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Obituary

David Bryn Whitehouse (1941-2013)
Pioneered the study of medieval ceramics in Italy

In February David died at his home in Corning, where 
he had directed the Museum of Glass. His achievements 
there in the last three decades have overshadowed his 
earlier ground-breaking work on medieval ceramics in 
the Mediterranean area and western Asia (cmog 2013 
- reproduced by the press; cp Hodges 2013; Patterson 
2013; Simpson 2013). This appreciation concerns his 
contribution to Italian ceramics, which may be of 
greater interest to readers of Medieval Ceramics.

The bold numbers within brackets refer to the list 
below of his publications in this area.

In 1959 he undertook his first excavation and while a 
student published ten or so papers on his native West 
Midlands. As most of these concerned post-medieval 
pottery (mprg 2011), it is not surprising that the 
Cambridge don Glyn Daniel suggested David when 
John Ward Perkins, the director of the British School 
at Rome, sought a graduand to undertake research on 
Italian medieval ceramics. So, on completing his degree 
in Archaeology and Anthropology in 1963, David 
stayed at Cambridge to study for a PhD, supported by 
state and British School at Rome scholarships. At that 
time interest in his topic was almost entirely confined 
to the late antique period, which was considered an 
extension of classical archaeology, and to medieval 
glazed pottery seen by historians of the decorative 
arts as antecedents of Renaissance maiolica. Although 
noteworthy discoveries in Rome and Orvieto had 
excited interest before the First World War, no 
work was undertaken thereafter on Italian ceramics 
comparable to that on the Byzantine pottery of the 
central Middle Ages found on classical archaeological 
excavations at Athens, Corinth and Istanbul.

Ward Perkins was able to grant and facilitate access 
to medieval pottery excavated and collected in field 
surveys by the School and other foreign institutes to 
the north of Rome, and by the Society of Antiquaries 
of London project in north Apulia, on the Adriatic side 
of the Apennines. As well he helped David direct or 
participate in a few small-scale excavations not only in 
these areas but also in the Basilicata region, yielding in 
all stratified medieval finds from about thirteen sites. 
These provided the bulk of the data for his dissertation 
(6). David also examined material in about sixteen 
museums in these regions and in Sicily and Umbria. 
To judge from his thesis, he only drew a significant 
number of pots from Grottaferrata, Melfi, Orvieto, 
Piazza Armerina, and in Rome from the Forum 
and Ss. Paolo and Giovanni. In his target territory 
covering Sicily and peninsular Italy south of a line 
between Grosseto and Ascoli Piceno (c 360 [580km] 
by, at the most, c. 430 miles [690km] across), there
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were inevitably - as David himself noted - big gaps, in 
particular for Calabria, Campania and south Apulia. 
Nowhere did he have a continuous sequence from the 
5th/7th to the 15th centuries. Only for north Lazio 
and from the even better preserved pottery covering 
a shorter time span at Lucera Castle in Apulia was 
David able to propose chronological series of medieval 
kitchen, storage and table wares, based on stratified 
data. These were the first sequences of Italian medieval 
pottery published - although at first only in part (5, 8, 
2 ) - and satisfied Ward Perkins’s need to date material 
found in the School’s south Etruria fieldwork as well 
as in that undertaken in the Tavoliere plain in Apulia, 
thus allowing conclusions to be drawn about settlement 
change in the medieval period.

A related focus of David’s doctoral research was the 
introduction and diffusion of decorative techniques, 
in which Italy was seen as an intermediary between 
the Byzantine and Islamic worlds and north-west 
Europe (10). His early articles on red-painted, glazed 
pottery and the tin-opacified variety known as 
maiolica determined in the first case the debate (4) 
and in the other two put discussions on new and more 
reasoned footings (1, 8). The excavations at Lucera also 
produced the earliest finds of Chinese porcelain in an 
archaeological context in Europe and of Islamic and 
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later medieval Italian glass, whose significance David 
immediately grasped (3, 2). These early papers showed 
his mastery of an extensive bibliography from around 
the Mediterranean basin written in the principal west 
European languages.

Striking too are their precocity. The first was 
published in the second year of his research and the 
others were written shortly before or after he completed 
his thesis in March 1966 (six months ahead of the three- 
year norm). As well, they appeared in the leading British 
and Italian national journals with an international 
readership. At the same time he published reports on 
pottery found on other people’s excavations (5, 7). His 
articles were characterized by lucid argument based 
on explicit exposition of the available evidence, which 
included written and pictorial sources. He stressed 
the hypothetical and speculative nature of some of his 
conclusions. His scaled sectional drawings, distribution 
maps and tables, although then best practice in British 
archaeology, were less common in Italy. He was in the 
vanguard in having had undertaken chemical analyses 
of fabrics, glazes, and painted decoration, and computer 
sorting of excavation data (6, 34). In his dissertation he 
also considered how and where the material he studied 
was made, having observed a traditional seasonal 
pottery at Ficulle (to the north of Orvieto) and taken 
account of medieval and renaissance treatises.

