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POTTERS’ MOBILITY AND TRANSFER OF TECHNOLOGY:
NICOSIA TIN-GLAZED TABLEWARE IN THE 13th CENTURY

Véronique FRANCOIS,

CNRS, Aix Marseille Univ, LA3M, Aix-en-Provence, France

Abstract

Tin glazed tableware collected from four refuse pits in the Archiepiskopi site in Nicosia have cast a new light on
pottery production in Cyprus during the Lusignan period and have raised a certain number of questions concerning the
origin of the potters, the development of pottery crafts on the island and on the links with the Western Mediterranean

especially with Sicily.

The context of the findings

Several excavation campaigns led by F. Hadjichristofi
from 2009 to 2011 at the Archiepiskopi site have
revealed, in the southern part of the site, the remains
of an alakatin, a water raising machine powered by
animals, used to draw water from a deep vaulted
well. In the northern part, five refuse pits surround
the remains of a large ancient building'. The pits
which vary in depth and are dug in the earth
contain almost exclusively pottery. Each pit seems
to have been filled in one go as the contents are
homogeneous. Four pits were filled in the 13th
century and one in the 14th century.

The central area of the Archiepskopi site was
not built on during the Middle Ages. The fact that
there was a hydraulic system indicates that it may
have been a garden or orchard. The archaeological
exploration of the neighbouring site of Palaion De-
marcheion to the north has revealed ruins of houses,
churches and various buildings as well as the re-
mains of craft activity, wells, cisterns, and refuse
pits which date from the Frankish and Venetian
periods. Furthermore, this excavation has revealed
the existence of ceramic production as shown by the
presence of numerous tripod stilts and over fired
fragments, which are dated, by Y. Violaris, to the
14th and 15th centuries (Violaris 2004). No kilns
have been found on this site that’s why we may
assume that these production dumps were backfills
which had been transported from a neighbouring
district to be used for levelling work. In the current
state of research, it is impossible to determine the
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exact location of this workshop but, thanks to the
material found in the refuse pits at Archiepiskopi,
it is possible to describe its production. Actually, a
large part of the pottery brought to light through
this excavation is of local origin as shown by the
tripod stilts and over fired pottery found in the pits.
The earth used is limestone clay which is hard and
contains red, white and black inclusions. After fi-
ring, her colour varies from beige to orange. The
fabric is different from that used in the workshops
of Paphos at the same period. There is a detailed
description of the production of this workshop in
Nicosia in a recently published article (Francois
2017: 821-985). The focus here is on one particular
category, tin-glazed ware.

The tin-glazed pottery of Nicosia

Tin-glazed pottery was found in four pits, their fil-
ling can be dated to the late 12th to the 13th century
on the basis of imports found there, namely pottery
from the Middle East — crusader glazed cooking
pots and glazed wares from Beirut workshops and
Ayyubid polychrome painted fritwares — and By-
zantium — the so-called Aegean Wares. In those four
pits tin-glazed ware represents 57% of the glazed
pottery, his presence is not anecdotic; alkaline-lead
is represented to the tune of 37% and lead-glazed
pottery 11%. In the 14th century pit, it has comple-
tely disappeared.

Those large bowls, bowls and tin-glazed cups
were made from that distinctive limestone clay.
Their surface was often lightened by the adding
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of salt, which has the advantage of producing light
backgrounds after firing. The production process
of tin-glazed pottery takes place in two stages. The
shaped bowls were fired for the first time in order
to obtain biscuit-fired pieces (Fig. 1, 1-7). Several
such examples with a soapy texture can be found
in the pits. They are characterised by the shape of
their ring base with an interior disk which is an-
other typical feature of these products (Fig. 1, 1-4).
The pieces of tableware were then covered, only on
their inner surface — with the exception of places

where the liquid had run on the outside — by a wa-
tery mixture containing lead oxide, calcined tin and
finely ground quartz (Picon, Thiriot, Vallaury 1995:
41-50). The limestone fabric of Nicosia, with a high
expansion coefficient and thus highly porous, fa-
cilitated the adhesion of the coating. However, the
glaze has only been partially preserved on these
objects. It has been all the more difficult to identify
it, as it is of poor quality and barely covers the
surface — undoubtedly because of a low percentage
of tin in the lead glaze. The Nicosia pieces have

