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Medieval pottery in Italy : the present state of research

David WHITEHOUSE

Résumé. En dépit de la rapide croissance de I'archéologie médiévale en Italie, notre connaissance de la poterie
médiévale est encore sévérement limitée et, en beaucoup de zones, de longues périodes — en particulier avant le xu°
sitcle — ne peuvent étre recensées. Les problémes les plus intéressants concernant le haut moyen-ige sont: la continuité
de la production industrielle aprés la période romaine, la diffusion et la date des productions peintes non-glagurées, et les
premiéres productions glagurées. Tandis qu'en quelques régions (telles le Latium et des parties de I'Italie du Sud), la poterie
tournée semble avoir été produite sans interruption aprés le v° siécle, dans d’autres (telle la Ligurie et la vallée du P6), la
production industrielle a apparemment cessé. Au sujet des poteries peintes, de récentes découvertes ont révélé I'existence
de plusieurs variantes régionales et il serait prématuré de tenter une analyse d'ensemble. La poterie glagurée semble avoir
été faite continuellement dans le nord de I'Italie depuis la période romaine tardive jusqu'a, au minimum, une époque com-
prise entre le vir* et le Ix* siécle (mais peut-&tre pas plus tard); en Italie du Centre et du Sud, la plus ancienne poterie
médiévale glagurée est le Forum Ware, qui fut fait 3 Rome apparemment vers 750-850.

Pour le moyen-dge tardif, les points d'intérét comprennent: les importations de vaisselle de table glagurées, spéciale-
ment du Maghreb, depuis le xi1° siécle; la production de vaisselle de table glagurée depuis le x1° siécle en Sicile et depuis
une période légérement plus tardive sur le continent; les productions incisées (graffita) 4 glagure plombifére, et les premiéres
majoliques. Les premiéres vaisselles de table glacurées locales comprennnent la céramique siculo-maghrébine de Sicile, le
Spiral Ware et la céramique du Latium d'Italie du Sud et d'Italie centrale. Les productions incisées, qui au Xv* siécle
eurent une grande diffusion dans le Nord et en certaines régions de I'Italie centrale, commencérent a étre utilisées en
Ligurie et dans les zones adjacentes vers 1200 (Graffita arcaica tirrenica). Dans la vallée de PO, la Graffita arcaica padana
mieux connue, ou ses antécédents, fut apparemment introduite vers 1250. La plus ancienne poterie italienne glagurée a
I'étain — une variété de Protomajoliques — apparut en Italie du Sud vers 1200. En Italie centrale, la Majolique archaique
semble avoir été en usage dés 1230, quoique dans d'autres régions, la production ne commence pas avant le xv° siécle.

Fifteen years ago, the comprehensive study of
medieval pottery in Italy did not exist. The field
(such as it was) was dominated by collectors and
curators and — significantly — the majority of ar-
ticles dealing with medieval ceramics appeared in
Faenza, which is published by a museum. Archa-
eology had yet to make its mark. Few excavations
designed primarily to furnish information. about the
middle ages had taken place and very little of the
pottery available for study came from controlled
archaeological contexts.

The situation is very different today. Medieval
archaeology has become an established discipline,
taught in universities, with its own national journal.
The first courses in medieval archaeology (in the
widest sense of the phrase) were given at the Univer-
sita Cattolica di S. Cuore, Milan, in 1966-7, followed
by the universities of Rome (1969-70) and Genoa
(1970-1); by 1974-5 the subject was taught in no
fewer than eight Italian universities. In the field,
the first large-scale, medieval urban excavation in
Italy began at Genoa in 1968. The growing interest
in medieval archaeology and its role as a source of
information about ceramics was reflected by the
participation of medieval archaeologists in the first

Convegno Internazionale della Ceramica, held at
Albisola, also in 1968. Two subsequent milestones
were the establishment in 1971 of Notiziario di
Archeologia Medievale and the conference at Scar-
peria in 1972 : the first occasion in Italy when me-
dieval archaeologists met formally as a group (Fran-
covich 1975 : 399). This was followed in 1974 by
the international colloquium on medieval archaeo-
logy held at Palermo and Erice (Anon. 1976) and a
similar, but considerably smaller meeting in Rome,
a year later (Cagiano de Azevedo (ed.) 1976). The
first volume of Archeologia Medievale appeared in
1974, followed shortly by the first scientific mono-
graph on the medieval pottery of an entire region :
La ceramica medievale a Genova e nella Liguria
(Mannoni 1975a).

