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This exceptionally large and interesting beaker (Fig. 1) 
came from a large layer inside the north gate tower (EG 
2,7), which produced four coins, including two barbarous 
radiates, one of Victorinus (RIC 67) and one of Carausius 
(as RIC 893) dated AD 286-93, definite 3rd century 
pottery, and a probable local Swanpool painted vessel, 
suggesting a deposition date in the 4th century. This layer 
was further excavated in the later excavations in this area 
(Thompson & Whitwell 1973) and is that described in 
the report as the 'burnt tile level' (ibid., 143), which 
formed the make-up for a rough paved floor. This 
produced a large group of pottery, the date of which ran 
well into the 4th century (ibid., fig. 15, nos 24-37; 
discussed in Darling 1984, fiche I:D3). 

Large portions of the beaker survive (over 50% rim, 
27 shs, 1 kg, probably equivalent to about half the vessel 
but lacking the base). The diameter at the girth is 
approximately 230mm, so that the circumference can be 
calculated at approximately 760mm. The fabric is light 
yellowish-brown, fairly micaceous with very few inclu
sions beyond red iron-ore and occasional white earthy 
inclusions. The colour-coating is red-brown, as 2.5 YR 
5/6, matt and fugitive in places, although this may be 
due to burial conditions. In view of its probable later 
Roman date and the variable character of the Nene Valley 
fabrics of that period, it is likely to be a Nene Valley 
product, although other sources cannot be excluded, as 
the fabric is not distinctive. However, the extremely fine 
craftmanship of the barbotine decoration, particularly on 

details such as the thunderbolt, also points to a Nene 
Valley origin; the same attention to detail occurs on 
similar vessels, considered to be of Nene Valley manufac
ture (see below). 

The main figure on the surviving sherds is that of a 
man with a raised club (Hercules) mounting a hind; there 
is also a hand brandishing a thunderbolt (Jupiter), and a 
detached sherd showing a hand clutching what could be 
Mercury's money-bag. A fragment to the left of Hercules 
on the upper part of the vessel may be the tip of a 
caduceus, which would indicate perhaps a standing figure 
of Mercury, with money-bag in the right hand and 
caduceus in the left. A further detached sherd which, 
judging from its curvature, condition, etc. probably came 
from the lower girth, appears to show a lotus-bud or 
conventional floral motif as on Central Gaulish samian 
(many examples in Stanfield & Simpson 1958), where 
this is a common motif, variations of which were used 
by many potters (usually described as a bifid leaf with 
corded bud), to divide decorated zones, horizontally or 
vertically, or simply scattered in the field. Dividing lines 
of barbotine dots are evident to the left of Hercules and 
the right of Jupiter, so the floral motif is more likely to 
have been part of one of the scenes, particularly as it is 
exceptionally large in proportion to the surviving figure. 
The sloping angle is certain, but whether the ?bud pointed 
up to down is less definite. With surface damage, particu
larly to the interior, certainty is impossible, but it could 
have pointed downwards (against nature); the sherd is 
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marginally thicker at the bud end. In this case the tip of 
the bud would almost reach the bottom rouletted line. 
The vessel has rouletted lines at the top (single) and 
bottom (more than one) of the decorated zone, although 
the figures extend beyond the upper line almost to the 
rim. 

Although so much of the beaker survived, the overall 
design is difficult to reconstruct. Judging from the space 
taken up by Hercules, the only substantial figure surviv
ing, but who occupies almost half the available space, 
there would have been three figures, although if the other 
figures were of a more static nature, four might be 
possible. This, however, seems unlikely, since Jupiter 
brandishing thunderbolt and Mercury, unusualy, holding 
money-bag (and presumably caduceus) aloft, would take 
up more space than conventional depictions. The beaker, 
therefore, probably portrays a triad of Jupiter, Hercules 
and Mercury. 

