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As well as the examination of form itself, the study of use-wear with ceramic vessels 
is informative as to vessel function.  Colour-coated vessels provide the best evidence 
of use-wear.  Breaks in the slip caused by abrasive processes accompanying cooking, 
consumption and other processes can be clearly seen.  Intensive use of a vessel 
eventually removes the slip.  Where the same regular process is applied to a vessel, a 
wear pattern will emerge.  Identification of wear patterns is therefore crucial for 
assigning functions to specific vessel types.  For the purpose of this study, samian 
vessels were examined.  The range of samian vessel classes is sufficiently wide to 
reveal information about a variety of household settings.  In contrast, other colour-
coated vessels found at Elms Farm, for example those manufactured at Colchester and 
in the Nene Valley, mainly comprise beakers, which tend to show use-wear, if any, 
less clearly.  However, analysis of this sort remains possible by using a wider range of 
products from these industries not available at Heybridge.  Wear patterns were noted 
in too few vessels to be able to gain spatial or chronological insights.  This is not to 
say that processes that caused the patterns were very infrequently practised at 
Heybridge, but rather that few vessels could be sufficiently reconstructed to identify 
patterns.  Practices were likely to have been more widespread than the small number 
of vessels studied here suggests.  Perhaps the most common sort of wear to affect 
samian vessels was that on the underside of footrings and the top of rims.  However, 
this is deemed to be incidental, as it reveals little about vessel function per se.  
 
 
Cups 
Two cup forms, f27 and f33, were particularly strong in wear-pattern evidence, with 
many examples displaying very consistent patterns.  That noted on f27 cups is similar 
to that seen on bowls.  In Plate 00 (Plate 1, 13418), the wear pattern can be seen to be 
circular, and the stamp is almost entirely worn away.  A more developed pattern, 
probably achieved through prolonged or more intensive use, is seen in Plate 00 (Plate 
2, 8537).  Here, the wear extends to the lower wall, forming an even boundary around 
it.  Again, the base interior retains very little slip.  
 
Form 33 cups tend to have a ring of wear at the junction of the base and wall.  In Plate 
00 (Plate 3, 7390), the centre of the base can be seen to be unworn, but the base is 
very worn at the edge.  A thin ring of slip is retained in the corner, but a second wear-
ring is present at the bottom of the wall.  Just as with f27 cups, a progression can be 
observed (Plate 00 (Plate 4, 5617)).  Prolonged or intensive use generally results in a 
thicker wear-ring radiating towards the centre of the base.  The corner of the base and 
wall, too, has become worn. 
 
The remarkable aspect about both forms is their exclusive wear patterns.  Very few 
f27 cups that displayed use-wear had patterns other than those described above.  
Similarly, f33 cups either showed no wear at all or a wear-ring at the junction of the 
base and wall.  This suggests f33 cups were used differently from f27s.  The pattern 
on the f27 bears some similarity to that on certain bowls, such as f38, and thus some 
functions might also have been shared.  Products placed into f27 cups seem likely to 
have required further processing.  In the kitchen, spices or herbs might have been 
placed inside and ground.  In the dining room, the cup may have contained foodstuffs, 
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such as curds, yoghurt or a sauce, requiring the use of a spoon.  This does not 
preclude f27 cups from being used as drinking vessels, so long as the liquid that the 
cups contained required no processing from which wear would result.  Stirring would 
not concentrate the wear in the centre of the vessel, nor result in a pattern extending 
across the entire base. 
 