The impact of archaeology on the study of me-
dieval ceramics in Italy has been immense. In the
past, scholars relied almost wholly on an intuitive
approach, anchoring the chronology of the finer
wares to the rare fixed points provided by bacini,
vessels dated by their inscriptions or coats of arms,
and a handful of pots from dated archaeological
contexts. Today, on the other hand, archaeological
excavations are providing the raw material for the
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study of all the pottery used at a particular time or
place, not simply the pieces prized by collectors;
they give the basis for a sound chronology by fur-
nishing material in association with datable objects
or, occasionally, with structures dated by documen-
tary evidence; together with surface collections, they
allow us to study the distribution of particular
products. Simply recall that the first five months
alone of 1978 saw the publication of major excava-
tion reports on Genoa (Andrews and Pringle 1977)
and Torcello (Leciejewicz et al. 1977), an important
monograph on the maiolica of Pisa (Berti and Ton-
giorgi 1977) and more than a dozen articles, and one
will realise the volume of current research.

While work in the field provides an enormous
— and steadily increasing — quantity of material,
analyses of clays and glazes in the laboratory throw
new light on the problems of where particular types
were made and on the development of ceramic
technology. In this, as in other branches of me-
dieval archaeology, much of the most significant
work is being done in Genoa (Mannoni 1971; 1972;
1974; 1975a).

Coarse Pottery.

Despite the spectacular growth of archaeological
research, our knowledge of the medieval pottery of
Italy is still severely limited (Fig. 1). Many regions
are documented by only a handful of excavated sites
and in most areas long periods, especially before the
twelfth century, are missing from the record. The
gaps in our knowledge become apparent the mo-
ment we consider the coarse pottery.

The only regions for which we have a published
sequence of coarse pottery is Liguria, where Manno-
ni followed his pioneer article on “La ceramica d’usc
comune” (Mannoni 1970) with a revised account in
his monograph of 1975. More recently still, An-
drews and Pringle (1977 : 106-8) published a small
selection of later medieval pottery from excavations
at S. Silvestro, Genoa. Together, the sources des-
cribe a more or less continuous sequence of wares
from the second half of the eleventh century to the
present day (Mannoni 1957a: 182-3).

Elsewhere in Italy, the raw material exists for a
fairly comprehensive account of the coarse wares of
Rome and northern Lazio, with excavated pottery
from sites in the Roman campagna, chance finds
and pots used in building construction from Rome
itself (Mazzucato 1970) and a long series of thir-
teenth century and later material from Tuscania
(Ward-Perkins et al. 1973 : 49-59). In Lazio al
least, wheel-made pottery was produced on an
industrial scale from the eighth century and it seems
more than likely that factory-production continued
without a break from the Roman period onwards
(Whitehouse 1978a, with refs.).

It is by no means clear, however, where else in
Italy industrial production may have -continued
without interruption after the fifth century. Discuss-

ing northern Italy in general, Blake (1978 : 440-1)
writes of “the end of industrial production” and we
have no evidence so far of continuity in Liguria
(Mannoni 1975a: 11). In central Italy, the only
substantial information comes from Rome and even
here, despite the high probability, continuity has yet
to be demonstrated. In Sicily and the south, we have
mass-produced vessels from “early Christian” ceme-
teries some of which belong to the sixth century (or
even later), and evidence of industrial production
before the late ninth or tenth century at Lucera; the
gap, however, has still to be closed, although conti-
nuity in some areas seems probable (D’Angelo
1979, for ‘Byzantine’ pots at Palermo).

While attention has been focussed or the conti-
nuity or reestablishment of industrial production and
on its subsequent development, Mannoni (1970 :
304; 1975a: 34). and others have not neglected the
existence, especially in rural areas, of the custom of
making earthenware at home. Indeed, in parts of
Liguria and northern Apulia the production of home-
made testi, testelli and piatti, which in some cases
began in pre-Roman times, survived until the twen-
tieth century (Mannoni 1965; Whitehouse 1978b).

In short, the scattered evidence at our disposal
suggests that in most areas mass-produced earthen-
ware was no longer made after the fifth century.
Where it continued to be available, it was made in
a restricted number of places and presumably mar-
keted on a modest scale. Whether there was local
continuity or not, factory-made pots certainly were
in use at Rome in the eighth century and at Lucera
in the late ninth or early tenth century; the same,
I suggest, was true elsewhere in central and sou-
thern Italy.

Painted Pottery.

One type of coarse pottery demands particular
attention : unglazed vessels decorated with coloured
slip, which is usually orange, red or brown. Medie-
val painted pottery has a wide distribution in the
Mediterranean and Western Europe (Hurst 1969).
In Italy, it is known from a large number of sites,
almost exclusively in the central and southern re-
gions, and in Sicily. As the quantity of finds in-
creases, it is becoming clear that pottery painted
with stripes, spirals and other motifs was made in’
several different areas and at widely differing dates.
The simple classification 1 proposed in Whitehouse
(1966; 1969) no longer holds good and it is clear
that we can no longer think usefully in terms of the
diffusion of painted pottery from one part of Italy
to another.

