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When tracing the story of this very remarkable and truly interesting man, 
during my opening lecture at the 1983 International Ceramics Fair and 
Seminar, I brought to the attention of my audience the controversy 
surrounding our subject artist. Many outlandish theories and wild opinions 
were being put about regarding William Billingsley. It was stressed at the 
time that they were about to be presented with an objective appraisal of a 
man who had left an enormous impact on the British ceramic scene. Bom in 
1758 to William and Mary Billingsley, though his father who had worked 
at Chelsea before moving to Derby had died before his son had been put 
to the china painting trade. His paternal uncle Samuel was a printer and 
publisher of educational material, in a small way, not far from St. Paul’s 
Cathedral in London, but again the fact that both father and uncle had 
worked in the capital city, does not mean that the family were Londoners 
by birth. It was not uncommon in the eighteenth century for workers to 
move around to find work in their respective fields. William Billingsley 
was put to the china painting trade, by his mother, and duly apprenticed 
to William Duesbury in 1774. It is, of course, curious that he was sixteen 
at the time, as children were most often working at the early age of ten. 
William Pegg, the Quaker, being one such child working fifteen hours a 
day at the tender age of ten, though he was not apprenticed at the Derby 
China Works.
Until about the 1780s flower painting was very stylised being mostly copied 
from the earlier founded Continental china works, who had in their turn 
adapted the painting style from the Orient. Billingsley brushed out the 
highlights of his flowers and more particularly his celebrated roses unlike 
the previous flower painters who tended to leave the white glazed porcelain 
to gain their effect. It was William Billingsley who created, in Britain, the 
new naturalistic representation of the garden and hedgerow flower which 
was to become one of the dominant features in nineteenth century ceramic 
decoration.
The lecturer raised the subject of Billingsley’s mark, ‘the long tailed seven’, 
known as such because of the long vertical stroke in executing the number. 
He further stressed that although the artist was allocated this number, which 
would normally appear in red on the footrim of an article, it is by no means 
always present on the subject artist’s work. A dish of ‘King’s Pattern’, 
named such because a service was got up for George III, during the early 
part of his reign, was shown. This article had the ‘long tailed seven’ painted 
in red on its footrim. The pattern consists of two narrow bands of dark 
blue and gilding on the border, and a circle of blue dots surrounded with 
gilding enclosing a small central group of roses. Plate I shows a double 
handled cup painted with a very fine panel containing one of Billingsley’s 
finest paintings of a basket of flowers on a marble ledge. The reverse panel 
on this cup is painted in typical style by George Complin thus forming a 
rare combination of these two remarkable painters. Much of Billingsley’s 
work was done in small rectangular and circular panels of roses, placed in 
every conceivable position. The Derby City Museum has water-colour 
drawings showing this style of painting together with the method of 
computing the cost of such panels. Plate II shows a fine sucricr and cover 
decorated in this manner on a mid-blue ground.
The Lecturer continued, telling his audience that although Billingsley had 
learnt much from his association with the celebrated Chelsea and Derby
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painter of landscapes, Zachariah Boreman, it was unlikely that either 
William Duesbury or his son would have allowed such a talented flower 
painter the opportunity of painting landscapes. The association was to be 
of great help when our subject artist left Derby, in April 1796, to establish 
with Mr. John Coke, the Pinxton Manufactory. It was here that 
Billingsley was given the opportunity to produce and to experiment with the 
china body, something that always had burnt inside him was now to be a 
reality. The Lecture continued with the showing of thirteen slides of Pinxton 
teaware, with named views and a flower jardiniere all thought to be the 
work of our artist. These were kindly provided by the Usher Gallery at 
Lincoln, especially for the lecture and were of representative pieces from 
the Exley Collection. Plate III shows a small Pinxton plate painted with 
a puce monochrome scene, absolutely typical of the artist’s work. Much 
work was executed in this style at Pinxton and at the other factories at 
which William Billingsley worked.

Plate III

By April 1799 our artist was again on the move and appears at Belvedere 
Street, Mansfield, where he set up a decorating cr’ablishment, purchasing 
white ware from dealers, some of which was from France. Whilst talking 
about decorating establishments the lecturer sire d the difficulties found 
in attempting to attribute china where no patter*’, lumbers or factory marks 
exist. He reminded the audience that great (juanSbes, both in the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, were decor; ' ! by outside, 
establishments, who purchased their white ware b ■* n agents and dealers. 
William Billingsley had now joined their ranks. Whilst at Mansfield, 
Billingsley decorated a *dc la Courtillc’ tea set, w' j named brownish 
monochrome landscapes, the panels being susper 1 from little bows. These 
bows were a feature of our artist’s work, and tin:;: . lias become known as
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the ‘Boot Service’, named after the person who commissioned it. With only 
decoration to consider he and his helpers were able to turn out a 
considerable amount of decorated ware.
It was not long however before his burning ambition to make his own 
china took him to Brampton in Torkscy, Lincolnshire and by 1803 he was 
engaged in setting up the Brampton Manufactory. The sugar box, from the 
‘Boot Service’ had a landscape view ‘of the intended Manufactory 
Brampton Lincolnshire’ painted on it. The audience were then shown 
slides of the ‘Boot Service’ followed by eight slides, again provided by the 
Usher Gallery. One of these showed the ‘W. Sharpe Jug’ upon which one 
of the panels painted showed a N.W. view of the Brampton China 
Manufactory, no longer ‘intended view* and interestingly the jug was dated 
1806 and marked in red script ‘Brampton Manufactory’. Above the factory 
view are the script capitals ‘SWWBB’ for the newly formed partnership 
Sharpe, Walker, Walker, Booth and Billingsley.
The earlier partnership, with one Henry Bankes, had ceased with that man’s 
bankruptcy in 1803. Bankes had ben a partner in the Pinxton Manufactory 
with Mr. John Coke and had undertaken not to join any other china 
manufactory whilst a partner in that concern. With this in mind it could well 
be that Billingsley marked some early Brampton pieces ‘Billingsley 
Mansfield’ to appease Bankes. Another famous Brampton jug was then 
shown ‘The Benjamin Wilmot’, or ‘Durham Ox' Jug. It is likely that 
Billingsley copied this from an engraving of the painting by J. Boultbee of 
Loughborough.
The Lecturer then brought to the attention of his audience that the shapes 
of both the jugs they had seen, appeared to be peculiar to the Brampton 
Manufactory and are found both in porcelain and earthenware.
The Sharpe & Co. partnership was dissolved in 1807 and fora short time 
the manufactory was carried on in the name of Samuel Walker, though 
Billingsley was clearly controlling operations. This gives us our first clue 
into the mounting problems of our subject artist, who seemed always to 
have ambitions beyond his financial support. In July 1808 Billingsley & 
Walker appeared to have left Brampton in haste and journeyed to South 
Wales in an abortive effort to find work.
Billingsley, his two daughters, Sarah and Lavinia, accompanied by Samuel 
Walker found work at Worcester in 1809. Walker erected reverberating 
kilns in that city, and thus enhanced his reputation. Basically the china 
body previously had poor translucencv and again Billingsley’s knowledge 
must have been called upon. