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Ever since the publication of Robert Knorr's first 
pioneering survey of the stamped and decorated 
samian ware of southern Gaul (Knorr 1919), it has 
been clear that there existed an interconnection 
between certain potters within the samian industry. 
In some cases, (eg Bassus and Coelus, Knorr 1919, 
taf. l3) this is likely to have been a simple 
partnership, but the methods of samian manufacture, 
with its need for both poinr;:ons and moulds prior to 
the actual production of decorated bowls, lends itself 
to a division of labour. Although there is no reason 
why poinr;:ons, moulds and finished bowls should 
not be made within the same workshop, there is 
equally no over-riding reason why this should have 
been so. Recent work (eg Haalebos, Mees & Polak 
1991) has drawn attention to what has long been 
known: that some finished bowls can have a 
different name inscribed within the decoration to 
that stamped in the basal interior or elsewhere. A 
trade in moulds between potters seems to be implied 
and it seems not impossible that there may also have 
been a trade in poinr;:ons. That such activity was not 
restricted to southern Gaul, is suggested by the 
occurrence of such 'double stamping' upon bowls 
from Central Gaul, eg in the appearance of the 
'plainware stamp' of one potter on bowls bearing 
the 'advertisement' stamp of another among Lezoux 
products (see for instance Stanfield & Simpson 
1990, pI. 164,3, Cintusmus on a bowl ofCinnamus). 

It is not the purpose of this note to explore 
directly the clearly complex commercial trading 
relationships between the samian potters, although 
such a review would, perhaps, be in order once the 
work of Allard Mees on South Gaulish samian is 
more generally available (cf. Mees 1992). Rather, 
the purpose here is to draw attention to work in a 
rather different field, that of North Staffordshire 
ceramics of the mid/late 18th century, where greater 
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documentation makes it possible to work out more 
of the relationships between potters and to produce 
a model which does, at least, deserve trial on the 
more obscure Roman situation. 

The recent work in question springs from the 
discovery in 1978 of a pit containing pottery waste, 
much of it cream ware, in Fenton (part today of 
Stoke-on-Trent). This proved to belong to the 
production ofWilliam Greatbatch. Archaeologically 
and historically, the ownership of the manufactury 
was fortunate. Greatbatch was producing pottery 
from his own works for only a comparatively short 
period (c 1762-82) before he was declared bankrupt 
and went to work for 10siah Wedgwood, so it is 
possible to see the development of the ceramics of 
a single producer across a short but crucial time for 
the Staffordshire pottery industry. Arguably more 
important, however, is the fact that, while operating 
on his own, Greatbatch sold a variety of items to 
Wedgwood and that some, at least, of these 
transactions are evidenced by records in the 
Wedgwood archives. It is possible, therefore, to 
compare the actual production of Greatbatch, as 
evidenced by the wastepit, with the documented 
trade with Wedgwood. This has indeed been done 
and forms a small part of a major study, recently 
published, of mid-18th century Staffordshire pottery 
production and of the Greatbatch material in 
particular (Barker 1991). 

Before we examine the Greatbatch-Wedgwood 
connection, we should perhaps point out the 
similarities between the pottery industry of 18th 
century Staffordshire and that of 1 st and 2nd century 
Gaul. Anyone visiting the samian production sites of 
Gaul can have little doubt that they are looking at 
the remains of a mass-production industry. Vast 
quantities of wasters come from all the major 
samian production sites and the distribution of the 



24 Peter Webster 

ware, across much of north-west Europe, upon 
almost all sites of a date within the period of 
production confirms this. However, this does not 
seem to be mass production in the modern sense of 
massive factories owned by large multi-national 
companies. The multiplicity of name-stamps must 
indicate a large group of individual makers. Even if 
we allow for the fact that the names appearing of 
the stamps and those appearing on the famous La 
Graufesenque tally-lists (Marichal 1988) show a 
sufficient lack of correlation to indicate that we 
cannot, as yet, fully understand the method of 
manufacture, everything points to production by a 
large number of relatively small businesses. We may 
add to this, evidence already mentioned of specialist 
makers of moulds (and perhaps also poinc;ons) 
operating within the industry. The situation is 
further confirmed by such finds as the Pompeii 
'hoard' (Atkinson 1914) and the Culip IV wreck 
(Nieto 1990) both of which contain the work of 
several makers within a single shipment. This is 
presumably evidence, either of communal selling, 
or, more likely, of middlemen buying from several 
producers. 

The situation in mid-18th century Staffordshire 
shows a remarkable number of similarities. 
Producers were scattered among the variety of small 
settlements which today have amalgamated into 
Stoke-on-Trent (see Barker 1991, endpapers). If 
Greatbatch is typical (and we may assume that he 
is) individual potteries were small (ibid Chapter 3) 
and employed a fairly small workforce (Barker 
estimates about two dozen, ibid, 106), but it is of 
interest that the specialised job of making block 
moulds was done by very few (in the Greatbatch 
establishment only by Greatbatch himself). Selling 
appears to have been through wholesalers, but also 
through other potters, such as Wedgwood, who 
clearly bought pottery from other makers and then 
sold it on. 

