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Composition by FunCtional Groups oF Contexts at pompeii1

in an attempt to see how geographic position with respect 
to trade routes influences the composition of ceramic as-
semblages, i compared the percentages for functional 
groupings (fine ware, lamps, common ware, cooking ware 
and amphorae) on four 5th-century sites along the tiber for 
which i possessed quantified data: ostia (Casone del Sale), 
Rome (S. Stefano Rotondo), Lugnano in teverina (Poggio 
Gramignano) and Chianciano terme (mezzomiglio).2 the 
first is, of course, the great port at the mouth of the river; the 
second the destination of great flows of goods from all around 
the mediterranean; the third a site on the navigable stretch of 
the tiber above Rome; the fourth a site on a non-navigable 
tributary of the tiber. the most evident result of moving 
upstream was a decrease in the percentage of amphorae from 
some 2/3 or 3/4 at ostia and Rome to 1/3 at Lugnano and 
less than 1/10 at Chianciano. What comparative material was 
available then suggested that one should expect levels similar 
to those at ostia and Rome on Roman mediterranean sites 
well integrated into maritime trade networks.3 Later evidence 
also supported this – from a 3rd-century context at Rome, 
where amphorae made up 2/3 of the assemblage,4 from a 5th-
century context at Rome, where amphorae comprise 85.5%;5 
and from marina el-alamein, a coastal site in egypt west of 
alexandria dating from the 1st century BC to the end of the 
3rd century aD, where amphorae stand at 75–80%.6  indeed, 

1 this paper has benefited greatly from discussion with e. Jane Shepherd 
(Rome), to whom i am grateful.

2 a. Martin, Considerazioni su un confronto tra gruppi funzionali in 
quattro contesti ceramici del V sec. d.C. in: e. C. De Sena/H. Dessales 
(eds.), metodi e approcci archeologici: l’industria e il commercio 
nell’italia antica/archaeological methods and approaches: trade and 
Commerce in ancient italy. BaR internat. Ser. 1262 (oxford 2004) 
202–204; id., Variation in Ceramic assemblages as an indicator of 
openness to trade. in: J. Pollini (ed.), terra marique. Studies in art 
History and marine archaeology in Honor of anna marguerite mcCann 
on the Receipt of the Gold medal of the archaeological institute of 
america (oxford 2005) 61–76.

3 See, for example, E. r. GEbhard/F. P. hEMans/J. W. hayEs, University 
of Chicago excavations at isthmia 1989/iii. Hesperia 67, 1998, 444.

4 a. Martin, 4. materials – introduction. in: a. martin et al., a third-
Century Context from S. Stefano Rotondo (Rome). mem. am. acad. 
Rome 58, 2008, 232–233.

5 L. saGuì/C. M. ColEtti, Contesti tardoantichi dell’area a S-e della 
Crypta Balbi. in: L. Paroli/L. Vendittelli (a cura di), Roma dall’antichità 
al medioevo ii. Contesti tardoantichi e altomedievali (milano 2004) 
243.

6 Gr. MaJChErEk, aegean and asia minor amphorae from marina el-
alamein. in: S. marchand/a. marangou (éds.), amphores d’egypte 

i have used lower percentages as an argument that sites were 
at a certain remove from such commerce – olympia, where 
amphorae in a context dated to c. aD 200 make up 38% of 
the assemblage by sherd count and some 8% in a 6th-century 
context; 7 Schedia in the egyptian Delta from the 1st to the 4th 
centuries, with amphorae increasing from just over 34% to 
some 61%, as opposed to the same site in from the 6th century 
onward, with the amphorae over 75%.8

as Pompeii is generally considered to be an active 
participant in the trade of its time, it was a surprise to find 
very low percentages of amphorae in evaluating the contexts 
uncovered by the Pompeii Forum Project in seven trenches 
dug below the aD 79 level of the city in 1997 and 2001 (fig. 
1).9 all together, the ancient layers in these trenches gave 
4,128 sherds belonging to a maximum of 4,089 vessels (i.e. 
adjusting the sherd count to take into account joins).10 most 
of them, 3,395 sherds from a maximum of 3,359 vessels, 
come from Horizon 2, layers dated to no earlier than the late 
1st century BC because of the presence of italian sigillata or 
other wares whose production begins then. transport vessels 
(amphorae, one-handled micaceous jars and iberian kalathoi 
for the transportation of honey) came to 17.42% compared to 
12.12% for fine wares, 0.39% for lamps, 46.83% for common 
wares (including thin-walled ware) and 23.25% for cooking 
wares. Horizon 1, made up of the layers that could be older 
than the end of the 1st century BC, is much smaller, with 732 
fragments of a maximum of 729 vessels. transport vessels 
in Horizon 1 are even less frequent, with 11.66%, while fine 
wares come to 12.76%, lamps 0%, common wares to 55.83% 
and cooking wares to 19.75%. the distinction between these 
two assemblages is not clear-cut because they both contain 
much residual material, thus smearing the picture. the in-
crease in spite of this in the percentage of transport vessels 

de la basse époque à l’époque arabe. Cahiers Céramique egyptienne 8 
(Cairo 2007) 9–10.