There are two possible causes of the very distinctive ring-effect wear pattern observed 
in f33 cups.  Perhaps the least likely cause is residual traces of wine in unwashed 
cups.  The acidic properties of the liquid might have, over time, eaten away at the 
surfaces.  This explanation is not wholly convincing, since the damage consistently 
occurs in the wrong places – just above the junction of the base and the wall, but not 
within it.  However, experimental work might be usefully undertaken to assess the 
effects of residual wine, say, on pottery surfaces.  More likely is the suggestion that 
the f33 was repeatedly subjected to a single process, such as stirring.  The unworn 
ring in the corner of the base and wall suggests that the stirring implements could not 
meet the corner, perhaps because they tended to have slightly bulbous use-ends.  A 
spoon, naturally, comes to mind, but stirring rods, which have narrower rounded ends 
not unlike spoons, were probably more usual.  The need to stir indicates that the liquid 
required processing within the cup.  Beverages may have been sweetened with honey 
(perhaps implying a hot drink), or ingredients added to the cup to create something 
akin to a modern cocktail.  The regular occurrence of the wear-ring in the f33 cup 
suggests that the form was indelibly associated with a specific function at Heybridge, 
just as a modern wine glass, or whisky tumbler, is defined by shape and tends to 
contain only certain selected beverages.  
 
Bowls  
Wear patterns were noted in four forms, namely f37, f38, f44 and Curle 11, and 
affected mainly Central Gaulish pieces.  Three distinct patterns were observed.  Plate 
00 (Plate 5, 7390) shows the base of an f38 bowl with multiple linear scratch marks.  
These extend internally across the base and part way up the vessel wall, stopping 
approximately at a point level with the flange.  The scratches are short and have no set 
orientation.  The stamp is slightly worn, but is otherwise not scratched.  It is likely 
that a sharp pointed implement caused these scratches, probably a knife.  The size and 
shape of the bowl would not allow extended cuts to be made, so items placed within 
the vessel were probably small.  Assuming that the vessel enjoyed domestic usage, the 
scratches may well have been made in the kitchen, with the vessel being used for the 
preparation of ingredients and cutting of small items, such as fruit.  Alternatively, the 
vessel might have been placed on the dinner table and used by an individual diner in 
the same manner as a plate.  
 
Plate 00 (Plate 6, 14765) shows a second type of wear, again affecting an f38 bowl.  
On this example, internal wear is restricted to the centre of the base.  A circular 
pattern has formed, with the stamp almost completely worn away.  Plate 00 (Plate 7, 
10751) shows an example of a developed form of this pattern.  The wear extends to 
the lower part of the wall, with the base almost entirely devoid of slip.  This sort of 
pattern was also noted on f37, f44 and Curle 11 bowl types.  
 
These use patterns are generally heavy, but the condition of the vessels where the slip 
remains is good.  This suggests an intense, but directed usage of such vessels.  In 
addition, a very even boundary between slip and wear can often be seen on the lower 
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part of vessel walls, suggesting repeated processes and exclusivity of function.  Again, 
a kitchen use may be suggested, with vessels perhaps serving as mixing bowls or 
mortars.  The vessel in Plate 00, with its more developed pattern, may have been used 
for longer, or more intensively, than that in Plate 00.  
 
Mortaria 
Preservation of samian mortaria at Elms Farm was poor.  Although many mortaria 
sherds were recovered, no vessel was complete enough for wear patterns to be fully 
identified.  Sherds are worn to various degrees, but nearly always on the interior 
surface, and range from barely used to heavily worn.  In well-used examples, wear 
generally extends towards the top of the interior surface level to the base of the collar, 
forming an even boundary around the vessel (Plate 00 (Plate 9, 4689)).  The interior 
surface is often devoid of slip, and the trituration grits, when present, are often smooth 
with use.  Plate 00 (Plate 10, 11710) shows a Nene Valley colour-coated ware copy of 
samian mortarium f45.  As with examples of its prototype, the wear extends to a level 
just below the collar.  The interior surface has not been entirely utilised, however; the 
centre of the vessel is less worn than the side, and usage seems to have been 
concentrated in one area on the vessel wall towards the spout.  This is consistent with 
its possible use as a mixing bowl.  When mixing ingredients, such as flour and water, 
modern experience reveals that there is a tendency to tilt the bowl.  In any case, the 
restricted pattern suggests repeated action of a single process.  
 