0 5 10 cm

Fig. 1 Biscuit-fire pieces of tin-
glazed ware of the Nicosia workshop
(1-7); tin glazes of poor quality and
varying in opacity (8-12); over fired
glazed piece (13).
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an uneven surface, little lustre and are of varying
opacity (Fig. 1, 8-12). An over fired glazed piece
was found in one of the pits which confirms the
local origin of this pottery (Fig. 1, 13). Those large
bowls, bowls and cups of a wide variety of shapes
and sizes, with thin or very thick walls, have been
decorated with radiating patterns, festoons and in-
terlacing sometimes roughly painted in green (cop-
per), brown (manganese) or green and brown on
the whitish glaze. In view of the poor state of pres-

ervation of these objects it is often difficult to iden-
tify the decoration and if some bowls seem not to
have any decoration it may be that it is no longer
visible today (Figs 2-3).

The Byzantine Empire and the Muslim Middle
East depended on imports from South East Asia
and Cornwall in England for their supply of tin ore
(Whitehouse 1981: 7-14; Pitarakis 1998: 142; Cuomo
di Caprio, Fiorilla 1992: 29). It was an expensive com-
modity. Perhaps for this reason the Nicosia potters

Fig. 2 Tin-glazed wares from the

Nicosia workshop.
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Fig. 3 Tin-glazed wares from the Ni-

4 cosia workshop.

replaced the tin-glaze by a colourless or green lead-
glaze applied directly onto the limestone paste of
huge bowls which had the same shape as their tin-
glazed counterparts and which were also decorated
in a cursory fashion with festoons and crossed arcs
painted in green (Fig. 4).

These different types of bowls and cups also ap-
pear in the excavations at Palaion Demarcheion where
they are dated as 12th century which is probably too

early a dating (von Wartburg 2009: 249-264, fig. 5).
The archaeologist recognised a fine layer of thin whit-
ish slip on the surface. It is probably a glaze which has
deteriorated as is the case of the Archiepiskopi pieces
especially as it is specified that this homogenous group
is very badly preserved. The very plain geometrical
decorations are painted in green and brown. M.-L.
von Wartburg suggests they may be of Middle Eastern
origin, without being more specific but the compari-
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Fig. 4 Colourless or green lead-
glazed painted wares from the
Nicosia workshop.

sons she makes are not convincing. Pottery with the
same shape and appearance was brought to light by
the excavations at Saranda Kolones in Paphos (Megaw,
Rosser 2001: 324, 325). Bowls which sometimes have
a disk base are in a dark orange fabric or in a buff fab-
ric with coarse inclusions. According to A.H.S. Megaw
who has studied them, the glaze has deteriorated con-
siderably so it is difficult to identify what it is. He can
however identify a lead glaze which has been applied

directly on to the fabric. Yet, even if the published
photograph is of poor quality, a bowl with a white
washed surface can be clearly seen. If it isn’t a slip it
can only be a tin-glaze. This pottery, decorated with
erratic brown stripes or with broad-brush manganese
segments of the same type as observed on the Nicosia
examples, appear in the refuse pits dated probably
from the early 13th century. For A.H.S. Megaw, they
were imported from the Levant. It has to be noted
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that, whichever excavation site is considered, the glaze
is always in poor condition. The coating of pottery
can be severely altered when it is buried. Fragments
of pottery which come from excavations often have a
powdery surface which is identified as a whitish slip.
This deterioration makes identification difficult.

As this tin-glaze and this particular form of base
were both unfamiliar to the Byzantine world, my first
reaction was to attribute this type of ware to the Middle
East as A.H.S. Megaw and M.-L. von Wartburg had
done before me. The tin-glaze, the painted green and
brown decoration and the disk base are indeed cha-
racteristics of a large part of the Abbasid and Fatimid
productions of Syria. However, if in the period we
are focusing on, the 13th century, tin-glaze was still
used on Islamic lustre painted Islamic ware and if we
can observe, in the pottery of the Crusader period in
Beirut, the occasional disk base, there are no similar
pieces in the production of Syria or Egypt. So, we
should look elsewhere for parallels. They can in fact
be found on the Western shores of the Mediterranean.

