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THE FRIENDS
OF THE
COLCHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL TRUST

If you would like future issues of The Colchester Archaeologist posted to
you direct, then why not consider joining the Friends of the Colchester
Archaeological Trust?

The Friends of the Colchester Archaeological Trust exists to keep
interested members of the public in touch with the archaeological work in
the historic town of Colchester. Members receive The Colchester
Archaeologist, attend an annual lecture about the previous year's work, ae
given conducted tours of current sites, and can take part in a programme of
visits to archaeological sites and monuments in the area. Publication of The
Colchester Archaeologist is helped by funds provided by the Friends.

The annual subscription rates are as follows: Adults and Institutions
£3.00, Family membership £4.00, Children and Students £2.00.
Subscriptions should be sent to Maureen Jones, Honorary Treasurer,
Friends of the Colchester Archaeological Trust, 5 Ashwin Avenue,
Copford, Essex C06 IBS.



glass at
Colchester

A major study of the Roman glass
from Colchester has just been
published. Hilary Cool, one of the
authors, explains the basics...

t is hard to think of a modern

world existing without glass.

Even in this plastic age, glass con-
tinues to be used for many purposes.
It contains everything from perfume
to pickled onions. It glazes our win-
dows and keeps the worst of the
British weather at bay. We drink
from glass vessels and check our
appearance in glass mirrors. We may
well store our fruit in a glass dish on
the sideboard and serve puddings
from glass bowls. What is frequently
not realised is that our ancestors
2,000 years ago were using this most
versatile of materials for exactly the
same purposes. Colchester is an ideal
place to study this phenomenon as it
has one of the best collections of
glass in Britain, and a visit to the
Castle Museum is always a worth-
while experience for anyone inter-
ested in the subject.

The chemistry

Roman glass frequently survives in
very good condition, unlike medieval
glass which normally decays in the
ground into a dark mass frequently of
the appearance and consistency of com-
pacted granulated sugar. This is because
the two are of different chemical com-
positions. To make glass one needs
something to make the body of the
glass, which in the case of ancient glass
was silica derived from the raw mate-
rial sand. Silica, however, has a very
high melting temperature, and there-

fore an alkali acting as a flux had to be |

added to the mix. This had the effect
of lowering the temperature at which
the silica melted. Calcium also had to
be added to the mix as without it the
resulting material was not stable when
it cooled down.

Soda was used as alkali in Roman
glasses, often in an inorganic form like
natron. Towards the end of the first
millennium AD, however, this or the
ready-made glass using it were difficult
to obtain in northern Europe. The
glass-makers looked for a substitute and
discovered that wood ash could be used.
Wood ash contains potassium and the
resulting glass is often called 'potash
glass' or 'forest glass'. Unfortunately the
use of wood ash results in a less stable
glass than if soda had been used. The
potash glass decays, and if buried it
eventually results in the unedifying
mass we find in excavations. Roman
glass by contrast can look so clear and
in such good condition after 2,000 years
in the ground that it has sometimes
been taken to be Victorian.



Bottle banks

Despite Roman glass surviving so well,
we never find it in as large a quantity
as the pottery on Roman sites. This is
not because glass vessels were particu-
larly rare, but because they were
recycled. Broken glass had a value
which broken pottery never had. The
glass could be collected and returned to
the glass-blowers who could then melt
it down and make it into new vessels.
Many glass-houses probably never
made glass from the raw materials but
survived entirely on remelting broken
glass. The recycling probably did not
work in the same way as bottle banks
do today. We need not imagine
Romano-British shoppers  dropping
their bottles into large receptacles in
the chariot-park outside the market. It
was more likely that you saved your
broken glass at home until a pedlar
came to collect it. The phenomenon of
pedlars collecting glass was well estab-
lished enough in Ist-century Rome for
Martial to mention it in a slighting epi-
gram.

Yours is the kind that every gutter hatches,
Across the Tiber it is bred in batches

| And trades in broken glass and peddies matches.

As most people have always been
loath to throw something away if they

could exchange it for something else,
the recycling factor makes life difficult
for archaeologists. Instead of the nice
large pieces often with cross-joins that
the pottery specialist can expect, the
glass specialist deals with little pieces,
and it is rare to recover several
fragments from the same vessel.

A short history

It is generally thought that the first
man-made glasses appeared in
Mesopotamia about the end of the
third millennium BC. The material
was first used to make beads and other
trinkets. Until the 1st century BC,
however, glass vessels were luxury
items because of the time and effort
that had to go into their manufacture.
They had either to be ground out of
blocks of glass or they had to be cast
in some way. One way of doing this
was to form canes of glass with a pat-
tern running through them like the
name of a resort runs through a stick
of seaside rock. Sometimes these canes
were wound around a former to pro-
duce a bowl. More frequently, how-
ever, the cane was sliced into discs

which were then arranged in a pattern
on a flat tool. This would be heated in
the

the mouth of the furnace until

Two spoutedjugs showing the typical curved outlines of t;lown vessels.

glass had softened a little and the discs
could adhere to each other to form a
sheet of patterned glass. This sheat
could then be moulded to form a bowl
or dish. In most cases after the vesss
were formed by the casting techniques,
they were ground and polished using a
rotary wheel and abrasives to remove
any irregularities in the surface.