If we exclude juglets and fiasks from “early Chris-
tian” cemeteries, the earliest securely-dated medie-
val painted pottery in southern Italy consists of
bowls, jars, jugs and amphorae with a cream to
reddish fabric and broad stripes, arcs or loops (Fig.
2). Pottery of this type has a wide distribution in
Apulia, Basilicata and Campania. At Lucera, it was
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Fi1G. 1. — Italy, showing sites mentioned in the text.

associated with a denaro of Charlemagne struck in
the late ninth century, a Byzantine follis, probably
of Romanus I (919-44), and a scrap of Forum ware
(Whitehouse n.d.). From Capaccio Vecchia, Maetzke
(1976 : 539-40) reported broad line pottery beneath
a deposit containing a coin of Constantine VII and
Zoe (913-9). At Otranto, the earliest broad line
pottery was found immediately above a layer con-
taining three Byzantine coins : Romanus I, Constan-
tine VII and an anonymous follis not earlier than
989. It is possible that the broad line wares of the
tenth century and later form part of a long tradition
in southern Italy, for a group of trefoil-mouth jugs
from Campania and Basilicata combine broad line
decoration including arcs paralleled at Lucera, with
a form closely matched in deposits of the sixth and

seventh centuries at Athens (Robinson 1959 : 116-
22, no. M362, etc.). If we were to seek even earlier
antecedents, late Roman jugs and bowls decorated
with zones and stripes of red slip, such as were made
at Calle in Basilicata, would provide a plausible
point of departure (unpublished : Museo nazionale,
Matera).

By contrast, in Lazio broad line pottery is extre-
mely rare (Mazzucato 1976a: 13-5 published three
pieces from Rome). Instead, we have a series of
jugs and amphorae, mostly in small fragments,
decorated with narrow stripes and spirals. The ear-
liest excavated examples come from S. Cornelia,
near Rome, where sherds occurred in Period II,
which the excavators date to between c. 780 and
840. A jug used in the construction of the cloister
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F1G. 2. — Unglazed painted pottery with broad line decoration from Lucera (Apulia). Scale 1:4.

at S. Paolo fuori le Mura, Rome, shows that similar
wares were still current between 1193 and 1241
(Giovenale 1918 : 138 and fig. 6). We do not know
yet whether narrow line pottery was made conti-
nuously in Lazio between these dates, whether all
the finds belong to a single tradition, or, indeed,
when production began and ended.

A third group of painted wares, again with narrow
line ornament, comes from sites in southern Italy
(Fig. 3). At Otranto, narrow line sherds occurred
in the same deposit as the earliest broad line pottery,
some time after 989. At Lucera, on the other hand,
narrow line pottery came into use after the disappea-
rance of the broad line wares, but — Forum ware
apart — before the arrival of the earliest glazed
pottery in the first quarter of the thirteenth century
(Whitehouse n.d.).

A fourth, highly distinctive group of painted
pottery consists of amphorae decorated with stripes
and illiterate Arabic inscriptions found in Palermo
(D’Angelo 1976). The most important find-spots are
the monastery attached to the Martorana, where
some sixty amphorae were found in a vault, and the
Zisa where an even larger number (again used in
the construction of vaults) included wasters. The
Zisa was begun by William I in 1164-5 and complet-

ed by William II shortly after 1166. The monastery
was built in 1193. The amphorae, therefore, belong
to the second half of the twelfth century.

These are by no means the only unglazed painted
wares in Italy, and the recent discoveries of broad
and narrow line pottery in the same deposit at
Otranto and of broad and narrow line wasters in
the same late medieval kiln debris at Ugento, also
in Apulia, reinforce the caution expressed by Italian
scholars about attempting too rigid a classification
of what, after all, is an extremely simple decorative
technique.

The Earliest Glazed Pottery.

The ground is only marginally more secure when
we consider the earliest glazed pottery. The pro-
blems of the date and origin of the first medieval
glazed wares in Italy have considerable importance,
not only as the likely starting-point for later develop-
ments, but also because they have been taken to
represent a stepping-stone in the supposed diffusion
of the technique of glazing from the East Mediter-
ranean to Western Europe. During the Roman
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F16. 3. — Unglazed painted pottery with narrow line
decoration from Lucera (Apulia). Scale 1:4.

period, lead glazed pottery was made on a modest
scale in both the Mediterranean and the European
provinces of the Empire. It is accepted that produc-
tion almost certainly ceased in the transalpine pro-
vinces in the Migration Period and did not resume
on a regular basis until the ninth century. In the
Mediterranean region, the problem of continuity is
more difficult and, while it is often maintained that
the technique survived the end of the Roman period
in the east, the evidence from the west has provoked
controversy.

