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Cheap, fast, good: the Roman glassblowing
revolution reconsidered
Katherine A. Larson

Among the most dramatic changes in ancient material culture was the widespread
adoption of glass vessels for tableware and storage during the 1st c. B.C. and 1st c. AD. As
shown by the quantity of glass finds from occupation sites of the Imperial era, glassware
was much more prominent in daily life than it had been previously. This shift occurred
concurrently with the widespread adoption of glassblowing. This change in consumer
behavior points to a complex process of experimentation, development, and gradual adap-
tation on the part of both producers and consumers. The transition from centuries-old
technologies of core-forming, casting and sagging to blowing required a complete recon-
figuration of every stage of glass production, from the increased supply of raw material to
the development of new tools and workshop space, and in the training of craftsmen.

This article reviews the evidence for early glassblowing in light of theoretical work
on technological change, particularly D. A. Spratt’'s model for the study of innovation in
the archaeological record.! At heart is the issue of whether glassblowing was exceptional
among ancient technologies, succeeding because it was superior to other glass technolo-
gies, as suggested by M. L. Finley and others;> or whether glass blowing corresponds to
established anthropological models of technological development, its success being due
to the particular social, economic and political circumstances of the early Roman Empire.
Post-processual approaches to technological change emphasize that such changes rely
on local conditions, the role of individual agents, and social appropriateness, rather than
intrinsic economic or technical advantage. Superior innovations do not necessarily replace
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