The form, rim-type and size relate it to beakers with 
figurative scenes (three conveniently illustrated together, 
Toynbee 1962, pIs 176--7, 190, 193), such as the 
Colchester vase (Hull 1963, 96, fig. 51, no. 3), the beaker 
with circus scenes from Castor (Webster 1959, 92, pt 
23), very similar to one with bestiarii, now in the Royal 
Ontario Museum, Toronto (Easson 1973), the more frag
mentary example from Verulamium, with depictions of 
Attis (as hunter), Hercules and Mercury (Richardson, 
1944, 121-2, fig. 20, nos. I-la), and the sherd, probably 
from a similar beaker (although the rim form and details 
are unknown) at Cambridge, which shows Bacchus 
(reidentified by Dr. Webs ter) , seated and holding a bust 
of Sol (Webster 1979). These beakers form a group, 
related by their Nene Valley manufacture, their form and 
exceptionally large size, although other beakers of in
dented form also depict gods. Since they may be of 
slightly earlier date than the indented forms, discussion 
here has been largely confined to them. 

Jupiter and Hercules are often paired, as on an altar 
from Bath (Green 1976, 187, no. 12, VIle). The presence 
of Mercury, if the money-bag and caduceus are correctly 
identified, as the god of commerce, the messenger etc. 
is less easy to understand, although the worship of 
Hercules was favoured by merchants, and Mercury ap
pears with Attis and Hercules on the Verulamium beaker. 
He was, moreover, the most popular god in Roman 
Britain. 

There seems little doubt that Hercules is here depicted 
accomplishing his third labour, the capture of the 
Ceryneian Hind. There are interesting similarities with 
figures of Mithras, in his virile posture, mounting the 
bull in tauroctomy. This is, however, a classic depiction, 
as noted by Henig (1984, 102), can be traced back to 
images of Victories sacrificing bulls (it reappears in the 
7th century on a silver plate showing David and, perhaps 
significantly, the Lion (Reece 1983, fig. 207)). Similar 
depictions of Hercules occur in bronzes and on lamps, 
and a close parallel occurs on a ceramic plaque used for 

applique decoration by Gaulish potters in the Rhone 
valley, although the details are different (Dechelette 1904, 
265, no. 54). The posture of Hercules on this plaque 
depicting his capture of the Ceryneian Hind, with his left 
knee on the animal, also appears in the figure type 
showing him subduing the Nemean Lion, his first labour 
(ibid., 77, no. 465). Despite damage, the East Gate sherds 
suggest that exactly this posture was shown here, the 
scar of his left thigh being fairly clear. The main 
differences between the same scene portrayed on the 
plaque and on the East Gate sherd are that the hind is 
down on the latter (as is the lion on 0.795 = Dech, 465), 
with back legs buckled beneath it, and Hercules is not 
grasping the antlers, but wielding his club. This is 
excessive, bearing in mind that he was supposed to be 
capturing the Hind, not killing it, and was, indeed, 
upbraided by Artemis for ill-using her holy beast. The 
differences are significant in that they not only indicate 
the absence of direct copying, but also ignorance of the 
myth. 

Slight blobs of barbotine occur on the edge of the 
sherds, immediately below the club and approximately 
where the head of Hercules might be expected; as too 
little survives, these are inexplicable, particularly given 
the barbotine technique. Hercules is also depicted on 
another Nene Valley barbotine vessel accomplishing the 
second labour by clubbing the Lemean Hydra (perring 
1977, fig. 10.7, a), and with Hesione (Roach Smith 1857). 

Hercules was an especially popular god with samian 
potters; far more figure types are devoted to him than to 
any other god, and include many portraying his labours 
(Labours I, 2,4, 11 and 12; it seems surprising that the 
Seventh Labour with the Cretan Bull was not portrayed). 
His popularity with potters (and patrons) may have been 
partly due to his labours, since these provide an interest
ing active figure, associated with animals, monsters etc. 
Jupiter, by contrast, even with his thunderbolt, appears a 
little tame. This popularity seems to have extended to the 
Nene Valley potters; as well as his clubbing of the Hydra, 
at least two lions (perhaps the Nemean lion, although 
these are, perhaps, more likely to be from circus scenes; 
a sherd showing fragmentary legs below a ?skirt from the 
Flaxengate, Lincoln excavations, probably from a similar 
Nene Valley beaker, suggest a bestiarii or gladiator) 
occur on probably similar beakers, one from Richborough 
(Bushe-Fox 1928, pI. XXXV, no. 1) and another, as it 
happens, from Lincoln (Walters 1908, M2495, fig. 246; 
Perring 1977, fig. 10, 7, b). Other figured colour-coated 
sherds from Lincoln in the British Museum (the Trollope 
collection) may give further evidence. 