Even in the east, however, the evidence for conti-
nuity is minimal, although many students of Islamic
pottery maintain that lead glazed relief ware was
made continuously from the Roman period to the
ninth century. Nevertheless, I do not know a single
well-dated find of sixth century pottery which seems
to have been made in the Mediterranean basin. In
the areas under Byzantine control, the earliest post-
Roman material consists of glazed bowls from a
shipwreck at Yassi Ada, dated by coins c. 625 (Bass
1971), and of more than 600 sherds from a deposit
sealed c. 650-70 at St. Polyeuktos (Saraghane),
Istanbul (Hayes 1968 : 203-16). In the areas which
rapidly came under Islamic control, cases have been
made for the existence of seventh or eighth century
glazed wares in Syria and Palestine (Day 1960 : 40-1)
and in Egypt (Scanlon 1966 : 104-6). However until
larger quantities are available of excavated material
datable between the fifth and the seventh centuries,
these examples should be approached with care.

Turning to Italy — the only part of the central
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and west Mediterranean for which continuity is
claimed — we have plausible evidence from one
area only, the north. It has long been known that
in Liguria and the Po plain pottery with green or
yellow-brown glaze remained in use after the fifth
century (Lamboglia 1964 : 70; Mannoni 1975a : 45-
6). More recently, at Castelseprio a stratified se-
quence which began in the fourth or fifth century
and ended between the seventh and the ninth centu-
ries yielded glazed sherds in all deposits and there
was no reason to believe that those from the latest
levels (which were hand-, not wheel- made) were
residual (Kurnatowski ef al. 1968 : 11). At Torcello,
pottery with green or brown glaze occurred in de-
posits attributed to the seventh or eighth century
(Leciejewicz et al. 1977 : 219-22, but see also Blake
1978 : 455, n. 71). Today, therefore, it seems likely
that glazed pottery was made continuously in nor-
thern Italy from late Roman times until at least
some time between the seventh and ninth centuries;
whether production continued without a break after
that date, remains to be seen.

Elsewhere in Italy, we have no evidence for conti-
nuity from the Roman period and the earliest un-
doubted post-Roman glazed pottery is Forum ware
(Ceramica con vetrina pesente) (Fig. 4). Forum
ware has a coarse grey to red fabric and a thick
greenish glaze. 87.5 % of the surviving pots from the
largest single find, in the Lacus Iuturnae in the Forum
at Rome, are decorated with applied petals. Other
vessels have combed or incised ornament; a few
elaborate moulded motifs also occur. The most
common form is an ovoid or globular jug (White-
house 1965 : 57; Mazzucato 1972).

Mineralogical analysis of sherds from Rome show
that they were made in Lazio and the quantity and
variety in which Forum ware occurs in Rome, com-
bined with the presence of wasters, establish the
city as a leading — perhaps the leading — place of
production (Williams and Ovenden 1978 : 508-9). It
is not surprising, therefore, that sherds are reported
from at least 25 sites in Lazio, none more than
70 km. from Rome. The same or similar pottery
occurs in a wide, but thin scatter elsewhere on the
Italian mainland, and in Corsica, Sardinia, Sicily and
Malta. Among the find-spots outside Lazio, only
Lucera is more than a few kilometres from the sea.

The chronology of Forum ware is not yet clear,
although several pieces come from stratified contexts
which broadly speaking are “early medieval” in
date. Perhaps the most important site is S. Cornelia,
where Period T yielded 1 sherd and Period II, 23.
Period I apparently ended c. 780 and Period II,
c. 840. On this evidence, I believe (pace Mazzu-
cato 1972 : 61) that Forum ware was made in, but
perhaps not exclusively in, the period c. 750-850.

If the technique of glazing reappeared at Rome
after a break in production, it was either reinvented
independently or introduced from abroad. If the
latter occurred, one possible source of information
is the Byzantine world, where Brown glazed ware
has a similar coarse fabric and thick brown te
greenish glaze (Morgan 1942 : 36-42). The Brown
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Fi16. 4. — Forum ware from Rome. Scale 1:4.
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F1G. 5. — Pottery with sparse glaze from Rome (no. 1) and Spiral ware from Grottaferrata (Lazio) (nos. 2-4). Scale 1:4.

glazed ware from Corinth includes many chafing
dishes, which occur also among the Forum ware
from Rome (Mazzucato 1972 : figs. 61-2 and 84-5),
although they are unknown elsewhere in central
Italy, and a distinctive type of spout (Ibid. : fig. 105) :
not a Byzantine form, but a shape familiar on Forum
ware. It seems likely, therefore, that a connection
existed.