Links to the protomaiolica of Sicily

This tin-glazed ware of Nicosia, painted green and
brown, has a certain number of morphological fea-
tures and techniques in common with Gela ware,
which is a type of protomaiolica made in Sicily from
the beginning of the 13th century (Whitehouse 1980:
77-83; Patitucci Uggeri 1985: 337-402; 1990: 7-39;
1997: 44-52, fig. 20-25). The centres of production
which are known are: Caltagirone which is an in-
land town, founded by the Ligurians in the middle
of the 12th century and which overlooks the vast
plain behind Gela, refused pieces have been found
there; Terranova/Eraclea, a new town founded in
1233 by Frederic II on the ruins of ancient Gela and
where the potters from Caltagirone probably settled
in the second quarter of the 13th century (Ragona
1991: 97); Camarina, a small harbour town south of
Gela and finally Syracuse (Cuomo di Caprio, Fiorilla
1992: 7-79). The most widespread morphological
type found in Gela ware is a bowl with a 17 to 23 cm
diameter opening with a very wide ledge rim. There
is often an interior disk in the circular base. The Gela
ware bowls are made from limestone clay containing
numerous quartz inclusions extracted from the geo-
logical basin of south-central Sicily; they are covered

with a layer of tin glaze on the inside surface only.
The observation of the tin glaze of a series of sam-
ples shows that the tin is in varying quantities and
consequently the degree of opacification is not uni-
form especially since the grinding was not perfectly
done and the oxidation was incomplete (Cuomo di
Caprio, Fiorilla 1992: 40). The tin-glaze was applied
on a light background because the potters whitened
the surface of the bowls with seawater before the
first firing thus purposely reducing the proportion
of tin oxide in the glaze?. The body of the Gela ware
pottery is decorated with geometrical designs, foliage
scrolls and various types of animals painted in green
(copper) in brown (manganese) and in yellow (iron)
whereas on the wide ledge rim, plain, joined and
crossed arcs unfold and brown painted wreathes are
enhanced with coloured green and yellow points.
Specialists agree on the fact that Gela ware, be-
cause of its shape and tin glaze clearly differs from
the local pottery tradition, namely siculo-maghrebi
ware (Molinari 1995: 121-123). However, the tech-
nique and style of the Sicilian protomaiolica ware
owe a great deal to North African pottery, particularly
to Tunisian tin glazed pottery painted in cobalt blue
and manganese which had a resounding success on
the Italian market from the last quarter of the 12th
century and in the first quarter of the 13th century
(Patitucci Uggeri 1997: 44-52; Ragona 1990: 197).
The protomaiolica of Gela was mainly marketed
in eastern Sicily. In the western part of the island it is
less apparent and is rarely to be found in the Italian
peninsula where it appears sporadically in Calabria,
Campania, Liguria and Tuscany — in Pisa, Gela ware
bacini are inserted into the walls of the church of San-
ta Cecilia which enables us to assert that these bowls
were already being made in the period between 1220
and 1230 (Berti, Tongiorgi 1981: tav. CLXI: 360, 362,
626, CLXII; Berti, Gelichi 1995: 146). It also crops up
in Provence (Molinari 1992: 510; Amouric, Richez,
Vallauri 1999: 27, 28, fig. 59). Gela ware is rarely
found in the eastern Mediterranean sites (Patitucci-
Uggeri 1985: 361-396; Metalla 2011: vol. I, 173-175,
vol. IL, pl. 100: 435, pl. 105: 462, 463, pl. 109; Fran-
cois 1999: 73, 74, 76, 77, 80, fig. 16, cat. 157-160;
Shaddoud 2014: vol. I, 72, vol. II, pl. 60: 5; Stern
2012: vol. I, 76-80, vol. II, 122, 124, 129, 130, pl.
4.58.1, pl. 4.61.1-6 et 3, color pl. 3: 3, 8, 9) and in
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Cyprus only one bowl has been recognised in Fama-
gusta (Mogabgab 1951: 186, pl. XXXVI, 2) whereas
a fragment of pottery was found in the excavation
of Archiespiskopi. It has been established that Gela
ware as well as the protomaiolica ware of Apulia
were goods intended for the Franks of Morea and
the Holy Land and probably travelled along with the
Crusaders between Sicily and Apulia on the one hand
and between the Levant and the Latin kingdom of
Jerusalem on the other (Pringle 1982: 111, 112).

The tin-glazed production of Nicosia has certain
shapes in common with Gela ware, such as the hem-
ispherical bowl with a wide ledge rim which is often
separated from the body by a ridge (Fig. 2, 1) and
the ring base with a canted groove on the underside
(Fig. 2, 6, 8; Fig. 3, 1, 2, 4). As for the proto-
maiolica ware the surface is whitened with seawater
and the weak tin glaze is only applied on the inner
surfaces of objects. The decoration is painted in the
same shade but more rudimentary in its design and
the way it is painted. We should conclude that this
tin glaze production has developed on the island
thanks to the arrival from the outside of artisans
who already mastered this particular skill.

