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POTTERY FROM THE TUDOR MERCHANT'S HOUSE, TENBY

by
K. Murphy (Part 1) & Cathy 0'Mahoney (Part I1)
Dyfed Archaeological Trust.

PART |:  CUNTEXT

Introduction

The Tudor Merchant's House, owned by the National Trust and formerly
known as the 'Old House', Quay Hill, Tenby is a three-storey, stone-
built structure, one of the few remaining examples of medieval domestic
architecture in the town. Descriptions of the house with plans and
elevations previously published] indicate a late 15th century date for
its construction. A brief description of the building is included

here to enable the pottery report to be more fully understood.

The ground floor (fig.l) is rectangular, with an entrance and window in
the south-east end opening directly on to the street, a small window
and blocked door on the north-east side and a modern door in the north-
west end. The north-west end of the ground floor is dominated by a
massive fireplace subdivided by a timber-and-plaster partition wall
which originally enclosed a small room. On part of the remaining
partition painted decoration in imitation of a post-and-panel wall

tunl
survive©,

In early 1985 large scale restoration work being undertaken under the

direction of the Naticnal Trust involvcd the removal of the thick concrete

rsft that had been laid on the ground floor in the previous restcration
and repair work of 1939. Under the concrete some earlier floors and
other deposits survived, though the majority of the Floors associated
with the tater history of the build ng had been removed, presumably
during the 1939 restoration. Several narrow trenches were excavated
through these early floor deposits and the cess-»>it at the base of

the garderobe tower was emptied of ts deposits. Selected drawings

of the longitudinal sections of thase trenches are reproduced here

where relevant to the pottery repor: (fig.l, sections 2-5).

z5



Section 4

The cess-pit cantained two major deposits: organic material (85), a
sample of whict is being examined tor environmental evidence, and back-
£i11 of rubble and building debris (84). A later drain (28/80) and
floor surfaces sealed the pit.

Section 3

This trench was excavated under the painted plaster partition wall and,
as can be seen in the saction, all the surviving floor layers pre-date
the construction of the wall

Section 2

All the fioor ‘ayers excavated pre-date the construction of the painted
ptaster wal! No relationship between the floors and the drain (28/80}

could be estab'ished.

Section 5

The pit 35 underiies all the floor levels in this section

Layer 18 (see p 33 below) is not snown on any of the sections; it may
pre-date the painted plaster partition wall although it was considered
to have been contaminated during th2 laying and/or removal of the concrete-

raft floor

PART ! TdE POTTERY

This small co ection of potrery 1Tabie 1, figs.2 and 3) s remarkable

for its r:gh p ogorcion of ‘@ports, especially its series of Merida

tyoes. More t'ar nalf ‘s of North Jevon origin, and only one sherd

s definita'y rom West wales A w de varrery of fabrics are represented.
often by onty s'igle shertd Thay are not listed and descrinad
individually. tut the range wi'l be evident from Table | The largest

grouss Gt pottiry are discussed and iilustraied below.

The bulk of the material comes frem the organic layer &t the pottom of
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SHERDS @ VESSELS TLLUSTRATION NUWEERS IN PARENTHESIS
TYPES PRESENT, WITH APPROXIMATE DATES
1. Medieval: Bristal? 13th/l4th 11, HNorth Devon sgraffito:
century A post-1620
B 1670-1730
2, Medleval ridge tile: Welsh ar
North Devon? 12,  Slipware, 17th/18th century
3. Local (Pembrokeshire/Cardiganshire), 13. Morth Devon slipware, post 1620
date uncertain
14, North Devon? calcareous, gravel-
b, Mature Valencian Lustre-ware, I5th free slipware, post~!1620
century
5. Bristol/Staffordshire slipware,
5. korth Devon calcareous gravel-free Yate 17th century-first half 18th
fabric, late 15th-17th century century
6. Merida-type ware: Spanish or 16. Unidentifled sqraffito ware
Portuguese, probably i6th century {possibly Staffordshire), date
uncertcain
7. Unidentified red fabric: Bristol!?
date uncertain 17.  Black glazed red earthenware, |7th-
19th century
8. North Oevon gravel-tempered,
including tiles 16th-18th century 1B. English tin-glazed earthenware,
late 17th-18th century
9. Possibly North Devon jar rim, l6th
century or later 19, 'China', late 1Bth century or
later
10. Weser slipware (German), late 16th
century - early 17th century 20, English stoneware, ?13th century
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the cesspit (85), and the backfill above it (84). The pottery from 85
suggests a l6th-century or possibly early 17th century date, and that