Dishes 
Although no particular patterns were observed in this class, the wear on one vessel 
was unusual, and warranted further attention.  This incomplete vessel comprised a 
Central Gaulish f31 base (Plate 00 (Plates 11 and 12, 15000)).  Apart from the wear 
patterns, the base is in good condition with reasonably fresh surfaces.  A ring of ‘kiln 
grit’ is present on the interior or top surface, indicating that some of this surface was 
virtually unused.  There are three areas of wear evident.  First, the underside of the 
footring is worn, with very little slip remaining.  The slip on the sides of the footring 
is still present and in good condition.  Secondly, a roughly circular pattern of wear is 
present on the underside of the base.  The zone of wear almost meets the junction of 
the inner side of the footring, while slip is present at the base centre.  A third wear 
pattern can be seen on the interior surface of the base.  Two opposing triangular 
patches of wear are present.  The apices of each patch almost meet in the centre of 
base, extending out towards the outside edge of the base.  In the centre, at the peak of 
the ‘kick’ and covering the middle of a stamp of Priscinus (ref. stamps), is a small 
wear circle.  
 
The underside of the base has been used intensively.  The good condition of the inner 
surface and the abraded footring suggest that the vessel was used conventionally for 
only a short time prior to its possible deliberate breakage and trimming to remove the 
vessel sides.  That the modified vessel rested on the peak of its internal kick is clearly 
shown by the resulting wear.  The cause of the wear on the underside remains 
unknown, but its sub-circular pattern suggests circular movement on the part of the 
user.  The triangular patterns on the inner surface support this explanation.  These 
very specific patches suggest a rocking or swivel action, as if the piece had been 
fixed, restricting movement to a short turn clockwise and anti-clockwise.  This is a 
very unusual pattern, for which no explanation is immediately apparent. 
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Discussion 
These wear patterns inform us that samian vessels were functional at Heybridge.  
Against the conventional view that samian was valued and looked after (cf. Willis 
1998, 86), the wear marks reveal that some vessels were not rarely-seen heirlooms – 
delicately handled or brought out on special occasions – but served robust and 
mundane functions.  Bowls and cups were not the exclusive preserve of the dinner 
table, but were used also for preparation and could become just as worn as mortaria.  
Members of ostensibly the same vessel class did not necessarily serve the same 
functions and were undoubtedly employed in a variety of household contexts.  
However, the wear patterns on all of the vessels in this study resulted from repeated 
processes, suggesting that these vessels served singular purposes.  A bowl used for 
mixing was, by and large, always used for mixing; its function fixed by custom and 
practice. 
 
There are a number of implications to be drawn from these observations.  Some 
finewares, and perhaps all, are likely to have been treated no more carefully than 
coarsewares.  Distinctions between fabrics made through a microscope or hand lens 
do not necessarily reflect the functional or practical distinctions of a past society.  
Modern experiences, too, result in differing perceptions of ancient use.  The f27 cup, 
for example, is a drinking vessel according to British archaeologists, but a ‘sauce-
dish’ for continental archaeologists (e.g. Schucany 2000, 123).  Such labels are 
modern constructs, and without the evidence of wear patterns or, better still, residues, 
assigning actual, as opposed to perceived, functions to vessel types is problematic.  It 
should not be taken for granted that all cups were used for drinking and bowls for 
eating.  Potentially, the range of functions that vessels might have served and the 
social contexts in which the vessels could be employed can be increased.  This can 
affect the interpretation of, say, burial assemblages.  The function of a suite of 
accessory vessels recovered from a cremation burial cannot be pre-assigned.  A suite 
comprising the seemingly standard flagon, cup and bowl should not be automatically 
given simplistic eating/drinking interpretations, but instead a range of activities may 
be represented. 
 
With one exception, samian has formed the basis of this study.  However, all colour-
coated fabrics can be studied for use-wear.  Clearly, the more complete the vessel, the 
more identifiable a pattern becomes.  Wear on fabrics that were not originally slipped 
cannot be observed so clearly, but inferences drawn from the samian might also apply 
to copies of samian prototypes manufactured in non-slipped fabrics.  As a matter of 
course, any signs of use on these copies should be noted to ascertain whether function, 
as well as form, was being copied.  Experiments involving a range of processes and 
conditions could be undertaken to replicate wear patterns.  Ultimately, a study 
incorporating a much wider dataset than that present at Heybridge is required in order 
to establish whether the trends established here are mirrored elsewhere.  
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