Given his demonstrated capacity to tackle on time the 
little known in exotic places, to undertake detailed work 
to the highest standards, and to set his results within 
the big picture, it again does not surprise that in 1966 
he was appointed to a post-doctoral research fellowship 
at Oxford in order to excavate the major Islamic port 
of Siraf in the Persian Gulf. He maintained his interest 
in Italy, publishing the excavations in Basilicata for 
which he and his wife Ruth were wholly responsible (9, 
11). In 1971 he presented at Albisola a magisterial and 
wide-ranging survey of the contexts and sources of the 
pottery found in Liguria (14), building on but going 
far beyond the chapter in his dissertation on imported 
pottery. A year-later his publication of the pit groups 
excavated at Tuscania to the north of Rome rewrote 
the traditional art-historical account of Italian early 
renaissance pottery (16), a period he had excluded 
from his thesis. In 1974, after a year as the first director 
of the British Institute of Afghan Studies - a post he 
sought in order to qualify himself for the same role 
at the School in Rome - he returned to Italy. At this 
point, after ten years of full-time research, David’s 
achievements put him on a par with other great pioneers 
of British medieval archaeology, such as Martin Biddle. 
His decade at Rome, however, was a relatively difficult 
period in an otherwise glittering career.

The British Institute of Persian Studies, the principal 
sponsor of the seven seasons at Siraf, did not - in keeping 
with the traditions of British fieldwork in the Middle 
East, but not with the novel scale and intensity of 
urban excavation in north Europe - deem it necessary 
to support the post-excavation work required for its 

publication. This left David with an impossible task, 
which was only resolved recently with the help of others. 
Another blow at the start of his tenure at Rome was 
the separation from Ruth who had since 1964 been his 
principal partner in the field. The School had always b 
een underfunded in comparison with the other large 
foreign academies in Rome, but the situation worsened 
in the 1970s when the United Kingdom and other western 
economies suffered the first recession combined with 
inflation (Whitehouse 1982). As the Italian economy 
came to match Britain’s, it became a more expensive 
country in which to operate. There were problems 
too in the administration of the School. Despite this 
unfavourable conjuncture, David initiated a number 
of opportunistic projects (Annual Report 1984, 3-6), 
a couple of whose publications included full accounts 
of the pottery (42, 60), but those from Farfa, Tarquinia 
and the other pits at Tuscania are yet to appear (44, 55; 
Whitehouse 1975). In this period more significant British 
and Anglo-Italian research projects were organized in­
dependently of the School. David was now able to publish 
fully some of the work undertaken for his thesis, which 
had been destined for others’ reports (34, 40). He tried 
to write a book on The Medieval pottery of central 
and southern Italy, but he was unable - understandably 
- to keep up with the flow of new work, as medieval 
archaeology had by then taken off in Italy. His many 
articles on ceramics tended to review aspects he had 
already researched and, given that he had to address 
different audiences, often covered the same ground.

The Executive Committee of the School did not 
support David when the more rumbustious resident 
artists disturbed the peace and, because his predecessor 
had occupied the post for almost thirty years, expressed 
its intention not to renew his second five-year contract. 
Unlike his successors, he was not seconded from 
a British university and was unable to obtain an 
academic post at a time when the sector was in a phase 
of retrenchment (Reports 1986, 3). It was thus timely 
that Robert Brill sought his advice about a post at 
Corning, where in an appropriate, though demanding, 
institutional setting David was able to shine again. Our 
loss became Corning’s and glass history’s gain.