from 8% a 17th-18th century one. Most of the parallels for the pottery
come from the other side of the 8r stol Channel, for little comparable

material with independent dating has been excavated in Wales.

Context 85: Lower filling of cesspit {fig.l, section 4; fig.2, nos.1-y)

Sherds of five vessels were found in this deposit. For three of these
vessels (1, 2 and 4) a 16th-century date seems appropriate, and the others
need not be incompatible with this. The large proportion of whole vessels
(1 and &) found in 85 suggests that this was where they were originally

discarded.

Nos. | and 2 are in a fine fabric with a very dense scatter of small
calcareous inclusions, which is a variety of North Devon ware3. The
earliest occurrence of this fabric is at Polsce Priory, near Exeter,
in a group dating to the end of the i5th century, and it figures at
Exeter in several early 16th century groups. 90% of 16th-century North
Devon wares at Exeter were of this type and all identifiable forms were

jars

l. Type 5. The drawing is reconstructed from surviving upper and
lower portions, so that the pot may have been deeper. The base
and lower parts of the interior are completely covered with a
green glaze; above this the glaze is only splashed, the unglazed
interior surface being a purplish-red colour. The light brown
exterior is largely unglazed except for a broad vertical band

of dark green. These jars were usually internally glazed only5.
The vessel is very hard-fired and weli-thrown, although a little
uneven in places. It has cracked during firing, in one broken

area being partially glazed over the fracture, but would probably
have been usable. Attached tc the glaze on top of the rim and
beneath the base are pieces of shale or slateb. The practice of
using_slates to separate vessels in the kiln was current in North
Devon/, but it was not restricted to that area. Partially glazed
slates with pot fragments attached occur amongst material from the
kiln site at Newport, Pembs8. Although this vessel is not exactly
a waster, it obviousty not perfect, and perhaps it is surprising
that it was shipped over from North Devon.

2. Type 5. Portion of jar rim in same fabric as no.l. There are very
thick bubbles of glaze on top of the rim. Both nos.i and ? appear
to have been fired upside down. (Internally glazed sherds in a
similar fabric are found in contexts 50 and 34 (sections 2 and 5)
and are the only pottery found in these contexts).
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3. Type 7. A&n unusual rin Form vith a definite internal groove, in
an unfami 'iar fabric, hard-fired, and light orange-red in colour.
There is 3 small splash of licht brownish-green glaze externally
and a larjer glazed area internally beneath the rim. The only
inclusions are very small ang.tar quartz grains and occasional
large red and white tumps Dzte and origin uncertain {possibly
Bristol?)

4. Type 6. Mar-da-type ware Tte main production centre of these red
micaceous wares was Extremadura in Spain?, although they were also
made 10 Pyrtugall0, and the vessels from Tenby could wel! be Port-
ugese  M2rida-type wares were imported over a long period from the
13th century, but the ea-lier finds are mostly costrels and bottles!!
An exact sarallel for this pot, a jar with only one handle, has not
been found. The form of the rim bears some similarity to those
fllustrated from Castle Street, Plymouthl2, and to the pottery from
the Spanish Armada wrecks‘3, e closest parallel for the profile is
a short f-agment of rim (1/4 - 1/3 of full circumference) from Cleeve
Abbey in North Somerset!l, which was found in a Dissolution context.
This has 3 second deep groove further dowr the neck.