Fig. 5 Gela Wares (© Victoria and Albert Museum).

Where did the Nicosia potters come from?

We can assume that the introduction of tin glaze
to Cyprus, at the beginning of the 13th century,
occurred under the influence of Arab potters from
Sicily, who had either been obliged to move or chose
to do so. At the time of the Norman Conquest, 250
000 Muslims lived in Sicily, they made up more than
half of the population. Their number was reduced by
90% over one and a half centuries (Abulafia 1990:
103). From 1223, Frederic II forced a large part of
the Muslim population of western Sicily, who were
impossible to control, to migrate. Twenty thousand
Saracen rebels were transferred to Lucera in Apulia
(Abulafia 1990: 103-133).

This population movement was not without con-
sequences for the production of pottery in the West-
ern Mediterranean. The making of tin-glaze ware,
with a disk base, flourished in Lucera from the sec-
ond quarter of the 13th century, following the es-
tablishment of the Sicilian colony (Wilson 2017: 47).
In Marseille, excavation of workshops in the Sainte-
Barbe district has provided proof of the arrival from
abroad, probably Sicily, of potters who mastered the
technique of tin glazing. Limestone fabric bowls, tin
glazed and decorated with painted green and brown
designs, with a similar profile, a ring base with an
internal disk, were made locally (Fig. 6). L. Vallauri
has shown that there is a great technical, morphologi-
cal and stylistic proximity between this ware, made in
Marseille, and the protomaiolica of Sicily (Marchesi,
Thiriot, Vallauri 1997: 219, 222, 229). This tableware,
which was tin glazed, a technique which was un-
known in Provence at this time, made in the Gela
ware tradition from the first half of the 13th century,
as well as the appearance in Marseille of the kiln
with clay rods, confirms the adoption, in Christian
lands, of production methods of Islamic tradition. In
the same way, a production of limestone fabric, ting-
glazed pottery painted in green and/or brown was
isolated in Barcelona in Catalonia. Described as pisa
arcaica, these bowls were made locally in the first
half of the 13th century as shown workshop ves-
tiges. The technique of tin glazing was unknown in
Barcelona before that date. According to the special-
ists who have studied this pottery, the commercial
ties established between Catalonia, North Africa and
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Fig. 6 Tin-glazed painted wares
manufactured in the Sainte-
Barbe workshop in Marseille,
first half of the 13th century
(drawings and pictures Marchesi,
Thiriot, Vallaury 1997).

Sicily, as well as close relations with Naples, make it
possible to believe that the potters came from south-
ern Italy or Sicily (Beltrdn de Heredia Bercero 2007:
139-158; 2009: 635-651; Garcia Inanez, Buxeda,
Garrogos 2007: 161-179).

The technical, morphological and, to a lesser de-
gree, decorative characteristics of one of the first
Cypriot products in the 13th century, enable us to
believe that the Arab potters who made them in
Nicosia came from south central Sicily at the begin-

ning of the 13th century®. The mobility of potters,
whether enforced or spontaneous — these skilled
workers were able to take advantage of a voyage
towards the Holy Land on the occasion of the sixth
Crusade led by Frederic II in 1228 — was a primary
factor of cross-cultural transfers and the diffusion
of technology. They had mastered the technique
of tin glazing, adapted their skills to local demand
in Nicosia and undoubtedly to the means at their
disposal. Evidently, it was not easy to obtain tin



POTTERS’ MOBILITY AND TRANSFER OF TECHNOLOGY: NICOSIA TIN-GLAZED TABLEWARE IN THE 13th CENTURY

as shown by the low opacification of the glaze
used for the Nicosia bowls and the lack of glaze
on their outer surface’. The variations in appear-
ance between the Gela ware and the Nicosia bowls,
particularly concerning the decorative repertoire,
convey a deterioration of quality which goes hand
in hand with the change in repertoires and the loss
of models. The artisans cannot be clearly identified
and there are still grey areas concerning the ways
the technology was transferred and the adoption of
this new production technique in Nicosia. However,
these findings bear witness yet again to the cultural
mix which existed in Cyprus in the Middle Ages
and is demonstrated by the making of everyday
objects.
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