
ART. V. - Medieval Tripod Ewers in Carlisle Museum. 
By R. BROWNSWORD, E. E. H. PITT and C. RICHARDSON. 

Introduction 

A s part of an investigation of the compositions of copper alloys of the medieval and 
post-medieval periods, four tripod ewers in the Carlisle Museum collection were 

sampled for analysis. Two were found in Scotland (Acc. No's. RF 459;  36-1914.14), the 
third is probably a Carlisle find (OM 159), while no data exists on the fourth (RF 458), 
although possibly a "local" find from the Ferguson Collection. None appears to have been 
described previously. 

There is some confusion in published sources notably early references relating to the 
finding of "bronze or brass vessels", since they fail to distinguish between the different 
types of vessel. The terms "ewer, jug, skillet, kettle and cauldron", are often applied to the 
same object by a number of sources. The typical ewer stands on three legs, has a "pear-
shaped" body with a fairly long slim neck and circular mouth, a long spout, which may be 
curved or straight and normally braced to the neck, and a curved strip handle. Ewers and 
jugs can be closely similar in design when the latter are supported by three legs,' the basic 
difference being the long spout of the ewer compared to the conventional short spout of the 
jug. Three-legged skillets are open bowls of cauldron shape, but have a long projecting strip 
handle. The fine local examples from Alston2  and Langrigg3  well illustrate the type. Early 
sources frequently regarded medieval ewers as "Roman" in origin,4  while the term "kettle" 
is applied to both ewers and cauldrons. It is worth noting here that the "small brass kettle, 
with two handles, standing on three legs ... found a few years since, at the Roman station 
on Eskmeals, in the parish of Ravenglass"5  and exhibited to the Society in 1901, where it is 
referred to as a "bronze tripod kettle,"6  and subsequently purchased for Tullie House 
Museum, is, in fact, a tripod cauldron (26-1901). The characteristic features of the 
medieval cauldron are displayed by the fine example ploughed up at Fingland Rigg, in 
1790. 

The tripod ewer is one of the commonest forms of medieval vessel, and where ewers have 
been closely associated with coin finds,8  the context suggests the fourteenth or fifteenth 
century. While the total number recorded from the Cumbrian area is small, finds of 
"bronze or brass vessels" may well include ewers, since positive identification from the brief 
descriptions provided is, in many cases, impossible. A discovery at Great Ormside in 1689 
comprised "several vessels of brass, some of which seemed to have been gilt. The river 
exposed them by washing away the soil. They seemed not to be ancient .... They were 
buried ... ."9  The vessel found at Ravenstonedale in 1774,10  appears from the description 
to have been a cooking vessel of the suspension type." A tripod vessel "of yellow metal", 
found at Docker near Kendal before 1876, had "a handle and spout: almost certainly a 
ewer or tripod jug." Transactions12  speaks of "two exhibited at Carlisle in 1859 and several 
in the British Museum." A tripod kettle or jug with handle and spout was found near 
Rakefoot, Keswick.13  In the summer of 1774,  a fine tripod ewer was found at Urswick in 
Furness "15o yards N.E. of Urswick Church."14  The vessel, illustrated in West, though 
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normal in overall design, had two unusual aspects in the sharply angled handle and 
wedge-shaped legs. A tripod ewer lacking data, is in the Penrith Museum collection. 

Description 
FIG. I shows a ewer (E I) of fairly typical form, although a little more bulbous in the body 

than many. Originally a fine specimen which has undergone repair on a number of 
occasions, one leg is still intact, while the remaining two have either broken-off completely 
and been "re-tacked" or simply strengthened at the junction with the body base. The body 
has a metal patch on one side and is dented in places. There are five small holes, one of 
which has been deliberately drilled through cylindrically. The spout appears to have been 
patched at the base. The handle is of simple curved strip form, and the spout slightly curved 
and hexagonal in section with a bracing bar above the mid-point. There is no decoration. 

Dimensions: Overall height 22.0 cm, maximum body circumference 42.5 cm, circular mouth with 
internal diameter 8.3 cm. The neck tapers inwards slightly from the rim for 3.o  cm, narrowing 
internally to c. 6.4 cm* and is 7.6 cm long. Length of handle: outer face i 1.5  cm, inner face 
z 

 
o. 15 cm, maximum handle width 2.15 cm. Spout length: outer face i o • i cm, inner face 8.8 cm. 