The largely localised production and distribution 
of pottery in the medieval and immediately post
medieval period in Britain presents a picture very 
different from that just painted. However, by the 
mid-18th century the situation had clearly changed. 
Perhaps most importantly for our case, pottery was 
again being made with the aid of moulds. The 
method was not exactly the same as in the Roman 
period. Potters now used master moulds (called 
block moulds) from which they took plaster casts 
and it was these which were used to produce the 
finished vessels. Interestingly, this was usually done 

by press-moulding, in other words pressing a sheet 
of clay into the mould, and it may be that these 
methods deserve further exploration by those 
seeking the methods by which vessels were 
produced from samian moulds. It has to be said, 
however, that the 18th century vessels were often 
more complex than those of an earlier period and 
we find several block moulds being used for the 
different elements of such vessels as tea and coffee 
pots. We also find separate moulds used for some 
relief decoration. 

If we examine the activities of Greatbatch and 
Wedgwood further, we find that Greatbatch was 
certainly making block-moulds for Wedgwood as 
well as making pots themselves to orders from 
Wedgwood. This much can be deduced from the 
documentary evidence (ibid Chapter 2). The 
evidence of the waste tip and of extant vessels in 
collections, however, shows that Greatbatch was 
producing pots on his own account and, presumably, 
selling these through normal trade channels. There 
seems no reason to doubt that he was also producing 
block moulds for producers other than Wedgwood 
and the appearance of some 'Greatbatch-type' 
vessels with decoration very different from that 
found in the waste pit may suggest this (although, it 
must be remembered that many potters sold 
undecorated wares to be decorated away from their 
factories ). 

To render the Wedgwood connection even more 
complex, there is some evidence of Greatbatch 
buying pottery from Wedgwood, rather than the 
more normal reverse position (ibid, 49). We might 
add here that in 1782 Greatbatch went bankrupt (as 
a result of a number of bad debts). After this he 
seems to have been employed by Wedgwood, 
perhaps immediately, but almost certainly from 
1786. The exact nature of this employment is 
uncertain, but Barker argues that he was employed 
as factory manager at Etruria. He endures, however, 
both on the evidence of the vessels produced in his 
years as an independent maker and in the memory 
of those writing a generation later, as a 'modeller'. 
One wonders if he did not continue to make block 
moulds for Wedgwood, thus opening up the 
possibility of Wedgwood/Greatbatch moulds of the 
post-1782 period. What is certain, of course, is that 
upon bankruptcy, Greatbatch's stock, including tools 
and block moulds, would have been sold, 
presumably to other potters, so that Greatbatch 
designs would have continued to appear for some 
time after the closure of his works. 
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It seems possible to derive from the Greatbatch 
story a model of the trade connections of a modest 
mid-18th century producer of moulded pottery. The 
scale of production was considerable. Some 200,000 
vessels were supplied to Wedgwood alone in a little 
over two years. The waste pit makes it clear that a 
much wider range of vessels was being made than 
those listed in the Wedgwood archives so that 
production well in excess of a hundred thousand 
vessels a year is implied. This and the technology of 
manufacture, using moulds, seems sufficiently close 
to that of the samian industry to make it worthwhile 
to make the comparision. The Greatbatch documents 
and archaeological evidence show the following:-

i) Production of moulds for use within the 
factory itself. 

ii) Production of pottery from those moulds, again 
within the factory. 

iii) Production of moulds for use by other 
factories. These were certainly produced by 
order for one other producer (Wedgwood) but 
may also have been produced for others (cf. 
Barker 1991, 43). 

iv) The selling of wares from one producer to 
another prior to their being sold out of the 
trade. This implies that moulds and moulded 
wares produced by one man would be sold by 
another. 

v) The dispersal of equipment, including moulds, 
upon the closure of a factory. 

If such connections also existed within the Roman 
samian industry, it would be more than sufficient to 
account for the observed phenomena and, in the 
absence of documentation, would be very difficult to 
conclusively confirm. 

Confirmation is not, however, the aim of this 
note. Rather it is to draw attention to similarities 
between the two industries, not only in their use of 
moulding but also in their state of development. 
Like the Gaulish potters of the 1 st and 2nd 
centuries, the Staffordshire industry of the 18th 

century was at the very beginning of mechanisation, 
was operating in small units owned by one or just a 
few men and was largely selling through 
middlemen. It may be that in looking for models 
against which to compare the Roman pottery 
industry we have concentrated too much upon pre
industrial societies. The Roman samian ware 
industry differs from many other branches of the 
Roman pottery industry, probably in its use of 
mechanical aids (cf Czysz 1982) but also in the 
division of labour implicit in the evidence from 
moulded wares. Should we not be looking to better 
documented and more recent proto-industrial 
industries for the models against which we compare 
this particular Roman operation? 

Peter Webster. 1993 
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