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Remembering the Romans 
in the Middle East and North Africa 

 

Handling objects for the workshops in the Great North Museum, 9 & 10 May 2016 

 

 

African Red Slip Ware vessels 

 

This fine table ware was produced in what is now Tunisia.  It was widely distributed 

around the Mediterranean and across the north-west provinces, including Britain, from 

about AD 80-100 until the 6th century, even after the Vandal invasion.  It has a 

distinctive bright orange glossy surface from the slip applied to the vessels before firing.  

In the 2nd century it bacame the most common type of tableware in the Mediterranean 

area, replacing the earlier Samian ware produced in Italy, Gaul, and Asia Minor.  Most of 

the African pottery forms were not decorated.  The examples in the Great North 

Museum come from the ancient city of Carthage, near modern Tunis. 
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Fragment of a relief depicting the sun-god, and an altar dedicated to Mithras, 

Cautopates, and the invincible sun-god. 

 

 
 

 

The fragmentary relief shows the upper part of the face of the sun-god Sol, with six rays 

(about half the original total) emerging from his head, and the top of Sol’s whip.  It is 

made of sandstone, and dates from the early 3rd century AD.  It was found at the fort site 

of Vindolanda (modern Chesterholm). 

 

The small altar has an inscription showing that it was dedicated to Mithras, Cautopates, 

and the invincible sun-god.  Cautopates was an attendant of the god Mithras, who was 

often identified with the sun-god Sol.  The altar was found at Lanchester, the site of a 

fort south of Hadrian’s Wall on the Roman road known as Dere Street.  It probably came 

from a Mithraeum, a cave-like temple for the worship of Mithras.  It is made of 

sandstone and is 0.305m high and 0.178m wide. 
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Glass flask 

 

 

This glass flask with a funnel-shaped rim is of Syrian or Palestinian origin, and probably 
came from a burial in the area of what is now northern or central Israel, or Jordan.  They 
would normally have been accompanied in the grave by other vessels, such as plates, 
bowls, and larger jugs.  It dates from between the 3rd and 6th centuries AD. 
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Ceramic lamps 

 

 
 

Lamps were commonly used across the Roman Empire, fuelled with olive oil. The oil is 

poured into the central hole and a wick is placed in the hole at the front of the lamp. The 

lamps were usually mould-made and so fairly cheap to produce. The ones we have for 

handling were probable made in the Middle East or the eastern Mediterranean. 
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Coins – there will be several coins of emperors with connections to the Middle East 

and North Africa.  The coins illustrated here are similar, but may not be exactly the 

same versions as the ones available for handling. 

 

Coins of Septimius Severus, Emperor AD 193 - 211 

 

Lucius Septimius Severus came from Lepcis Magna in modern Libya.  He married Julia 

Domna, who was from a prominent Syrian family, and became emperor in AD 193, 

although it took some time before he controlled the whole empire.  He came to Britain 

in AD 208 and campaigned north of Hadrian’s Wall, but died of illness in York in AD 211.   

 

The coins shown below are all denarii.  

 

 
Reverse: Minerva with spear and round shield. 

 

 
Reverse: the Genius of the Roman people holding a patera (bowl) and cornucopia 

(symbolising prosperity), over a lit altar. 

 

 
Reverse: the personification of Africa wearing an elephant-skin headdress, holding out 

drapery containing fruit, with a lion at her feet.  

http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/ric/septimius_severus/RIC_0049.txt
http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/ric/septimius_severus/RIC_0043.txt
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Coins of Caracalla, Emperor AD 198 - 217 

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus, usually known as Caracalla, was the eldest son of Septimius 

Severus, and reigned jointly with him from AD 198 until Septimius Severus died in York 

in AD 211, and then jointly with his brother Geta, until Caracalla murdered him ten 

months later.  He was eventually killed in eastern Syria by the head of his bodyguards, 

Macrinus, who succeeded him as emperor in AD 217. 

The coins shown below are all denarii. 

 

Reverse: Liberalitas (the goddess personification of generosity), holding an abacus 

(coin-counter) and cornucopia (symbolising prosperity).  

 

 

Reverse: Annona (personification of the grain supply) seated holding ears of corn and 

cornucopia (symbolising prosperity). 

 

  

Reverse: Mars holding shield and spear.  

http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/ric/caracalla/RIC_0158.txt
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Coins of Philip I (Philip the Arab), Emperor AD 244 – 249 

 

Marcus Iulius Philippus, usually known as Philip the Arab, came from Shahba, to the 

south of Damascus.  Although this is in Syria today, at the time it was in the Roman 

province of Arabia, which gave rise to his nickname.  He succeeded Gordian III, who died 

while fighting the Persians, but was overthrown by Trajan Decius only five years later. 

 

There was rapid inflation in the Roman Empire during the 3rd century AD.  The type of 

coins shown below is known today as an Antoninianus.  It was made of silver (though 

increasingly debased with bronze), and was slightly larger than a denarius but was 

worth two denarii.  On double denomination coins such as these, the emperor is shown 

wearing a radiate crown.  On single denomination coins, he wears a laurel wreath. 

 

 
Reverse: Felicitas (the goddess personification of happiness), holding a cadeuceus 

(symbolising commerce) and cornucopia (symbolising prosperity). 

 

 
Reverse: Philip I on horseback, holding a sceptre and raising his right hand. 

 

 
Reverse: Pax (the goddess personification of peace), holding an olive branch and 

sceptre. 

 

http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/ric/philip_I/RIC_0003.txt
http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/ric/philip_I/RIC_0026b.txt
http://www.wildwinds.com/coins/ric/philip_I/RIC_0040b.txt

