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Fragments of incomplete material objects, too often relegated to storage, have the poten- 
tial to help uncover production processes that had been believed lost or thought per-
manently obscured. Traditionally, study of the chaîne opératoire (operational sequence) 
has been limited to completed pieces, excluding in-process and discarded items. This 
omission creates a misleading narrative. Rather than a linear process, the manufacture 
of sculpted objects is a multistep, protracted endeavor. Through an examination of un-
finished carving among Late Roman glass openwork vessels (also known as diatreta or 
“cage cups”), highlighting in particular inscribed glass openwork vessels that were in 
process, this discussion offers a new approach building on previous scholarship. Unfin-
ished carving is a rich and varied category of material culture that can, and should, be 
regarded as a valuable and even crucial complement to completed pieces. This freshly 
conceived archaeology of Roman experiments, mistakes, and fragments helps shed new 
light on—and even resolve—long-standing debates concerning these renowned works. 
This article demonstrates that expanding the chaîne opératoire to include the unfinished 
can enrich our understanding of craft production in the Late Roman world.1

introduction
Although often relegated to storage, fragments of incomplete material 

objects have the potential to expand our understanding of lost production 
processes. The manufacture of openwork vessels (that is, pieces that have 
been extensively carved from a thick blank into a two-layered vessel), for ex-
ample, was the subject of centuries of debate (figs. 1, 2).2 General consensus 
has only recently been achieved, however, largely by examining remnants of 
broken carving and vessels that were never completed. Together, these types 
of evidence offer a view of carving normally concealed. Despite the crucial 
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