7 a. Martin, amphorae at olympia. acta RCRF 36, 2000, 428–429.
8 id., Pottery from Schedia near alexandria (egypt). acta RCRF 40, 

2008, 266; id., the pottery from a late-antique settlement at Schedia 
(Western Delta, egypt). in: S. menchelli/S. Santoro/m. Pasquinucci/G. 
Guiducci (eds.), LRCW 3. Late Roman Coarse Wares, Cooking Wares 
and amphorae in the mediterranean: archaeology and archaeometry 
3. Comparison between Western and eastern mediterranean. BaR 
internat. Ser. 2185 (oxford 2010) 945–949.

9 http://pompeii.virginia.edu/
10 Raffaele Palma and i have nearly completed preparing the material for 

publication. 
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between Horizon 1 and Horizon 2 is therefore all the more 
likely to be significant.

Data from other contexts at Pompeii suggest that the 
percentages for the material from the Pompeii Forum Project 
should be considered normal (fig. 2). the material from the 
2006 season of excavations below the aD 79 level at Porta 
Stabia comes to 16,357 sherds, where 4.69% belongs to fine 
ware, 0.92% to lamps, 63.59% to common wares, 17.91% to 
cooking wares and 12.87% to amphorae.11 Various trenches in 
the Casa del Centenario, almost all of which contained italian 
sigillata, gave a total of 9,999 sherds divided by functional 
groups into fine ware at 11.16%, lamps 2.92%, common 
ware 39.55%, cooking ware 29.76%, amphorae 16.59% 
and other 0.01%.12 For the material from the trench for the 
electric installation in the area of the Forum we are given 
only percentages without the total number of sherds – fine 
ware at 21.37%, lamps 0.96%, common and cooking wares 
together 48.98%, amphorae 27.61% and other 1.09%.13 in 
the late augustan-early Claudian fill of a septic tank between 

11 m. MCCalluM/E. ManFrEdi, an overview of the Finds from Viii.7.1–
15: 2005–2006 Seasons. Riv. Stud. Pompeiani 18, 2007, 125–126.

12 S. santoro/d. sCaGliarini Et al., Progetto insula del Centenario (iX 
8). Riv. Stud. Pompeiani 16, 2005, 215–246.

13 D. CottiCa/E. Curti, il progetto di recupero ed edizione degli scavi 
i. e. (impianto elettrico) 1980–1981 nel Foro di Pompei. in: P. G. 
Guzzo/m. P. Guidobaldi (a cura di), nuove ricerche archeologiche 
nell’area vesuviana (scavi 2003–2006). Stud. Soprintendenza arch. 
Pompei 25 (Roma 2008) 32 fig. 7b.

iX.12 and 13, which held some 1377 sherds, fine wares 
come to 2.91%, lamps 0%, common wares 34.56%, cooking 
wares 9.58%, amphorae 47.78% and other 4.87%.14 often the 
dates given for the contexts are too generic and/or the role of 
residual pieces too great for us to be able easily to capture 
developments within the pre-eruption layers. nevertheless, 
the septic tank fill suggests that there may have been a sharp 
rise in the percentage of amphorae in the augustan period 
or slightly thereafter. 

With such low percentages of amphorae was Pompeii 
merely a minor participant in trade, contrary to what has 
always been assumed? are figures even for sites that are 
undoubtedly well integrated into trade networks similar to 
Pompeii’s, indicating that it was as active a participant in 
trade as any other city of its time?

Data from ostia offer support for the second hypothesis – 
even an important port can have low percentages of amphorae 
in the late republican period and 1st century aD compared to 
later contexts (fig. 3). excavations below the Schola of trajan 

14 R. bErG, Saggi stratigrafici nei vicoli a est e a ovest dell’insula dei 
Casti amanti (iX 12). materiali e fasi. in: P. G. Guzzo/m. P. Guidobaldi 
(a cura di), nuove ricerche archeologiche nell’area vesuviana (scavi 
2003–2006). Stud. Soprintendenza arch. Pompei 25 (Roma 2008) 366. 
the total and some sherd counts were calculated from the sherd counts 
and percentages of those classes for which both were given.

