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BICONICAL JUGS: AN EXAMPLE OF REGIONAL 
ROMANO-BRITISH PEWTER PRODUCTION 

WITHIN MENDIP?
RICHARD LEE

SUMMARY

In this article, the distribution of pewter biconical 
jugs within Mendip will be analysed. Of particular 
significance is whether biconical jugs reflect 
an actual regional pattern of production and 
consumption. The focus of this study will be 
Mendip, a generic term for east Avon, bordered by 
Gloucestershire, Somerset, and the Mendip Hills in 
the west (Lee 2009, 31). 

Sixty-two examples of pewter (an alloy of tin and 
lead) jugs are currently known from Roman Britain. 
A typology has been developed for this group which 
have provided three broad classifications for pewter 
jugs (Lee 2009, 193-203), biconical jugs, narrow 
mouthed ring necked jugs and globular jugs.

BICONICAL JUGS

Biconical pewter jugs were first identified by 
Barker (1901; modified by Ashby 1907). Their ovoid 
profile was created by two cast pewter cones, one 
inverted, that were soldered together to comprise 
the body. A footring, handle and neck were attached 
separately. 

Twenty one examples of biconical jugs have 
been identified from Roman Britain (Fig. 1). The 
majority of known biconical jugs were found in 
Mendip with examples known from Box (Brekspear 
1904), Chew valley (Rahtz and Greenfield 1977) 
and Bath (Cunliffe 1988). The eastern limit for 
the distribution of biconical jugs is marked by 
finds at Silchester (for example Lee 2009, fig. 90) 
and in the Thames valley, for example Cliveden 

Fig. 1 Map of the distribution of all finds 
of pewter biconical jugs

Fig. 2 A map of all sites known to have 
produced pewter moulds for casting 

biconical jug components
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(Wedlake 1958). The northern limit is probably 
marked by finds from Caerwent (Ashby 1907). 
One biconical jug is known from Stokesley but this 
can be suggested as atypical, perhaps an ‘export’ 
(Greene 1955, 118-119). The Western limit for the 
form remains unclear, but biconical jugs can be 
suggested as having been identified in Cornwall, 
suggested by possible finds from Caerhays and 
Bossens (Stanley 1870).

PEWTER PRODUCTION 

Romano British pewter production is known to 
have occurred across Britain (Lee 2009, 25-50). 
The distribution of known biconical jugs mostly 
falls within an area of southern Britain bordered by 
3rd-4th century Romano-British pewter production 
sites in the urban centres of Silchester (Blagg and 
Read 1977) to the east, and Gloucester (Garrod and 
Heighway 1980) and the villa at Witcombe (Blagg 
and Read 1977, 274) to the north. 

A number of pewter production sites that contain 
pewter moulds also occur within the distribution 
range of biconical jugs. In Mendip production sites 
are known at Lansdown (for example Bush 1907), 
Nettleton (Wedlake 1982), Camerton (Wedlake 
1958), Brislington (Barker 1901) and Wick (Scarth 
1884). Pewter production is also suggested in finds 
of ingots and debris from Gatcombe (Branigan 
1977), Frocester (Price 1983, 62), Kenn Moor 
(Rippon et al. 2000) and the Oldbury Flats (Allen 
and Fulford 1992). 

Although numerous, the known pewter 
production sites all follow a pattern of expedient 
pewter production that was peripheral to other 
industry and marginal in nature. For example, 
in the metalworking industries that developed in 
the 3rd-4th centuries in Camerton (Building XVII, 
Wedlake 1958, 83-84) and Nettleton (Buildings IX 
and XXI, Wedlake 1982, 68-74), pewter casting 
occurred in reused structures, and consumed 
largely local materials. It is therefore probable 
that although production occurred across Mendip 
and the southwest, it was on a small scale that 
sporadically responded to a limited local demand. 

Production moulds for biconical jug components 
have only been identified from four sites (Fig. 2), 
Silchester, Gloucester, Witcombe and Lansdown 
(two additional examples have perhaps been 
identified from sites at Brislington and Westbury). 
Three moulds were used to produce neck 
components for jugs (Mould no. 25 from Silchester 

and mould 26 from Witcombe Blagg and Read 1977; 
mould 23 from Gloucester Garrod and Heighway 
1980 and possibly mould 9 from Lansdown, Lee 
2009, 152, 156). One mould was used to produce 
the upper biconical cone of a jug (mould 13 from 
Lansdown, Lee 2009, 157-158). These moulds are 
not suited to the production of narrow mouth jugs. 
The Lansdown mould fits the profile of the upper 
cone of a type 1 biconical jug well (Lee 2009, 
193). The Witcombe mould, and possibly a further 
example of this type from Westbury (Blagg and 
Read 1977, 274) also seem to be most closely related 
to type 1 biconical jugs. Conversely the Gloucester 
and Silchester moulds and perhaps mould 9 from 
Lansdown could have created neck components for 
either biconical or globular jugs (Lee 2009, 193). 
It is notable that no biconical jug mould occurs 
outside the known distribution range of biconical 
jugs. The correlation between these production 
sites and the distribution of biconical jugs does 
appear meaningful, suggesting known biconical, 
and probably globular, jugs were amongst the 
output of pewter production workshops in Mendip 
and Hampshire.

CONSUMPTION

The 3rd-4th century consumption of pewter jugs 
does seem to reflect the small scale production of 
biconical jugs. The presence of both biconical jugs 
and moulds for making jug components, from the 
civitas at Silchester (Blagg and Read 1977), suggest 
biconical jugs were both produced and consumed 
locally. It is likely that Lansdown was likewise 
supplying pewter to Bath. Similarly, seven biconical 
jugs from Brislington (Barker 1901; Branigan 1972) 
that also produced a possible mould for producing 
jug necks suggest the localized manufacture and 
consumption of biconical jugs. The presence of a 
3rd century biconical jug from Chew Valley (Rahtz 
and Greenfield 1977) likewise occurs in an area 
of pewter and lead working, which raises the 
possibility of local production and consumption. 

It is probable that biconical jugs were involved 
in some form of trade that extended beyond the 
region in which they were manufactured, although 
this does not appear extensive. Such examples are 
possibly known from Isleham and in the ‘export’ 
of a biconical jug found at Stokesley (Greene 1955, 
118-119). It is likely such trade was limited by 
competition from small scale pewter production 
workshops located outside the distribution range of 
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biconical jugs. This perhaps explains the dominance 
of narrow mouth jugs (Lee 2009, 57-60) in the east 
of Britain with a focus in Cambridgeshire. 

CONCLUSION

In conclusion the distribution of biconical jugs does 
reflect the presence of pewter production centres 
in the Mendip region (notably the counties of Avon 
and Somerset), and in the county of Hampshire. 
Biconical jugs are clearly the product of an 
expedient small scale industry that was producing 
jugs for largely local consumption.

Why biconical jugs occurred in this region at all 
remains an open question. Potentially they reflect 
access to material and a response to a c.3rd-4th 
century decline in other metal wares or fine wares. 
It is possible that different workshops may even have 
produced particular styles of jug. Only the further 
identification, and typological classification, of 
more biconical jugs can address these questions. 
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