The fabric of the vesse! from Tenby is very fine, hard and reddish-
orange, w th a reduced core ir places. The oniy obvious inclusions
are plate-ets of white mica. The pot is very weli-made and heavy
wheel-mar<s are evident 'nternally only. The distinctive form and
finisn of the handle are charazteristic of Merida~-type vessels.
(For othe Merida-type sherds. see below nos. 2k and 27)

The only other pottery from this layer 1s a broken sherd with mostly shale
rnclusions, similar to much of the nottery found at Caraigan lastle, and
typical of the Cardiganshire/Pembroxeshire area; its date is uncertain

No North Devon gravel-tempered ware {Type 8, telow) was found in this
deposit, but w th only sixteen sherds representing five vessels perhaps

the sample is ot large encugh for chis to be significant it is worth
noting, howeve , that in the layer above (B4) more than half the vessels
are of this tyre. Although North Devon gravel-tempered ware 's present

at Exeter in deposits of the First 1a3lf of the 16th centurv, the proportion
is much smalle than in later nost-medieva! groups, At Okehampton Castle
in a late 16th century deposit the roportcion of the gravel-tempered ware
is only 18% of at! North Devan sharis!s

Context 34/85  (esspit ifig.!, se tion 4, ftg.2, no 5,fig 3.no 14)

Tne demarcaticn between 'ayers 84 ind 85 wes not clear encugh for it
to be cerra n 'n every cas2 o wni h layer a vessel belonged {see Table

1. The-e we e also jo:~:ng sherd. from each bayar



Fig.2. Pottery from the Tudor Merchant's House, Tenby:

1N

] j‘u?

113

nos.1-13.

Type 4: Spanish Justre-warel! A single sherd of 15th-century date
(Mature Valencian 1425-1475)22 These wares were luxury items often

kept as heirlooms and are frequently found in later contexts. At
Exeter four mid or late 15th century Valencian wares were found

associated with early_l6th century wares, and two in mid or late
l6th-century deposits?3.
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The sherd is from a swall bowl which may have had a foot-ring. The
fabric is Vight buff, tinged s'ightly pink in places. The white tin
glaze is discoloured but well-)resarved. Most of the decoration is

in @ redd sh-brown copper lust-e; there is just one smudge of cobalt
visible or the internal surfac: at the bottom. The stylised lettering
on the interior appears to be 1either Gothic nor Arabic.

Type 11B Part of a Horth Devon sgraffito dish. Rim chipped
after fir.t firing. The decoration includes dots made with a
comb. Ame:rican evidence confirmed by excavation in this country
has shown that this technique was not introduced unti! the 1660s
or 1670524  North Devon sgraffito aggears to have gone out of
productior 1n the early 18th cantury25.

Context 84. Upper filling of cessp t (fig.1, section b; Ffig 2, nos.6-13)

This pottery need not be associated with the house and may have accumulated

elsewhere over a period of time,

6-8,11-12. Type 8: MNorth Devon Gravel-tempered ware. Over half the

i
+

sherds in this pack-fill are Nerth Deven gravel-tempered wares,

not amenabl'e to precise dating Although close parallels for some

of the forms can be found elsewhere in dated contexts, it now appears
that the same forms ware currert cver a long pericd, the -ims of 16th
century bowls not differing from those of the 17th and 18th centuries
The only vseful dating features are a preponderance of jar forms in
16th~century groups, and a charge in the form of the jugs. Most of
these sherds are from bowls.

Rim of deeo bowl, green glaze inside, exterior sooted

Rim of bow', green glaze inside, exterior partially brown glazed
and sooted

Rim of 'aa+' or bowl, orange-cdreen glaze insidz, exterior sooted.

Rim of bow , graen~brown glaze ‘nside, axterior sooted

Rim of jar Thick bubbies of glaze in internal groove, Extarior
=

a light co our, the result of 2 finishinyg nrocess rather than a
slip.