The legs are rather on the short side, with average length of outer face 6.o  cm. (Acc. No. 
RF. 458. Ferguson Collection). 

FIG. I. — Tripod ewer from the Ferguson Collection. 
© Carlisle Museum £Art Gallery (Photograph: G. Pawle) 
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The ewer (E2) in FIG. 2 was found in the "Roman Camp" at Hawick in i 878. It has the 
typical form with a "pear-shaped" body, curved spout (hexagonal in section) braced from 
mid-position and terminating in zoomorphic decoration. The handle is curved strip. Two of 
the original tripod legs are intact and fairly long, with "animal paw" feet. The third leg has 
broken off and taken with it a large area of metal at the body juncture; the replacement leg 
is wood. The body and neck are undecorated. Overall shape and dimensions are close to a 
ewer in the Whitehaven museum collection." 

Dimensions: Overall height 24.0 cm, maximum body circumference 38.5 cm, circular mouth with 
internal diameter 7.9 cm. The neck tapers inwards for a distance of 7.5 cm, then expands slightly 
to join the body to give an internal diameter of c. 5.3 cm. Length of handle: outer face 13.2 cm, 
inner face 11.9  cm; maximum handle width 2.3 cm. Spout length: outer face 12.0 cm, inner face 
I o • 7 cm. Leg length varies from 8.4 cm outer face and 7.o  cm inner on one surviving leg to 7.5 cm 
outer face and 6.3 cm inner on the other shorter leg. (Acc. No. RF 459.  Ferguson Collection). 

FIG. 2. - Tripod ewer from Hawick, Scotland, found in 18 78. 
© Carlisle Museum &Art Gallery (Photograph: G. Pawlc) 

Rather smaller than the two previous examples that on FIG. 3 (E3) has, with one leg 
missing, another repaired at the junction with the body and irregularly shaped hole high up 
on the body, with a small repair near the spout base on one side. The spout is curved and 
braced at mid-position, terminating with zoomorphic design. Probably hexagonal in 
section originally, two of the "flats have been worn down to present a smooth surface on the 
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outer face of the spout. The legs are extremely short and simply made, one being slightly 
bent; the feet are undecorated. The neck is fairly long, gradually tapering inwards from the 
mouth rim before flaring out to meet the body. Curved strip handle, no body or neck 
decoration. 

Dimensions: Overall height 21.0 cm, maximum body circumference 36.o cm mouth oval-shaped, 
measuring internally 6.9 x6.7 cm. Neck length 9.5 cm, minimum inside width c. 4.9 cm.* Length 
of handle: outer face 1.3 cm, inner face 9.3 cm; maximum handle width 2.3 cm. Spout length: 
outer face 12.3 cm, inner face 10.3  cm. Both surviving legs measure 4.5 cm outer face, 3.5 cm 
inner face. (Acc. No. OM 159) 

FIG. 3. — Tripod ewer from the Old Museum Collection at Carlisle. 
© Carlisle Museum &Art Gallery (Photograph: G. Pawle) 

The ewer (E4) from Westhills16  near Annan (FIG. 4) is a somewh, t unusual ewer when 
compared with the other three. The body is roughly spherical at the lower end with gently 
curving base, but has a pronounced shoulder giving way to a fairly slim neck. The neck rim 
is flared to a much greater extent than in most ewers and decoration consists of a moulded 
ring below the neck rim, at the shoulder and around the maximum body circumference. 
There are two large holes in the lower part of the body and a small perforation higher up. 
The spout is straight and exhibits surface "flats", although originally rounded in section. It 
is undecorated and is braced from near its end to the neck rim. The handle is of bracket 
form but may have been bent inwards from a curved shape. The legs are short, tapered and 
"spade-like" in shape without feet. There is evidence at the top of the handle of a hinge, and 

 
 
 
tcwaas_002_1981_vol81_0007



MEDIEVAL TRIPOD EWERS IN CARLISLE MUSEUM 
	

53 

on the opposite side of the rim a projection, suggesting that the vessel once had.a lid, as the 
shape of the mouth suggests. 

Dimensions: Overall height 21.5 cm, maximum body circumference 42.o cm, circular mouth 
measuring internally 9.8 cm. Length of neck 9.o  cm, minimum inside width 5.i  cm. * Length of 
handle: outer face 13.4 cm, inner face I i •7 cm; maximum handle width i •85 cm. Spout length: 
outer face I I.3 cm, inner face i o • 2 cm. Two of the legs are 4.9 cm long, the third slightly shorter 
at 4.3 cm. (Acc No. 36-1914-14). 