Forum ware was replaced in Rome and the Roman
Campagna by pottery covered only partly with
streaks and splashes of greenish glaze (Fig. 5). Simi-
lar material exists in Umbria and at Matelica in the
Marche (a single sherd with spots of glaze, possibly
fortuitous, cp. Mercando 1970 : 434, no. 112). This
is known in English as “pottery with sparse glaze”,
by analogy with ceramiek met geviekt glazuur from
Holland; the Italian term is ceramica con vetrina
pesante a macchia. Although sparse glaze occurs
on jugs and other forms typical of production bet-

ween the ninth and the twelfth centuries, we do not
know yet precisely when it was made. Period II at
S. Cornelia yielded more than 100 sherds and on
this basis I conclude (again pace Mazzucato 1976b :
5-6, who prefers a lower chronology) that it came
into use in the early ninth century. The date at
which sparse glaze ceased to be made is even less
clear; we simply do not have the evidence. If it
remained in use until the introduction of improved
glazes, such as Ceramica laziale, it was still available
in the twelfth century. On the other hand, we should
not exclude completely the possibility that production
of glazed pottery in Lazio ceased some time between
(let us say) the tenth and the twelfth centuries.

In short, the slender evidence available to us
suggests that glazed pottery was made continuously,
but on a small scale, in parts of northern Italy from
the late Roman period until at least the seventh-ninth
centuries. Elsewhere in Italy, we have no evidence
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of continuity and the earliest medieval glazed pottery
is Forum ware, which occurs mainly in Rome and
the Roman campagna and appears to date from the
period c. 750-850. Production of glazed ware
continued in Lazio, where we find pottery with sparse
glaze. Whether or not it continued until the twelfth
century, when improved glazes appeared, is not yet
known. The north Italian pottery, Forum ware and
pottery with sparse glaze apart, we have no conclu-
sive evidence at present for the manufacture of glazed
pottery anywhere in Italy between the Roman period
and the eleventh century.

The Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries.

Whatever the fate of pottery with sparse glaze and
the earliest glazed wares in the north, the popularity
and function of glazed pottery underwent a profound
change in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, when
we have evidence of (1) the importation of glazed
tablewares on a commercial scale and (2) widespread
local production of tablewares with improved glazes
and painted ornament.

The most striking evidence for importation is

provided by bacini (pots used as architectural orna-
ment). Bacini were by no means exclusively an
Italian phenomenon, but in Italy they were par-
ticularly common. From the early eleventh century
onwards, dishes and bowls were used to enliven the
architecture of north and central Italy, with rare
examples in Sardinia, Calabria and Sicily (Mazzu-
cato 1973 : 31-5). Among the earliest datable, or
apparently datable, building with bacini are churches
at Pisa (eg. S. Zeno and S. Sisto) (Berti and Tongiorgi
1979) Pomposa (the campanile, built in 1063) and
Rome (S. Prassede). Among the earliest imported
bacini are plain green pots, Islamic lustre wares
and pottery with combinations, of brown, green
and yellow ornament from Sicily and the Maghreb
(Ceramica magrebing). Ceramica magrebina also
occurs in late eleventh and twelfth century deposits
at Genoa (Andrews and Pringle 1977 : 138-40),
Otranto, Pavia and other sites. There can be no
doubt, therefore, that glazed tablewares were im-
ported to Italy on a significant scale and that
importation had already begun by the mid-eleventh
century. At this date, the main sources of supply
were southern Spain, Egypt and in particular the
Maghreb. Byzantine wares which are still some-
times seen as a major stimulus in the development

PLaTE 1. — Siculo-Maghrebi ware decorated in brown, green and yellow, from Caccuri (Calabria). Dia. 20 cm.
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FiG. 6. — Ceramica laziale from Rome, Scale 1:4.

of Italian pottery (eg. Donatone 1976 : 16), occur
in significant quantities at Otranto, but otherwise
are rare (Berti and Tongiorgi 1979).

In most parts of Italy, local production began
somewhat later than the importation of table wares.
In Sicily, however, which until the Norman conquest
was an Islamic emirate intimately connected with
the Maghreb, production almost certainly began in
the eleventh century (D’Angelo 1979). The pottery
in question is usually known as “Siculo-Norman”
ware (Ragona 1975: 23-33, with refs.), although
the term Siculo-Maghrebi (siculo-magrebina) would
be more appropriate (Plate I). Although this mate-
rial has such a strong likeness to pottery from the
Maghreb that it is often impossible without minera-

logical analysis to distinguish one product from the
other, the discovery of kiln debris at Agrigento,
Piazza Armerina and Syracuse proves that some
Siculo-Maghrebi ware was indeed made in Sicily.
Pots of Siculo-Maghrebi type occur as bacini in, for
example, late eleventh century buildings at Pisa and
in the eleventh or early twelfth century Torre Civica
at Pavia (Aguzzi 1970).