About the middle of the 1st century
BC, however, a discovery was made
that revolutionised the production of
glass vessels. This was the technique of
blowing vessels, whereby air is blown
into a mass of molten glass via a hollow
iron tube. The glass expands into a
bubble that can then be manipulated to
form vessels. The advantages of this
method are twofold. In the first case the
production of vessels is speeded up
immeasurably. In the second a much
wider range of forms can be made
taking advantages of the natural elegant
curves of blown glass. The new
technology did not immediately
displace the older methods of making
vessels. For about a century the two
methods were in use at the same time,
but the more cost-effective and versatile
method of blowing eventually
triumphed, and by the end of the 1«
century virtually all vessels in use were
blown.

Glass in Britain

Glass had been in relatively common
use in later prehistory in Britain when
it was used to make beads and, in the
form of enamel, to decorate copper-
alloy objects. It is very difficult, how-
ever, to find indisputable archaeo-
logical evidence of pre-conquest glass
vessels in Britain; and the first wide-
spread use of glass vessels in these
islands seems to be a feature of the
Roman conquest.

Colchester as a prestige site in a
newly-won province appears to have
received a wide range of the vessel types
available at the time. These included
both old-fashioned forms that were no
longer being made and which probably
arrived amongst the personal
possessions of the soldiers and
administrators, and new forms for sae.
The pottery shop found in the High
Street at Colchester in 1927 was clearly
selling glass vessels as well as pottery
ones, but the intense heat of the
Boudican conflagration reduced most to
a molten mass. It is the combination of
the intensity of early occupation at
Colchester with the Boudican rising
that makes the glass from Colchester
such a useful assemblage to the glass



specialist. At Colchester we have a
'sngpshot’ of the glass in use between
AD 43 and 60. This picture is not
confused by the problems of recycling
because the sudden destruction of the
colonia would have prevented the
norma collection of cullet.

Glass vessels in graves

During the 1st century, the Roman in-
habitants of Colchester were regularly
placing compl ete glass vessels in graves,
ad this practice has enriched the col-
lections of both the Castle Museum in
Colchester and the British Museum in
London. Glass bottles and jars were
sometimes used as containers for the
cremation itself. It is clear that oils and
pefumes must have played a role in
anointing the dead before the crema-
tion and possibly in the rites associated
with collecting the calcined bones.
These oils and perfumes were stored in
gndl glass bottles and these are fre-

quently found in cremation burials.
Sometimes they are melted as if they
had been thrown onto the funeral pyre
itself. The other common vessel type
found in the early graves is the jug.
Curiously, glass drinking-vessels are
not often recovered from the graves,
though the evidence of the domestic
sites shows that glass cups and beakers
were in common use.

The fashion for regularly depositing
glass vessels in graves died out during the
2nd century, and in most places the
practice did not become common again
until the late Roman period. In contrast
to the number of Ist-century graves with
glass vessels, relatively few 4th-century
graves with such vessels had been found
in Colchester before the excavations by
the Trust. These have recently been
published in Colchester Archaeological
Report 9. The illustration above shows
two bottles, a jug and a drinking-cup
from the Butt Road cemetery. This

>

Vessels from the Butt Road Roman cemetery.

selection illustrates very well how the
way in which the glass vessels were used
in the burial rites had changed between
the 1st and the 4th centuries. These are
vessels exclusively for serving drink,
whereas in the lIst-century graves the
glass vessels had been used for a wider
range of functions.

Changes in the use of
glass vessel

The contraction in the number of uses
of glass vessels between the 1st and the
4th centuries is not just noticeable
amongst those deposited as grave
goods. A similar picture emerges from
studying the fragments of vessel glass
on ordinary domestic sites. The 1st
century and the earlier part of the 2nd
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appear to have been the period when
glass vessels served the widest range of
purposes. They were used as tablewares
both to drink from and to serve food
from, and they were used as contain-
ers. We have already noted their use as
burial urns and unguent bottles in con-
nection with the early burials at
Colchester. In addition to this they
were used as containers in the kitchen
and storeroom. Columella, in his trea-
tise on how to run a rural estate, has a
section in which he tells the wife of
the bailiff how to preserve produce and
also gives advice on the selection of the
glass and earthenware vessels for this.

Great care ought to be taken in the making of
these vessels that they have a wide mouth and
that they are the same width right down to the
bottom and not shaped like wine jars, so that,
when the preserved food is removed for use,
what remains may be pressed with equal
weight to the bottom, since the food is kept
fresh when it does notfloat on the surfaces but
is always covered by liquid.