David was a genial, kind, helpful, but reserved man. 
At Cambridge he could be perilously irreverent and 
deflate pompous fellow students. He was a systematic 
and quick worker, with a fine visual memory, a necessary 
attribute for an artefact specialist. He was also an able 
draughtsman and, once he realized he was not going 
to publish all his drawings, he generously gave them to 
others (eg Satolli 1997, 48-53). His character is reflected 
in the words he wrote a few months before dying (email 
31 October 2012): ‘Out of the blue, it is stage 4 cancer. 
I’m undergoing chemo with an iffy outcome. Rummy 
[Donald Rumsfeld] was right: stuff does happen. All 
my cards so far had been good ones, but this is a bit of a 
bummer to be dealt not long after moving to a fulltime 
research-and-write position, which seemed like a dream 
come true.’
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Publications on Italian ceramics

Compiled from off-prints David gave me and from 
checking likely journals and conference proceedings, 
a list kindly provided by Gail P. Bardhan, Reference 
and Research Librarian at the Rakow Library in 
the Corning Museum of Glass, the ri and sbn opac 
databases, and the Web of Knowledge. I am grateful 
to John P. Cotter for spotting a significant omission in 
an earlier version, Gail P Bardhan for informing me of 
the title of item 47, Marianna Tumeo of the Biblioteca 
comunale Enrico Minio at Civita Castellana for the 
title, pagination and year of acquisition of 66.

1965
‘Forum Ware: a distinctive type of early medieval 

glazed pottery in the Roman Campagna’, Medieval 
Archaeology, 9, 55-63.

1966
‘Ceramiche e vetri medioevali provenienti dal castello 

di Lucera’, Bollettino d’Arte, 51.3-4, 171-8.
‘Chinese porcelain from Lucera Castle’, Faenza, 52, 

90-3.
‘Medieval painted pottery in south and central Italy’, 

Medieval Archaeology, 10, 30-44.
‘Part II: The pottery’, in ‘Castel Porciano: an 

abandoned medieval village of the Roman 
Campagna’, Papers of the British School at Rome, 
35, 135-45.

The Medieval Pottery of South Italy: an Introduction, 
unpubl PhD thesis, acc nn PhD 5855-6, University of 
Cambridge.

1967
‘Italian maiolica’, in ‘Kirkstall Abbey excavations: 

1960-1964’, Publications of the Thoresby Society, 
51, 50-1.

‘The medieval glazed pottery of Lazio’, Papers of the 
British School at Rome, 35, 40-86.

1969
With Whitehouse, R ‘Excavations at Anglona’, Papers 

of the British School at Rome, 37, 34-75.
‘Italy’, in ‘Red-painted and glazed pottery in Western 

Europe from the eighth to the twelfth century’, 
Medieval Archaeology, 13, 137-43.

1970
‘Excavations at Satriano: a deserted medieval 

settlement in Basilicata’, Papers of the British School 
at Rome, 38, 188-219.

1971
‘II. The Pottery’, in ‘Ajdabiyah and the earliest Fatimid 

architecture’, Libya Antiqua, 8, 111-13.
‘Introduction [to] The medieval glazed pottery’, in ‘A 

trial excavation at Monte d’Irsi, Basilicata’, Papers of 
the British School at Rome, 39, 148.

‘La Liguria e la ceramica medievale nel Mediterraneo’, 
in Atti IV convegno internazionale della ceramica, 
263-94. Centro ligure per la storia della ceramica, 
Albisola.

1972
‘Chinese porcelain in medieval Europe’, Medieval 

Archaeology, 16, 63-78.
‘III. The medieval and renaissance pottery’, in 

‘Excavation and survey at Tuscania, 1972: a 
preliminary report’, Papers of the British School at 
Rome, 40, 209-35.

1975
[Book review] ‘Storia della maiolica di Firenze’, 

Connoisseur, 188, 229-31.
‘Le origini della maiolica italiana’, Colloqui del 

Sodalizio, 5, 53-62.
‘Tuscania and Italian maiolica of the fifteenth 

century’, AARP: art and archaeology research 
papers, 8, 43-52.

‘Tuscania e la maiolica italiana del XV secolo’, in 
Atti VIII convegno internazionale della ceramica, 
11-28. Centro ligure per la storia della ceramica, 
Albisola.

1976
‘Alcune ceramiche negli affreschi di San Francesco in 

Assisi’, in Atti IX convegno internazionale della 
ceramica, 185-90. Centro ligure per la storia della 
ceramica, Albisola.

‘Ceramica laziale’, Papers of the British School at 
Rome, 44, 157-170.

With Meloni, P L and Barker, G ‘La Rocca Posteriore 
di Gubbio’, Archeologia Medievale, 3, 241-74.

1977
‘Otranto bizantina: scavi di emergenza 1977-8’, Atti 

del XVII Convegno di Studi sulla Magna Grecia, 
537-541.

1978
‘Home-baking in Roman Italy: a footnote’, Antiquity, 

52, 146-7.
With Barker, G ‘La Rocca Posteriore di Gubbio: 

secondo rapporto preliminare’, Archeologia 
Medievale, 5, 461-74.