Fig. 1.
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at ostia uncovered three successive contexts.15 in the first, 
US 467, datable to the first two decades of the 1st century 
BC, 5198 fragments came to light, with 17.83% in fine ware, 
73.45% in common ware (evidently including cooking ware), 
7% in amphorae and 1.71% in other. in the second, US 404, 
dated to 20–10 BC, 1609 sherds were found, divided among 
21.38% in fine ware, 43.69% in common wares, 31.08% in 
amphorae and 3.85% in other. in the third, US 285, dating 
to aD 1–20, with 13,050 fragments, 22.05% belongs to fine 
ware, 34.77% to common wares, 39.41% to amphorae and 
3.97% to other. it is worth mentioning also the Period 1 as-
semblage of the Domus dei Pesci (1036 sherds), which dates 
to the first half of the 1st century aD, although with many 
residual pieces from the 2nd and 1st centuries BC – there the 
fine wares come to 12.07%, lamps to 2.8%, common wares 
(including thin-walled wares) to 37.45%, cooking wares to 
16.99%, transport vessels (including a fragment of an iberian 
honey pot) to 30.69%.16 By contrast, the following Period 2 

15 S. aubry/C. broquEt, La datation des phases de construction et de 
destruction de la Domus aux Bucranes: céramiques et monnaies. 
in: B. Perrier (ed.), Villas, maisons, sanctuaires et tombeaux tardo-
républicains: découvertes et relectures récentes. actes du colloque 
international de Saint-Romain-en-Gal en l’honneur d’anna Gallina 
Zevi, Vienne - Saint-Romain-en-Gal, 8–10 février 2007 (Roma 2007) 
33–45.

16 R. GErEMia nuCCi, 3.2. Periodo 1. in: F. Zevi et al., ostia – Sondaggio 
stratigrafico in uno degli ambienti della domus dei Pesci (1995 e 1996). 
notizie Scavi ant. accad. ministero Beni Culturali e attività Culturali 
(Ser. 9) 15–16, 2004–2005, 56–69. 

on the same site, with a more compact assemblage datable 
to the last two decades of the 1st century aD (6451 sherds), 
presents fine ware at 4.84%, lamps at 2.65%, common wares 
at 28.71%, cooking wares at 15.05%, amphorae at 48.75%.17 
thus, we see at ostia a sharp rise in the percentage of am-
phorae from the early 1st century BC to the augustan period 
and beyond in the 1st century aD.

For Rome too there is evidence of a similar development.18 
the percentages of amphorae rise from nearly nil to 5–6% 
in contexts datable between the 4th and 1st centuries BC but 
pass to 30% or more in the augustan period. 

it appears likely that we have a consistent trend for tyr-
rhenian central italy, even on sites that must be among the 
best integrated into commercial circuits – low percentages 
of amphorae in contexts of the republican period with conse-
quently higher ones for the other functional groups, a marked 
increase in the percentages of amphorae and decreases in 
the other functional groups in the augustan period, a further 
increase in the percentages of amphorae and decreases in the 
other functional groups during the 1st century aD (without, 

17 R. GErEMia nuCCi, 3.3. Periodo 2. in: F. Zevi et al., ostia – Sondaggio 
stratigrafico in uno degli ambienti della domus dei Pesci (1995 e 1996). 
notizie Scavi ant. accad. ministero Beni Culturali e attività Culturali 
(Ser. 9) 15–16, 2004–2005, 69–109. 

18 R. VolPE, Vino, Vigneti ed anfore in Roma repubblicana. in: V. Jolivet/C. 
Pavolini/m. a. tomei/R. Volpe (a cura di), Suburbium ii. il suburbio di 
Roma dalla fine dell’età monarchica alla nascita del sistema delle ville 
(V–ii secolo a.C.). Collect. ecole Française Rome 419, 2009, 378–381.

Fig. 2. 
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however, reaching the percentages found by the 3rd century). 
thus, the same percentage of amphorae on sites in tyrrhenian 
central italy could indicate a low level of participation in trade 
during the later imperial period but a substantial one for the 
republican period or the 1st century aD.

in the discussion of the Roman material, it is suggested 
that the suburbium of Rome covered its need for wine in the 
republican period (without recourse to amphorae for trans-
portation) and that the increase in the city’s population and 
the preference for using the suburbium for market gardens or 
luxurious dwellings gave rise after that to the importation of 
wine from the provinces (in amphorae). that is a satisfactory 
explanation from the point of view of the evidence for wine 
production in the surroundings of Rome. on a larger scale, 
i believe we have here an indication of the integration of 
tyrrhenian central italy into a mediterranean maritime trade 
network that was growing as the various regions specialized 
(so that among other things it became preferable to import 

wine to Rome rather than to produce it locally). other parts 
of the mediterranean can undoubtedly show the same phe-
nomenon, perhaps with somewhat different dates.19

in my original studies i concluded that the evidence was 
good that the composition of assemblages by functional 
groups was indicative of a site’s openness to trade. i maintain 
that the present study confirms this. in those same earlier 
studies, i emphasized, however, the need for the examina-
tion of further cases in order to have a broader basis for 
comparison. that is also borne out here more dramatically 
than i expected.

archer.martin@alice.it

19 C. PanElla, Discussione. in: V. Jolivet/C. Pavolini/m. a. tomei/R. 
Volpe (a cura di), Suburbium ii. il suburbio di Roma dalla fine dell’età 
monarchica alla nascita del sistema delle ville (V–ii secolo a.C.). Col-
lect. ecole Française Rome 419, 2009, 389, indicates that some sites in 
the western mediterranean saw increases in amphorae during the late 
republic, although she gives no percentages.

Fig. 3. 