In mainland Italy, outside the area of immediate
Maghrebi influence, the simplest type of improved
glaze is an over-all bright green finish. Unfortunately,
in this case, too, without mineralogical analysis it is
rarely possible to distinguish between local and im-
ported pieces and we do not know whether produc-
tion began in some areas before the thirteenth cen-
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FiG. 7. — Lead glazed pottery from Orvieto (Umbria). Scale 1:4.

tury, when there is no doubt that local green glazed
wares were available in northern Apulia — and
presumably in other areas, too.

Indeed, the earliest datable type of improved
glaze in mainland Italy appears to be Spiral ware
(Fig. 5). This is the generic name for a group of
bowls and jugs decorated with brown and green
spirals, sometimes accompanied by stripes and other
motifs, under a thin, transparent glaze (Whitehouse
1978a : 483-5). Spiral ware has been reported from
at least 16 sites round the coasts of western Italy,
Sicily and Tunisia. Mannoni (1975b: 391-2) sug-
gested on the basis of thin-section analysis that a

sherd of spiral ware found at Sciacca was made in
Sicily. Mazzucato (1976b : 45) has argued that one
variety was made in Rome. The striking quantity
of Spiral ware from excavations beneath S. Lorenzo
Maggiore, Naples, suggests that Campania, too, is
another possible source (cp. Williams and Ovenden
1978 : 510, no. 15). Spiral ware has been attributed
to the late eleventh century on the basis of bacini
at S. Prassede, Rome (Mazzucato 1976a: 28-32),
although it is clear than one variety, decorated with
three green spirals, was still in use in the fourteenth
century (D’Angelo et al., 1974 : 266).

Another early group of tablewares consists of



Ceramica laziale from Rome and related products
from Tuscania and Orvieto (Figs. 6-7) (Mazzucato
1976b; Whitehouse 1976). Ceramica laziale is re-
presented by cups, bowls, jars and jugs for which
on typological grounds alone a local origin seems
overwhelmingly probable and for which we have
wasters from Rome (Mazzucato 1979). Besides
vegetal ornament of “Italian type”, however, the
decoration includes groups of stripes and “eye”
motifs in brown and green, closely similar to the
painting on late eleventh to thirteenth century pots
from the Maghreb and Sicily. It appears, therefore,
that potters in Rome imitated the ornament of im-
ported vessels, producing a hybrid style, the hall-
marks of which are leaves or leaf scrolls on green
backgrounds, panels of lattice filled with asterisks or
similar motifs, and rare birds or shields. Ceramica
laziale was imitated in northern Lazio (at Tuscania
and perhaps also Viterbo) and in parts of Umbria
(at Orvieto).

Graffita Arcaica.

Apart from Sicily, parts of central Italy and per-
haps also Campania, the only other area for which
we have reliable published evidence of local manu-
facture of glazed pottery before the thirteenth century
is Liguria, where a group of plain- and flange-rim
bowls and other forms came into use shortly before
c. 1200 (Mannoni 1975a : 62-4; Andrews and Prin-
gle 1977 : 161). This Ingubbiata chiara consists of
pots with a yellow to pink or reddish fabric, covered
with white slip and yellowish transparent glaze.
Decoration is rare. Although usually described as a
separate class of glazed pottery, Ingubbiata chiara
is distinguished from local incised wares only by
the absence or near-absence of scratched ornament
and it seems reasonable now to abandon the term.

Throughout northern Italy, the best-known late
medieval lead glazed pottery has incised ornament
enlivened with splashes of green, yellow-brown (fer-
raccia) and occasionally purple: so-called Graffita
arcaica. The term was used first for the earliest finds
on the Po plain; later, it was applied to material
from Liguria and Tuscany.

