A new form of ceramique

a l'eponge

from Roman Britain
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Introduction

Bitterne described below, the total range has
increased to 20.
Comments on two futher vessels, one from
London and the other from Exeter, are given at the
end of this note, as the former could also be a new
form (which would further extend the known range),
and the latter may have been wrongly described as
an example of RaimbauIt's Form 11.

The sherd of ceramique a I' eponge described in this
note is from Site F, one of the areas excavated in the
late 1930's on the site of the Roman settlement at
Bitterne Manor, Southampton. 1 In the report on these
excavations other examples of a l'eponge are
illustrated (Waterman 1947, 171, Fig. 12,1-7). The
latter vessels, however, like those from sites
excavated elsewhere on the Bitterne peninsular in the
early 1950's (Cotton and Gathercole 1958, Fig.
28,13 and Fig. 32,9) were not recognised for what
they are until more recently (Fulford 1977, 46)
following the definition and study of a l'eponge by
Raimbault (1973).1 Prior to their being correctly
identified as aI' eponge, and thus included in the first
survey of finds of the ware in Britain (Fulford 1977,
77, app. 2), 3 these illustrated vessels from Bitter~e
were considered to be variants produced locally m
the New Forest kilns, and were described as
'marbled' or 'mottled' ware (Waterman 1947, 171;
Cotton and Gathercole 1958, 89).
Up to 1980, 110 vessels of al'eponge were known
from 21 or 22 British sites and the majority of these
examples are Raimbault Form VI flanged bowls,
imitations of samian form 38 (Galliou at at 1980,
269).4 The illustrated sherds from Bitterne cited
above and listed in the surveys of finds of the ware
in Britain (Fulford 1977, 77 app. 2 no. 8; Galton et
al 1980, 276) are mostly from Form VI flanged
bowls. s
The original study of a l'eponge identified a range
of 12 forms produced in the ware which for the most
part were based on samian prototypes (Raimbault
1973, 201). Recent research on finds of a l'eponge
in France has resulted in a further seven types being
added to Raimbaults's list of forms (Simon-Hiernard
1991, 61). With the addition of the new form from

Description of the new form from Bitterne
The sherd (Figure 1) is from a large non-spill bowl
which is some 260 mm in diameter at the rim. A
groove marks the juncture of body wall and the
stubby, inverted neck of the vessel which terminates
in a bead rim. This vessel does not appear to be
directly based on a samian prototype; instead it
would seem to owe more to the general class of late
Iron Age carinated bowl, as well as a certain amount
of originality on the part of the potter. 6 Nevertheless,
the principal features that distinguish it from the
other known bowl forms in the a l'eponge repertoire
are its large size and the presence of the remains of
a handle. 7 Presumably, in view of its large size, the
vessel would originally have been equipped with two
handles. It is impossible to say precisely what shape
the handles were, or whether they were arranged
horizontally or vertically, 8 as only a small trace of
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clay remains where one side of the handle was fixed
to the body of the bowl.
The fabric is fine, slightly micaceous with beigeyellow fringes and an orange-red core. The slip is a
pale orange-yellow in colour on the interior of the
rim and in patches on the exterior, where it was
applied more thinly. Otherwise, there are patches of
a thickly applied glossy orange-brown slip,
particularly on the external body wall .9 In view of
the fact that the other a I' eponge vessels from the
same 1930's excavations at Bitterne are from late
Roman layers, it seems likely that this new form is
also 4th century in date. 10

The London and Exeter vessels"
Examples of Raimbault Forms VI and X are known
from excavations at New Fresh Wharf in London
(Richardson 1986, 130). There are grounds,
however, for believing that one of the vessels
ascribed to Form VI (ibid no. 1.220) should in fact
have been distinguished from this form. Although it
is a flanged bowl, its profile is very different from
the examples of Form VI identified by Raimbault
(1973, 192, planche 1) . The flange on Form VI,
regardless of its shape or size, is clearly set some
way below the rim of the vessel, '2 but the flange on
the London sherd springs directly from the rim itself.
To my knowledge, no other example of this type has
been recorded from Britain or France and, as such,
the vessel from London is unique in the a I' eponge
repertoire. Bowls with a flange springing directly
from the rim are known to have been produced from
the late 1st century AD in the same region of Gaul
where a l'eponge was later produced, and these may
well have provided the inspiration for the vessel from
London. 13 At the least this London vessel should be
described as a variant in order to distinguish it from
all other known examples of Form VI where the
flange is set below the rim.
A sherd of a I' eponge from a site in Chapel Street,
Exeter (Greenfield 1964, 354, fig. 8,11) was not
recognised for what it is in the original site report,
although the author correctly identified it as an
import and suggested either a Rhineland or Gaulish
source (ibid 345, no. 11) . It was subsequently
recognised as being a I' eponge and identified as a
possible variant of Raimbault Form 11, type B
(Bidwell 1979, 188). These details were then
repeated in a survey of the distribution of a I' eponge
in Britain (Galliou et al 1980, 276) and in a later
publication on Roman Exeter (Holbrook and Bidwell
1991,83) . The sherd was initially thought to be from
a bowl and was thus illustrated as such (Greenfield