Indented beakers decorated with figures of deities, 
probably made in the Nene Valley, are known from Great 
Chesterford and London (Going 1981), and a further 
beaker of similar type, but in polished reduced fabric 
with moulded figures and painted decoration, is known 
from Richborough (Bushe-Fox 1932, 185, pI. XLIII; 
Going 1981, fig. 18.3). The origin of the Richborough 
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beaker is unknown, but it was very usefully found with 
a Theodosian coin hoard (Bushe-Fox 1932, 34), empha
sizing the generally late date of these vessels. The 
indentations constrain the design of these beakers, the 
figures standing within them as in an arcaded design. 
Jupiter and probably Mars appear together on one of the 
Great Chesterford beakers, and Mercury with either 
Minerva, Venus or Luna on the other sherds. These 
septagonal or octagonal beakers probably represent a 
different presentation from that employed for the larger 
plain beakers, where the depiction of fewer figures is 
possible. As suggested by Hull (1 963b, 83-4), these 
indented beakers may show the planetary deities of the 
days of the week, and do not therefore shed any useful 
evidence on the association of individual gods. 

There does not seem to be a theme underlying the 
association of various deities on the Gaulish vessels, and 
the selection of gods may be almost random, perhaps 
influenced by the potter's own beliefs or, for that matter, 
by his client's taste. But the potter would need to have 
had a prototype to copy, and what remains of the Lincoln 
vessel suggests not only a craftsman potter, but a good 
model. One knobbly club looks much like the other, but 
thunderbolts would hardly have been commonplace 
objects to a potter at Water Newton; apart from coins, 
what other models would a potter have available? (pattern 
books as suggested for mosaicists?) As Dr. Webster 
suggests above, decorated silver could have provided 
prototypes and, if so, this has implications not only for 
the prosperity of the potters who, in the Roman period 
(unlike Greek craftsman potters), had relatively low 
status, but also for how and why the pots were made. 
Were these pots commissioned with the request, 'will 
you copy this?' from a modeVdrawing provided by the 
client, or did the potters have a pattern book? As with 
the possibility of mosaic pattern books, no direct proof 
that they existed is possible, but study of the resulting 
designs may yet provide some useful evidence. 

It is curious that the depiction of deities on pottery in 
Britain seems to have been mainly confined to the Nene 
Valley, potters at Colchester producing hunt and circus 
scenes (Hull 1963a, figs 51-3); the difference, however, 
may be chronological rather then geographical, the Nene 
valley potters (who were also producing circus scenes) 
continuing to produce colour-coated vessels after the 
main floruitt of the Colchester potters. The fashion for 
beakers decorated with deities did not perhaps begin until 
the 3rd century, when religious beliefs were changing 
radically (Henig 1984, 98); Britain, even as an outlier of 
the empire, would have been affected by incoming 
soldiers, merchants etc. The use of rouletted lines (as on 
this East Gate example, and also on the circus beaker 
from Castor (Webster 1959, 92, pI. 23» to define the 
decorated zone on the wide girthed beakers (basically of 
Gillam form 89) is a later 3rd century feature, the earlier 
beakers having barbotine dots (as on the Verulamium 
beaker). Indented beakers are usually of 3rd century and 

often later date, but too little survives of those with 
figured deities to refine their dating, although the 
Richborough example (not in colour-coated fabric) sug
gests a date in the late 3rd at the earliest, and more 
probably in the 4th century. Only fragments were found 
with the Theodosian hoard. 

The reasons for the rarity of these decorated beakers 
lie either in their cost or their function. They exhibit a 
degree of craftsmanship which must have been expensive 
and therefore available only to a few; equally, a specific 
(non-domestic) function would imply a limited produc
tion. Only two have been found related to burials - the 
circus beaker now in Toronto, which came from a 
cremation burial at Bedford Purlieus in the Nene Valley, 
and the Colchester vase which came from a grave with 
other pottery of late 2nd to early 3rd century date - a 
specific funerary function seems unlikely. The fact that 
both have secular rather than religious decoration may 
be significant. Site information for the other vessels is 
relatively unknown (apart from the Richborough exam
ple; the Verulamium beaker was from the excavation of 
a public building in insula xvii, opposite the theatre, from 
a late 2nd to early 3rd century context), but these Lincoln 
sherds were mixed with ordinary rubbish of 3rd to 4th 
century date. As with face- and head-pots (Braithwaite 
1984), their archaeological contexts are various, giving 
few clues to their usage. 