The Graffita arcaica of the Po plain (Graffita
arcaica padana) consists of bowls, dishes and jugs
with a red fabric and white slip (Fig. 8). The or-
nament comprises geometric, vegetal and zoomor-
phic motifs, the last including fantastic animals (eg.
Reggi 1971 : pls. 1-2, 8, etc.). Despite a wide distri-
bution, from Turin to Venice, and the existence of
numerous kilns, the Graffita arcaica of the Po plain
forms a remarkably homogeneous group and the
regional styles of the Veneto, Emilia, Romagna and
Lombardy (Siviero 1979) all share the same general
characteristics. Although formerly thought to be en-
tirely fifteenth century, the earliest typical Graffita
arcaica padana is now dated to the late fourteenth
century. Before this date, however, we find scratched
wares decorated with foliage and zoomorphic motifs
and enlivened with green and yellow-brown among
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Fi1G. 8. — Graffita arcaica padana. No. 1 from Bologna,
dia. 25 ¢cm. No. 2 from Forli, dia. 30.5 cm.
(After Reggi 1971).

bacini of the mid-thirteenth century at Monza and
of the fourteenth century at Avigliana (Blake 1979).
At Torcello, the excavators believe that graffita
arrived at an even earlier date, in the twelfth cen-
tury (Leciejewick et al. 1977 : 222). Graffita arcaica
was particularly common in the Po plain c. 1400-50,
after which it was partly, but not wholly, replaced
by scratched pottery with ‘renaissance’ ornament.

On the west coast of Italy, it was thought until
recently that at least two other groups of early
graffita existed : graffita arcaica tirrenica (Fig. 9)
and graffita arcaica ligure (Mannoni 1975a : 72-82).
The material identified as Graffita arcaica tirrenica
consists mainly of bowls with a plain or flange rim,
comparable with those of Ingubbiata chiara. They
have a pink fabric and cream slip. The decoration
is geometric, vegetal or (rarely) zoomorphic. Com-
mon motifs are grid-iron medallions and, on the
rims, arcades, zigzags and concentric arcs, all of
which recall Proto-maiolica. So-named because of
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FiG. 9. — Graffita arcaica tirrenica from Liguria. Scale 1:2. (After Mannoni 1975a).

its wide distribution round the coasts of the Tyrrhe-
nian Sea, from Sicily to Provence, Graffita arcaica
tirrenica came into use about the middle of the
thirteenth century. Mineralogical analysis shows that
some of it was made at Savona.

Graffita arcaica ligure also consists mainly of
bowls with a plain or flange rim. The fabric is
coarse and the decoration, which is deeply incised,
has geometric and vegetal motifs only. The colours
(green and yellow-brown) are dark and scattered

haphazardly over the interior. Wasters have been
found at Savona, but it is likely that Graffita arcaica
ligure was made in other centres, too.

As the evidence accumulates, it seems increa-
singly less likely that Ingubbiata chiara, Graffita
arcaica tirrenica and Graffita arcaica ligure form
distinct categories; they have a common repertoire
of forms and, on the scratched pieces, they share
many motifs. Indeed, perhaps we should consider
all three as components of a single group, for which



the name Graffita arcaica tirrenica is the most

appropriate.

Northern Italy, therefore, has two main types of
Graffita arcaica : padana and tirrenica. On the pre-
sent evidence, Graffita arcaica tirrenica came into
use c. 1200, at which time decoration was rare.
Later, c. 1250, incised ornament became common
and by the fourteenth century the full range of
motifs existed. Graffita arcaica padana, or its pre-
cursor, was already in use c. 1250, although wide-
spread production did not begin until the end of the
fourteenth century. Farther south, we find fifteenth
century scratched wares in Tuscany (eg. at Pisa),
Umbria (Todi and Gubbio) and northern Lazio
(Tuscania).

Among the questions posed by Graffita arcaica is
that of origin. Given its similarity to some of the
scratched wares of the East Mediterranean, such as
Port St Simeon ware (Lane 1937 : 45-53), one is
tempted to seek an eastern origin for the Italian
graffita. However, in view of the apparent develop-
ment of Graffita arcaica tirrenica from a local plain
or almost plain product, we should not exclude the
possibility of an independent, indigenous origin.

: / rﬁ"l.‘ .
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Maiolica.

The scratched wares of northern and central Italy
are one of two major groups of Italian later medieval
glazed pottery, the second being maiolica (White-
house 1978c, with refs.),

Fifty years ago the only well-known types of
medieval maiolica in Italy were represented by
chance finds from Faenza, Oriveto, Florence and
other towns in the central regions (Plate II and
Fig. 10). They consisted of jugs, bowls and other
forms, decorated with geometric motifs, leaves, birds
and animals, outlined in brown and filled with brown
or green. Scholars concluded that they belonged
to the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries — as
indeed many of them do — and, because they were
the earliest examples of Italian maiolica then known,
it was suggested that they represented an “archaic”
phase of production. The pots were named ac-
cordingly : Maiolica arcaica. While some scholars
pointed out that the term ‘maiolica’ was derived
from the place-name Majorca and so concluded that
tin-glazing was introduced from Spain, others assum-

i
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PLATE II. — Archaic maiolica decorated in brown and green. The central shield bears the arms of Charles I of Anjou
as King of Naples (1268-73).
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PLATE III. — Gela ware decorated in brown, blue and yellow, from Gela (Sicily). Dia. 22 cm.