op cit). This may well explain why it was later
thought to be a variant of Form 11 in the a l'eponge
repertoire, once the ware itself had been recognised.
The vessel is a l'eponge, but it seems that the
tentativness shown in describing it as a variant of
Form VI, type B (Bidwell, ibid) is justified, for the
original illustration is almost certainly incorrect. I
would suggest that the sherd has been illustrated
upside down and, once viewed the correct way up,
it is clear that, while still being from a bowl, it is in
fact a Form VI flange. It is widely appreciated that
the shape and size of the flange on Form VI can vary
greatly; thus this sherd from Exeter is by no means
unusual. Indeed, there are examples of Form VI
from Guernsey, for instance, which have a similar
flange profile (cf Monaghan 1987, 40, fig. 7,44).
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Endnotes
l. This sherd (marked Site F, layer 2A) was found by the
author when searching through both the old and the
recently excavated pottery assemblages from Bitterne for
potential Gallo-Roman imports.
2. In the absence of kiln evidence, the concentration of finds
of a J'eponge in the region of Poitiers (Raimbault 1973)
pointed to the likely area of production. Two decades
have elapsed since Raimbault's publication and the kilns
remain unlocated. Recent research, however, has provided
compelling evidence for production having taken place in
a number of centres in the area around Civaux (SimonHiernard 1991, 65) .
3. The location of the source of origin of a J' eponge in the
centre-west of France, coupled with subsequent research
on the distribution of this distinctive late Roman ware,
have made a significant contribution to our understanding
of trade between Gaul and Britain in the late 3rd and 4th
centuries AD . (cf Fulford 1977 and 1987; Galliou et at
1980; Wood 1991).
4. The predominance of Form VI in Britain remains true,
irrespective of the fact that more a J'eponge has come to
light since the most recent survey of the British finds was
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9.

published by Galliou et al (1980). The 27 examples from
Exeter (nine of which are Form VI) represent the largest
number of vessels of a l'eponge to have been found on a
single British site (Holbrook and Bidwell 1991,21). Other
important recent finds (in terms of the quantity of vessels
found, their contribution to our understanding of Roman
trade and the chronology of the ware itself) have been
made in the Channel Islands where some 20 vessels in all
of a l'eponge have been recovered. The majority of these
are Form VI and are from the excavations at La Plaiderie,
a site situated on the east coast of Guernsey, but one
example of a Form VI has been found on Alderney (Wood
1990). Two vessels of Form VI were associated with the
Roman wreck recovered from St. Peter Port harbour,
Guernsey (Monaghan 1987, 39). Coins found in this
wreck date it to the late 3rd century AD and this is
significant in respect of the date range of a l'eponge
production providing, as it does, a secure early context
for the presence of the ware outside its area of
production.
The search for Gallo-Roman imports which revealed the
new form of a l'eponge has also resulted in the discovery
of further examples of the ware from Bitterne. There are
considerably more than the total of 12 sherds a
l'epongerecorded in either of the surveys of the British
finds. Thus far, nearly 100 sherds have been recorded
from the old and recently excavated assemblages and the
majority are from Form VI flanged bowls. It should be
noted, however, that some of the material from the recent
excavations remains to be examined and that further
research will detemine both the exact quantity of sherds,
and the number of vessels they represent.
Although the majority of forms in Raimbault's typology
are based on samian prototypes, he notes that some
display these same characateristics of an influence from
the Iron Age tradition of potting and the originality of the
potter (Raimbault 1973,201).
The other bowl forms being Raimbault II-VII and the
recently identified one from Poitiers (Simon-Hiernard
1991,71, fig. 9,c). To date, this new form from Bitterne
is the only known a l'eponge bowl type with handles (on
Form VI there is a flange running around the
circumference of the vessel).
Especially as the sherd itself is so small. In view of the
significance of the handle an attempt has been made on
the line drawing (Figure 1) to show thw marks made by
the potter's thumb and fingers in fixing the handle to the
body of the bowl. The position and extent of the applied
clay ,.. as well as the deep impressions made by the potter's
fingers in attaching it to the body of the vessel, would
tend to confirm that this bowl was originally equipped
with handles as opposed to a spout or barbotine
decortaion.
Given the similarities in fabric and slip treatment it is
difficult to understand why this vessel was not discussed
along with the marbled ware flanged bowls which were
also recovered from the 1930's excavations. the new form
is, however, less obviously 'marbled' and this slight
difference in slip treatment could mean that at the time it
was regarded as a certain New Forest product. Moreover,
it is recorded in the excavation report that the majority of
the New Forest pottery was not singled out for particular
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discussion (Waterman 1947, 167). Despite similarities in
the fabric and surface treatment of certain New Forest
products and a l'eponge, this new form from Bitterne
leans more, on typological grounds, to an origin in Gaul
and not Britain.
10. The stratified Form VI bowls from the 1950's excavations
also date to the late 4th century (Cotton and Gathercole
1958, 119 no. 13).
11. The comments provided on these vessels are based solely
on the details and illustrations that have appeared in print.
12. As is the case with the Ritterling 12, Curie 11 and
Dragendorff 38 samian sequence on which Form VI was
based.
13. Santrot Form 169, which shares the same profile as the
sherd of a l'eponge from London, first appeared in the
second half of the 1st century AD. The form was also
produced in Germany from the 1st century and reappeared during the 3rd century in Lot-et-Garonne
(Santrot and Santrot 1979, 102-03 and planche 32,169).
No mention is made by the Santrots of examples of the
form in a l'eponge having been found in Aquitaine.
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