‘Le ceramiche medievali dal castello di Lucera’, in Atti 
XI convegno internazionale della ceramica, 33-44. 
Centro ligure per la storia della ceramica, Albisola.

‘Polychrome ware and Italy’, Medieval Ceramics, 2, 
51-2.

‘The medieval pottery of Rome’, in Blake, H M, 
Potter, T W and Whitehouse, D B (eds) Papers in 
Italian Archaeology, I: The Lancaster Seminar, 
475-505. Oxford (= bar Supplementary Series 
41.2).

‘The origins of Italian maiolica’, Archaeology, 31, 
42-9.
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1979
‘Un tipo di proto-maiolica pugliese del tredicesimo 

secolo’, in Atti XII convegno internazionale della 
ceramica, 75-82. Centro ligure per la storia della 
ceramica, Albisola.

1980
‘Forum ware again’, Medieval Ceramics, 4, 13-16.
‘Medieval pottery in Italy: the present state of research’, 

in Demians d’Archimbaud, G and Picon, M (eds) La 
Ceramique medievale en mediterranee occidentale, 
Xe-XVe siecles: Valbonne, 11 -14 Septembre 1978, 
65-82. Editions du cnrs, Paris (= Colloques 
Internationaux 584).

‘Proto-maiolica’, Faenza, 66, 77-89.
‘The medieval pottery from S. Cornelia’, Papers of the 

British School at Rome, 48, 125-56.

1981
[Book review] ‘Diocletian’s Palace. Report on Joint 

Excavations, vol 3’, Antiquaries Journal, 61, 387-9.
‘Fifth century lamps from Rome’, Faenza, 67, 16-19.
‘Nuovi elementi per la datazione della ceramica a 

vetrina pesante’, Archeologia Medievale, 8, 583-7.

1982
‘Bacini at Gaeta’, in Papers in Italian Archaeology, 3. 

Medieval Lazio: Studies in Architecture, Painting 
and Ceramics, 362-71. Oxford (= bar Int Ser 125).

With Arthur, P ‘La ceramica dell’Italia meridionale: 
produzione e mercato tra V e X secolo’, Archeologia 
Medievale, 9, 39-46.

‘Medieval pottery from South Etruria’, in Papers in 
Italian Archaeology, 3. Medieval Lazio: Studies 
in Architecture, Painting and Ceramics, 299-344. 
Oxford (= bar Int Ser 125).

‘Note sulla ceramica dell’Italia meridionale’, Faenza, 
68, 185-197.

‘The bacini of SS Giovanni e Paolo, Rome’, in Papers 
in Italian Archaeology, 3. Medieval Lazio: Studies 
in Architecture, Painting and Ceramics, 346-61. 
Oxford (= bar Int Ser 125).

With Barker, G, Reece, R and Reese, D ‘The Schola 
Praeconum I: the coins, pottery, lamps and fauna’, 
Papers of the British School at Rome, 50, 53-101.

1983
With Arthur, P ‘Appunti sulla produzione laterizia 

nell’Italia centro-meridionale tra il VI e il XII 
secolo’, Archeologia Medievale, 10, 525-37.

With McClendon, C ‘Farfa: l’abbazia medievale 
attraverso gli scavi archeologici’, in Farfa nella 
Sabina: Museo di Farfa, 9 giugno 1983-9 agosto 
1983, 13-31. Museo di Farfa, Farfa.

‘Introduzione allo studio della ceramica medievale 
orvietana’, in Satolli, A (ed.), La ceramica orvietana 
del medioevo [1]: Milano, Castello Sforzesco, 
Cortile della Rocchetta, 15 dicembre 1983-30 
gennaio 1984, 10-21. Centro Di, Florence.

‘Otranto: scavi di emergenza 1977-78’, in Otranto: 
archeologia di una citta, 19-20. Museo Provinciale di 
Lecce, Lecce.

‘Otrante: fouilles de sauvetage 1977-78’, in Otrante: 
archeologie d’une cite, 19-20. Musee archeologique, 
Brussels.

1984
‘La ceramica da tavola dell’Apulia settentrionale nel 

XIII e XIV secolo’, in Fontana, M V and Ventrone 
Vassallo, G (eds), La ceramica medievale di San 
Lorenzo Maggiore in Napoli, 417-27. Dipartimento 
di studi asiatici, Istituto universitario orientale, 
Naples.

‘Note sulla ceramica tardo-medievale della Puglia 
settentrionale’, in Il medioevo e il Gargano: atti della 
VII Esposizione archeologica, Vico del Gargano, 7-8 
maggio 1983, 45-53. Gruppo archeologico garganico 
‘S. Ferri’, Vico del Gargano.