Sherds =~or !iusiratad include 3 pody sherd of a vaery large vessel
with a har 'z springing from it, orobadly & jar, and she-ds of a
thinner-wa ted, cordoned bowl similar to nc.é, with & broight
orange glazz insida. There is 2150 & piece of giazed tile with
shallow groouas.

ad
.



Type 14, Sherds of a slipwa-e dish in a gravel-free fabric

containing calcareous inclusions. This differs from the fabric

of nos.l and 2 {Type 5), in containing many small angular quartz
grains. A white slip covers :he interior and the top of the rim.
The resutting yallow glaze is heavily streaked with brown from its
iron content. {f this is a North Devon product it must be post~
1620. Both at Exeter and in North Devon plain slipwares occur in
groups of early-to-mid 18th-century, but it is not clear when
production ended.

Type 2. Crest of ridge tile  Although there is documentary’8
and archaeological!d evidence for the existence of post-medieval
Morth Devon ridge tiles this one appears to be medieval; the
crests of the later ones are usually finger-mouided and not knife-
cut as this example. The fabric of this tiles differs from the
glazed t:le mentioned above, containing some quartz as well as
some slate or shale. |t is uncertain whether this is a local or
North Devon product.

Type 15. Three sherds, probably from the same vessel, of a

Staffordshire/Bristol-type slipware cup or posset-pot, date this

deposit to the late 17th-18th century (or later)?0 It is glazed

a pale vellow inside and out, and decorated with pads of brown

slip. A sherd {(not illustrated here) has two rows of pads separated
by a wavy line; the base rises in the centre and the underside is
unglazed and blackened.

Context 80/28 Fill of drain (fig.l, section 4; fig.3, nos,15 and 16)

15,

Type 8: Morth Devon gravel-tempered ware. Basal portion of very
large jar? Green glaze inside, splash glaze on light coloured
surface vutside,

Type 8, Rim of tin-glazed earthenware dish. English, probably
Bristol lLate 17th-18th centuries. Thick blue-tinged glaze
covering interior and exterio-. Thin blue line around interior
edge of rim. Well executed green and blue painted decoration over
this., Fabric hard creany buf*, no easily visible inclusions.

Context 18 layer contaminated du:ing the laying of the concrete floor

i7.

(p.26 ; fig.3, nos.17-19)

Yype 9. Rim of jar {diamete wuncertain) in a light red fabric.
Contairs some large and many very small quartz inclusions, with
some unizentified ones; also small calcareous inclusions as in
nos | and 2 Splash of glaze on top of rim and externally.
Different from normal Morth Devon products, but possibly of
biorth-Pavon provenance.

[
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18. Type 18. Body sherd of tin-vlazed earthenware piate. Pinkish tinge
to glaze. Decoration includes very pale blue circular area outlined
in purple, three purple stripes. External glaze discoloured.

Fabric a warm, light pink, containing a few red inclusions probably
English. Late 17th-18th century.

19. Type 8. Thin rim. Morth Devon; 18th century26. Finer fabric;
splash of shiny green glaze internally,

Context 7: [Irodden floor underlying partition wall (fig.l, section 3;
o nos.20-22)

20. Type 12. Rim of slipware cup Brown glazed red earthenware. slip-
trail decoration. I17th-century?

21, Type 106. Weser slipwareZ/. The pink fabric and style of decoration
of these two sherds are typic.! of these German wares of the late
16th century which were sti!l exported in the early 17th century.

A white slip covers the inside; over this are thin concentric bands
of orangy-brown slip, with otter decoration of this colour and of
pale green, all covered by a :lear lead glaze. There is a splash

of slip and glaze on the exterior, but this is otherwise unslipped
and unglazed. The sherds are probably from a bowl,

22, Type 'IA Rim of sgraffito dish. Probably Morth Devon Post-1620
The fabri:z contains some smal', white, calcareous 'nclusions and is
very similar to those of the cravel-free jars nos.| and 2. Decoration
conststs >f running S marks or the rim. There is a smal! indentat:on
on the external rim adge.