It is very tempting to think that the
sort of vessel being described is the
square bottle. These come in so many
shapes and sizes that they are the
all-purpose container of the 1st and 2nd
centuries, with some being suitable only
for liquids, others for semi-solids, and
yet others having mouths large enough
for the storage of foodstuffs like pickled
€ggs.

By the 4th century, apparently,
nearly all the vessels were for liquids,
either as containers such as jugs and
bottles or serving vessels such as cups
and beakers. Less frequent finds come
from large dishes, sometimes with
religious or hunting scenes on them.
One sometimes gets the impression
when dealing with 4th-century
assemblages that by the late Roman
period, glass vessels were only thought
to be suitable for activities associated
with drinking parties and as an orna-
ment to be displayed on the sideboard.
This is an over-simplification, but it
does emphasise how the role of glass
vessels appears to have changed from an
all-purpose utilitarian one to possibly
one where it was only felt appropriate
for certain functions, possibly higher
status ones. The world of late antiquity
was a very different one from that of
the early Empire, and the changes in the
glass assemblages seem to be another
facet of this.

The CAT logo

One cannot write an article such as

this for The Colchester Archaeologist
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A sguare bottle containing a cremation.

without saying a few words about the
CAT logo. It depicts a victorious chari-
oteer and is derived from a fragment of
glass found at Balkerne Lane which
originally came from a chariot cup. A
complete example of a cup of the same
type was found in Belgium and on that
it is possible to see that the CAT chari-
oteer who was called Olympus had just
vanquished Pyramus, Eutycus and
lerax. Cups and beakers depicting
scenes from the circus and arena be-
long to the mid 1st century. The scenes
were produced by blowing the glass
into a mould into which the figures
had already been cut and are an early
example of mass production. Such ves-
sels seem to have been very popular
with the early inhabitants of
Colchester as relatively high numbers

of fragments have been recovered not
only from the recent excavations but
also by earlier excavators and antiquar-
ies. Such discoveries include a rare
example of a complete cup which was
found in a grave north of Colcheter
town-centre. The cup can be seen in
the British Museum. -«

The glass is published in Roman vess
glass from excavations in Colchester,
1971-85 by H E M Cool and Jennifer
Price {Colchester Archaeological Report 8).
Available from the Colchester Archaeo-
logical Trust for £25, including post and
packing.



The Beetles
are coming!

The setting up of an archaeological park
at Gosbecks has given Colchester Borough
Council the opportunity to integrate
archaeology and nature conservation.
Aulay Mackenzie and Smon Newell
explain how this is being done.

t Gosbecks it is proposed to

re-create some of the habitat

types that would have been
common in the area before
agriculture became so intensive.
Through the past summer, extensive
work commissioned by Colchester
Borough Council has been carried
out by Essex University and English
Nature to provide essential baseline
data on the fauna and flora of the
dte

Originally the poor, acid soil of
Gosbecks would have supported
meadow and dry grass heath. Over the
lat 18 months arable cropping has
ceesd on the site, and the process of
creating wild-flower meadows and grass
heath has started. The habitat manage-
ment involves gradually increasing the
0l acidity from its current level, which
hes been artificially decreased over the
lad few decades by agricultural
practices. Native grasses and wild-
flowers will be introduced in a gradual
process, coupled with possible inverte-
brate introductions in the future.

The Gosbecks site has been in
relatively intensive agricultural use for
at least the last 200 years, having been
pasture until some 30 years ago when it
was ploughed and turned to arable use.
The main problems behind creating
diverse wildlife habitat is to return the
il from the present artificially fertile,
neutral pH condition to the original
infertile, acid soil conditions.

The work is being funded by a
Countryside Stewardship grant, from
the Countryside Commission,
providing over £150,000 over the next

10 years. Apart from funding the
creation of grassland at Gosbecks the
grant is also being used to set up
long-term monitoring of the changes in
flora and fauna.

Habitat creation is a relatively new,
and hence imperfect, science. It is
difficult for ecologists to predict exactly
which species will flourish and which
will not, and how long it will take for a
healthy community to become estab-
lished on a given site. One particular
problem is that often the initial species
composition of the community is
unknown. The lack of such a 'before'
picture makes impossible any com-
parison after the habitat creation scheme
is underway. To make the most of the
opportunity provided by the proposed

habitat re-establishment, and to provide
a solid baseline with which to compare
future community com- position, it was
decided to undertake a detailed eco-
logical survey of the site. This focused
mainly on invertebrate species, as these
comprise the bulk of the community
biodiversity, but also incorporated the
vegetation. Aulay Mackenzie of the
University of Essex, in conjunction with
two undergraduate students Paul White
and Andi Storeck, carried out the
invertebrate survey, and Chris Gibson
of English Nature assessed the vege-
tation, with overall co-ordination from
Simon Newell, of Colchester Borough
Council. Additionally, work on the soil
has been carried out by the Agricultural
Development and Advisory Service.

Eye to eye with a beetle under the éectron-microscope at Essex University.