1985
‘Appendix 3: The date of Forum ware’, in ‘The Schola 

Praeconum II’, Papers of the British School at Rome, 
53, 206-7.

‘L’invetriata tardo-romana e altomedievale nel Lazio’, in 
La ceramica invetriata tardoromana e altomedievale, 
105-108. Como: Museo Civico Archeologico “Giovio” 
(=Archeologia dell’Italia settentrionale, 2).

‘Medieval pottery from Luni sul Mignone’, Opuscula 
Romana, 15, 143-7.

With Costantini, L et al. ‘The Schola Praeconum II’, 
Papers of the British School at Rome, 53, 163-210.

1986
‘Apulia’, in La ceramica medievale nel mediterraneo 

occidentale (Siena, 8-12 Ottobre 1984, Faenza, 
13 Ottobre 1984), 573-86. All’Insegna del Giglio, 
Florence.

1988
‘Comment on “Tubi fittili (vaulting tubes) from the 

sea—the Roman wreck at Punta del Fenaio, Island of 
Giglio” (IJNA, 16:187-200)’, International Journal of 
Nautical Archaeology, 17.2, 182.

‘The medieval pottery’, in Mertens, J (ed) Ordona 
VIII: rapports et etudes, 295-321. Brussels: Institut 
historique belge de Rome (=Etudes de philologie, 
d’archeologie et d’histoire anciennes, 25).

1989
‘Introduction’, in ‘The food refuse of an affluent urban 

household in the late fourteenth century: faunal 
and botanical remains from the Palazzo Vitelleschi, 
Tarquinia (Viterbo)’, Papers of the British School at 
Rome, 57, 201-4.

1990
With Cotter, J P ‘“Double-dipped” pottery from Gravina 

di Puglia’, Faenza, 76, 213-20.
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With Cotter, J P ‘The “Bari” type of late- or post- 
medieval pottery from Gravina di Puglia’, Faenza, 
76, 101-15.

1991
With Patterson, H ‘Otranto’, in ‘La documentazione 

ceramica dell’Italia centro-meridionale nell’alto 
medioevo: quadri regionali e contesti campione’, in 
Alves da Silva, L and Mateus, R (eds), A ceramica 
medieval no mediterraneo ocidental, Lisboa, 16-22 
novembro 1987, 111-15. Campo Arqueologico de 
Mertola, Mertola.

With Aylwin Cotton, M and Wheeler, M ‘S. Rufina: 
a Roman and medieval site in South Etruria’, in 
Christie, N (ed), Three South Etrurian Churches: 
Santa Cornelia, Santa Rufina and San Liberato, 
211-312. British School at Rome, London (= 
Archaeol Monogr 4).

1992
With Patterson, H ‘The domestic medieval pottery’, in 

Whitehouse, D and D’Andria, F (eds), Excavations 
at Otranto, 2. The finds, 87-195. Congedo, Lecce.

1993
[Paper review] ‘The economic and social history of 

Renaissance maiolica’, Medieval Ceramics, 17, 
89-90.

1996
‘Santa Maria di Anglona: the archaeological evidence’, 

in Fonseca, C D and Pace, V (eds), Santa Maria 
di Anglona: atti del convegno internazionale di 
studio promosso dall’Universita degli Studi della 
Basilicata in occasione del decennale della sua 
istituzione (Potenza-Anglona, 13-15 giugno 1991), 
37-42. Congedo, Galatina.

1997
‘Islamic pottery and Christian Europe from the 10th 

to the 15th century: the thirteenth Gerald Dunning 
lecture’, Medieval Ceramics, 21, 3-12.

‘Maiolica’, in Enciclopedia dell’arte medievale, 8, 
140-3. Istituto della enciclopedia italiana, Rome.

2002
‘Introduction’, in Veeckman, J (ed.) Majolica and 

glass: from Italy to Antwerp and beyond. The 
transfer of technology in the 16th-early 17th 
century, 13-22. Stadt Antwerpen, Antwerp.

Undated [2002 or earlier]
‘La ceramica’, in Castel Porciano: un villaggio 

medievale abbandonato della campagna romana, 
29-40. Associazione delle Forre, Civita Castellana.
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The Medieval Pottery Research Group was founded in 1975 

to bring together people with an interest in pottery vessels 

that were made, traded and used in Europe between the end 

of the Roman period and the sixteenth century.

Its remit has subsequently expanded to include the pottery 

of the seventeenth and eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

from both sides of the Atlantic and beyond, as well as 

post-Roman ceramic building materials.
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