FIG. 4. -Tripod ewer from Westhills, near Annan, Dumfriesshire. 
© Carlisle Museum &Art Gallery (Photograph: G. Pawle) 

Analysis 
Samples of filings from the ewer feet were mounted on mylar film in the laboratory and 

subjected to X-ray flourescence analysis. A suitable standard was used and a normalisation 
technique gave the results in the table: 

Cu Zn Sn Pb Ni Fe Sb As Ag 
Ei 87.4 0.16 0.24 11.3 o•oi 0.03 0.09 0.72 0.04 
E2 79.1 11.1 1.83 6.37 0.04 o.87  0.17 0.37 0.09 
E3 94.2 0.70 1.76 2.37 nd 0.32 0.22 0.35 0•II 

E4 84.4 0.05 3.04 11.4 0.02 0.24 0.14 0.72 0.04 

* Termed by the writers the Internal Restriction Diameter. 
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Discussion of alloy compositions 
All four are very different and do not themselves form a consistent group. However, some 

tentative comments can be made at this stage by comparison with those of ewers and lavers 
from other museums. 
E 1. No other ewer alloy has been found so far which approaches the composition of this 
heavily leaded bronze. However, it conforms fairly well to the pattern established for later 
bronze mortars.17  These are believed to have been made in this country in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries by adding lead in fairly large amounts, and much smaller amounts of 
tin, to copper. The levels of antimony, arsenic and nickel derived from the later copper are 
relatively high and the low levels in the present ewer suggest an earlier date. 
E2. The composition of the alloy of this ewer is close to that of one in the Yorkshire 
Museum and two in the Victoria and Albert Museum. Work in the present programme on 
copper-alloy candlesticks suggests that compositions of this type are typical of Flemish 
foundries in the late medieval period. 
E3. This ewer alloy composition is close to that of another ewer in the Yorkshire Museum 
(Mus. ref. 1978. 52), which was excavated in York, and is of a somewhat unusual shape. 
Both alloys are very different in composition from the supposed Flemish group. It is not 
possible at present to draw inferences about these two items but they may possibly be of 
English manufacture. 
E4. There is a close similarity of alloy composition between this ewer and a hanging laver 
in the Victoria and Albert Museum (Mus. ref. M2676. 1931). In respect of the ewer's 
straight spout, moulded shoulder and ring decoration and evidence of having at one time 
had an attached lid, it may be valid to draw parallels with pewter ewers and flagons 
illustrated by Dexe1.18  None of these has tripod legs but all display one or more of the above 
features of E4. A 15th/I 6th century ewer with straight spout and lid (FIG. 195) is described 
by Dexel as Middle Rhenish. Other pewter flagons (I 8i & 182) are described as North 
German and of the 14th/15th centuries and a bronze ewer (FIG. 125) as North German and 
of the fourteenth century. This last has tripod legs with "animal paw" feet and a serpentine 
spout with "animal head" orifice, but has a moulded shoulder and ring decoration on the 
neck and shoulder, similar to features of E4. It is of interest that the Victoria and Albert 
Museum hanging laver referred to above, of closely similar alloy composition to that of E4, 
finds a close parallel in one illustrated by Dexel (FIG. 272) which is described as North 
German and dated as about 140o. It appears likely therefore that E4 originated in North 
Germany in the 14th-15th centuries. 

It is known that long-handled skillets and cauldrons were put to all kinds of domestic 
uses, including heating water, wine and other liquids. There is a suggestion that the Alston 
skillet could also have been used "for roasting and assaying samples" of silver ore from the 
Alston mine. "Inside the rim at the top there is a slight ledge which might have supported a 
moveable cover or lid. This taken in conjunction with the lip or spout, rather goes to 
support the suggestion that it was made for use as a cauldron or boiler."19  While tripod 
ewers may not have been used for actually boiling liquids, those examples with lids would 
have served to retain heated liquids. Jackson also mentions that his attention was drawn 
"to certain directions in Culpepper's `Herbal' for making syrups, ointments, etc., in which 
the use of a bronze or pewter pot with a cover and the aid of astrology, are considered to be 
necessary.), 20  
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