FiG. 10. — Archaic maiolica from Orvieto. Scale 1:4.
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PLATE IV. — Proto-maiolica decorated in brown, green, yellow and blue, from Lucera (Apulia). Dia. 19.5 cm.

ed that the technique was invented independently
in Italy.

The first serious objection to this hypothesis came
with the preliminary report on a group of thirteenth
century pottery from Corinth (Waagé 1934). While
most of the medieval tablewares at Corinth are
typical Byzantine products with a transparent glaze
and incised ornament, a small proportion has an
opaque white glaze and painted decoration in two or
more colours. These painted wares have a general
likeness to Archaic maiolica and Waagé concluded
that they “served as the parent and prototype of the
Italian (products). It was not a matter of mere
‘influence’ for the resemblance is too close; the
actual pots were imported into Italy ... and closely
imitated” (Ibid.: 138). Because he saw it as the
prototype of the Italian wares, Waagé named the
material Proto-maiolica.

Waagé’s conclusion was contested by Liverani
(1937), who argued that the finds from Corinth
were not the precursors of Archaic maiolica; the
latter was ‘invented’ in Italy, while the former had
more in common with the polychrome pottery of
the East Mediterranean than the brown and green
wares (Archaic maiolica, the pottery of Paterna,
etc.) then known from the West.

N — =

b = — Sl e Tl

FiG. 11. — Proto-maiolica decorated in brown, blue and
yellow, from Merbaka in Greece. Scale 1:2.
(After Megaw 1964).
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F1G. 12, — Ceramica magrebina with tin glaze and decoration in brown and blue from Liguria. Scale 1:2.

(After Mannoni 1975a).

The controversy over Proto-maiolica took place
before the discovery that pottery of the type found
at Corinth is very common indeed in Apulia, Cam-
pania and Sicily. In fact, as Ballardini (1938 : 11)
anticipated, it is clear now that the earliest tin glazed
pottery made in these regions is Proto-maiolica.

Today, therefore, we distinguish two groups of
tin-glazed pottery in Italy between the thirteenth

and the fifteenth centuries : Archaic maiolica, decor-
ated mainly in brown and green, in the north and
central regions and Proto-maiolica, decorated in a
variety of colours, in Sicily and the south (White-
house 1967 : 66-70). Within each group, regional
and chronological variations occur. Among the
many local variants of Archaic maiolica, the distinc-
tive products of Pisa recently received detailed



attention (Berti and Tongiorgi 1977), as has an im-
portant group of pots from Assisi (Blake 1971).
Indeed, in some parts of central Italy, it is now
possible to distinguish between the products of
neighbouring towns, as in the case of Rome, Tusca-
nia and Orvieto. If we exclude the exceptional
occurrence of tin-glazed bricks in the late eleventh
or twelfth century at S. Maria del Popolo, Pavia —
perhaps the work of a foreign craftsman (Aguzzi
1970) — the earliest maiolica in northern and central
Italy belongs to the thirteenth century. If the date
(c. 1239) attributed to a group of tiles at Assisi is
correct (Palumbo 1971 : 331-5), maiolica was alre-
ady being made in central Italy in the 1230s, although
in some parts of the peninsula production did not
begin until the fifteenth century.

Among the variants of Proto-maiolica, probably
the best know is Gela ware, the distribution of
which leaves no doubt that it was made in Sicily
(Plate III). Other distinctive variants have been
recognised in Apulia (at Lucera) and Campania
(Naples). As a group, however, Proto-maiolica dis-
plays such a variety of forms, motifs and colour-
schemes, with combinations of brown, green, yellow
and blue, that it is clear that we are dealing with
the products of numerous kilns (Plate IV and Fig.
11). The archaeological evidence from Italy and
Greece suggests that Proto-maiolica came into use
shortly before 1200 (Megaw 1964 : 156; Mackay
1967 : 257-8). It is difficult to dissociate the intro-
duction of Proto-maiolica from the importation of
tin-glazed wares with brown and blue decoration
from the Maghreb (Fig. 12), beginning in the late
twelfth century (Berti and Tongiorgi 1979).

The scratched wares of northern and central Italy,
Archaic maiolica and Proto-maiolica were by no
means the only glazed wares made in Italy between
the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries: one might
mention the contemporary brown and green and
brown, green and red lead glazed wares of Apulia
(Whitehouse n.d.) and the glazed cooking pots
which had a wide distribution from the thirteenth
century onwards (Ward Perkins et al. 1973 : 60-1;
Andrews and Pringle 1977 : 108-14). Indeed, by
the fifteenth century a wide range of glazed kitchen-
and tablewares was available in most parts of Italy.
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