Their size needs emphasis (much larger than the 
indented beakers). This Lincoln beaker must have been 
some 30cm high (other measurable examples range from 
21-28cm), and the weight of the empty vessel alone 
would have been considerable (probably well over 2kg). 
Although often termed beakers, since the form is the 
same as for smaller vessels (as Gillam 84, 89) considered 
to have been used for drinking (although the rim form 
is hardly conducive to avoiding dribbles!), the likelihood 
of this being passed round with the port (or equivalent 
beverage) is remote. Whatever their contents (but particu
larly if it was liquid) they were not meant to be moved 
much, and the relatively narrow mouth makes their use 
as table serving vessels less likely. Although the form is 
suitable for containing savings, these vessels were clearly 
meant to be seen and not hidden. Supposing they were 
not intended to fulfill some practical function, they may 
have been produced for use either in a personal shrine 
(larium), or as ornaments, ?flower vases. If the potter's 
client selected the deities he wanted on his pot, the 
absence of connecting links between the depicted figures 
is explained, i.e., that these represent purely personal 
selections of favourite gods. 

If the indented beakers do indeed show the planetary 
deities of the days of the week, were they used as a 
calendar, being turned around to the next god every 
morning to remind the rest of the household? 

Although deities are not figured on the Colchester vase, 
this 'beaker' is relevant. When the decoration is unrolled 
as an illustration (Hull 1963, 96, fig. 51), it is very 
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interesting (the original illustration by Roach-Smith also 
emphasizes the size, the beaker being shown with a 
typical Colchester mortarium forming a lid, see Webster 
1986, fig. 5). The circus scene, which mixes gladiators 
with bestiarii, is set immediately adjacent to typical 
'Hunt Cup' decoration of stags, hares, hounds. This is 
therefore not a circus beaker foollowing the tradition of 
glass circus cups etc., but a hybrid. Does this indicate a 
'hunting-shooting-fishing' client who also patronized the 
circus or, a potter with a limited repertoire of circus 
scenes using familiar hunting scenes to complete the 
decoration? The rarity of these vessels and the fact that 
this beaker formed one of the offerings in a grave inclines 
one towards the 'client-inspired' origin rather than 'potter 
searching for subject matter' theory. This was not a 
second-rate vessel when deposited in the grave. Another 
interesting aspect is that when turned round, it presents 
either the circus or the hunt, as if it had a dual decorative 
role. The Lincoln beaker is similar in that Hercules 
occupies disproportionate space to the other gods. 

If these vessels had religious significance were they 
commissioned from the potter, the client specifying the 
design, or did the Nene Valley potters specialize in 
religious (and circus) themes? Assuming you lived in 
Lincoln and wanted such a beaker, how did you get it? 
Did the client go to Durobrivae knowing that the local 
potters could cater for his tastes (Colchester being out 
of fashion, for whatever reason; the dominance of the 
Nene Valley potters in colour-coated wares from the 3rd 
century should warn against placing too much geographic 
significance on their contribution to 'religious' pottery), 
or did the potter/merchant regularly include occasional 
vessels of this type when going to market? Who specified 
which gods and how they should be depicted? The 
apparent use of his club by Hercules on the East Gate 
vessel misrepresents the mythical legend, and the depic
tion of him slaying the Hydra on the Welney Fen sherd 
gives little veracity to the arduous nature of his second 
labour; what were the models and who provided them? 
The rarity of these vessels suggests these questions will 
be difficult, if not impossible to answer, and yet should 
be asked, since they have a bearing on all aspects of the 
culture, beliefs and prosperity, of the people involved, 
whether purchaser or potter. 

Notes 

I am grateful to Mr. Dennis Petch for his permission to 
publish this vessel, and for stratigraphic information in 
advance of publication; also to Drs Martin Henig and 
Graham Webster for comments. 
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