Context 10 Occupation layer under lying partition wall (fig 1, section 3;
fig 3
23, Type 8 North Devon gravel-tempered bowl. Internal brown/green

glaze, ex:erior sooted

Lontext 12 Tin accupation layar underlying partition wal- ifig.1.
' section 3: fig 3}
e b lzsal angle of probatile Merr'da-type vesse! in light orange

abric  th2elmarks interpall,. Exterior and outer portion of
fraciv-e ey olack. Tool-marks visible zxterpal ly

~

[

-_—
-

ooy

Context 3b vrom mortar floor, presably quite late (Fig.l, section 5

fig. 3]

25. Type 8  «im of North Devon gravet-tempered jar. Only partially
nlazed n ernally Ungltazed sirfaces 1.ght-colourad » places as
no. {2
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Fig.3. Pottery from the Tudor Merchant's House, Tenby: nos.14-27

Context 33: Ashy layer, possibly contaminated (fig.1, section 5; fig.3)

26. Type i3. Rim sherd of slipware jar, North Devon, post-1620. Covered
with a white slip internally and a partial slip externally. Glaze
rests in a thick, dark brown kand at the top of the rim. Hard light
red fabric.
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Context 35: Fill of pit in hearth area (fig.1, section 5; Ffig.3)

27. Type 6: Merida-type. The fabric of this is coarser than the other

Merida sherds, and contains many small inclusions. Its exact angle
and form are difficult to determine: it has been drawn as a bowl,
but it could be a 1id, or (at another angle) the rim of a jar. If

it is a bowl it compares well with some illustrated from Plymouth
and there assigned to the 16th centuryzg. The lower edge of the

rim is very uneven, which may be the result of poor finishing or

of wear, for the exterior surtace beneath this is also very worn,
perhaps through resting in ancther container. The interior surface
is grey, which could be a resilt of reduction firing or of a deposit
such as those observed on this type of pottery at Plymouth29,

Context 51 (fig.l, section 2)

Theoccurrence of a medieval sherd of 13th or 14th century date {not
illustrated) in layer 51 is nct easy to explain. Presumably it must
have been brought in from outcide the house with other material,
This could equally apply to much of the pottery, and also account
for the medieval ridge tile (ro.10 above) in 84,

Summarz

Research has shown that in the 16tk and 17th centuries the cost of land
transport was eight or ten times greater than that by sea30 This helps

to explain the high proportion of sea-bourne imports.

Sherds : Vessels
Foreign imports R : 5
Noerth Devon imports 46 g 27
Other pottery 25 : 2]
TOTAL 82 . 53

Among tne othe pottery ars possisle Norih Devon and Bristol products
and also more -ecent earthaznwares and china. The lack of local wares
supports the theory that there must have been little or no nroduction
in South Wales at this daté, the ma~ket beirg dominated by North Dewvon
potteryzl 't is uncertain when North Devon wares were first imported.
Although there was trade between Barnstaple and Terby in the late 16th
century nc -ecord of poitery occurs in che surviving Port Bmoks32,
though vessz2ls may have been used 35 containers for other goods and

not specifically menticnad. The exsort of massive quantities of Norch



Devon products only appears to have begun in the 17th century, In 1602
'sixty dozen earthenware' were seni from Bideford to Carmarthen in the
John of Bidiford33, The Barnstaple Port Books for 1650-1700 record more
earthenware sent to Carmarthen thar to Tenby, and it may have been re-
distributed from there. However scme was also sent direct to Tenby, e.g.

50 dozen by Christopher Hanniver ir 16703h.

The Merida type wares may well be Fortuguese rather than Spanish, for

the recorded lIberian trade with Terby in the first half of the 16th century
was entirely with Portugal35. Atthough the quantity is not large enough

to be remarkable it is worth noting that by contrast there are no French
imports although trade with France was considerable. The Weser slipware

so far west is of interest, most British imports of these vessels being
found on the east coast of England. It can hardly have been a direct
import and probably represents re-cistribution through another centre,

though it could fall into the special category of a gift.
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