is a 
black-burnished Hallstatt bowl from Lac du Bourget 
Savoie with over-laid 'white metal' on the rim and 
cordons and in geometric designs. The craftmanship 
employed here is superior to the London example. As 
yet no parallels can be found amongst Roman pottery, 
but the vessel type in general is relatively common and 
the metal may represent experimentation with the more 
typical incised motifs. 

Footnote 
1. The DUA site code is LOW88. The vessel comes 

from Context 204, Accession no. 231. 
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