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In the middle of the 19th century, first reports were collected localizing Roman potteries in the forest between 
the villages Speicher and Herforst. Further investigations were conducted in the following years leading to 
the discovery of the dimensions of the pottery production centre, which extended over an area of 400 ha. In 
2016, large-scale geophysical prospection yielded detailed structural information.  

The aim of this short paper thereby focuses on these collected geophysical results, in order to determine the 
density of the pottery workshops in relation to one another, their construction and the quantity and types of 
their associated pottery kilns. Further research questions deal with the source of the raw ceramic production 
materials and their transportation routes. Also the trade routes will be examined more deeply, based on the 
pottery stamps of the manufactures, which can be used to link the individual pottery products to other 
archaeological sites. 

Background 

Augusta Treverorum, today is known as Trier, is a German city in the Rhineland-Palatinate district. It was 
founded around 16 BC by the Roman emperor Augustus on the land of the Gaulish tribe Treveri, the tribe’s 
name is the inspiration for its name. The growth of the city was probably due to its convenient location near 
the Moselle River and a road network leading to inner Gaul. 

 

  a      b 

Fig. 1.: The possible dimensions of the latifundia district a) possible route of the long wall in red b) location of Roman 
pottery related finds and findings (© Jona Schlegel) 

Between 293 and 401 AD, Trier became a significant city in the western part of the Roman Empire. Through 
the Diocletian Reforms, it became the seat of the praefectus praetorio Galliarum, the imperial court. With the 
move of the imperial court to Trier, the number of inhabitants increased rapidly, which led to a considerable 
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state-controlled economy for the supply of the city and the court. The land north of Augusta Treverorum was 
quite fertile due to shell limestone in the soil, which led to the creation of an imperial industrial zone in 350 
AD, enclosing parts of the land with a long wall (Fig. 1a). 

This wall was 72 km in length, with a height of 2 m and an average width of 60 cm and enclosed an area of 
220 km². It probably served as a defence against wild animals and marked a so-called latifundium, an 
extensive or landed estate larger than 500 ha. Part of this enclosed area contained villa rusticae, pottery 
workshops, iron production sites and stone quarries. 

This paper focuses on the Roman pottery centre located in the eastern area of the enclosed agricultural 
domain, between the towns of Herforst and Speicher (Fig. 1b). This area is rich in the three primary 
resources clay, silica sand and water, which are needed to form ceramic products. Clay acts as the basis, 
silica sand for making the clay less sticky and more stable for vessel formation, and water to make the 
mixture formable. The white clay was used to create stoneware pottery and came from the area north of the 
pottery centre. The red clay came from an area to the west and was used as an engobe to cover the ceramic 
ware, making it waterproof. Two silica sand working pits from Roman times were found – one in the eastern 
part of Binsfeld and the other one in the forest of Arenrath. 

Methods 

Because of the potential for revealing the dimensions and unknown structures of the pottery centre, 
geophysical measurements were conducted in 2016 near the modern town of Herforst. Around 22 ha were 
measured with a geomagnetic system and 7 ha with ground-penetrating radar by the Ludwig Boltzmann 
Institute for Archaeological Prospection and Virtual Archaeology. 

In 2017 a small area was excavated based on the interpretation of the geophysical results. This was done 
under the supervision of Holger Schaaf and was documented through image-based modelling by Petra 
Schneidhofer, therefore allowing a comparison of excavation and geophysical prospection results. 

Results 

Through field surveys, around 22 pottery kilns, eight pottery workshop areas and two clay pits were detected 
in an area of around 400 ha – 200 ha on land used today for agriculture, and 200 ha in forest areas. Also, six 
settlement remains were located, which may also belong to the pottery production network system. 
According to Bienert (2012) the pottery workshops, buildings and kilns were arranged in a hamlet village 
style, placing residential buildings, pottery kilns and workshops next to the road, simplifying the 
transportation of the ceramics. 

In the geophysically surveyed area around eight workshops and probably 24 kilns or at least 
thermoremanent structures were detected, resulting in a detailed structural map of a small part of the entire 
area. 

The geophysical prospection results show the structure of an individual workshop. Therefore, it is possible to 
assume that the workshop was of around 5 by 5 m in its dimensions and probably attached to a residential 
part of the structure, which had a length of about 15 m (Fig. 2). These workshops could have been open 
spaces, especially in the summertime, affording the workers the needed light for their duties.  

It was possible to detect the dimensions and shapes of the pottery kilns. The majority of discovered kilns 
have a round shape with a narrow opening. The average length of these structures is around 2,50 m and the 
average width of about 1,90 m. Only the firing and control room of all these kilns are probably preserved. 
Three of the kilns were uncovered in the excavation of 2017. 

Most of the pottery products produced at this site are simple household ceramic ware. In particular, mortars 
seem to have determined the local market. 
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Fig. 2.: Part of the results from the geophysical survey in 2016 a) magnetogram b) ground penetrating radar depth slice 
40-100 cm c) interpretation results showing a Roman pottery workshop and two kilns (© Jona Schlegel) 

Conclusion 

Through the results of field surveys, excavations, and geophysical prospection a more complete picture of 
the region in Roman times has been uncovered. The pottery centre itself was quite large in dimension and 
situated in an ideal location for the collection of the raw materials. The pottery workshops were located along 
a small road, probably a few hundred meters apart from each other and attached to each one were two to 
three pottery kilns. 

The terra sigilata ceramic ware from Trier was traded and known all around the Roman empire. The simple 
household ceramic products from Speicher-Herforst were probably also traded throughout Trier and the Eifel 
region. Especially the dimension and massive finds of ceramics show this possibility. Transportation was 
possible, using smaller rivers and the Roman road network. 
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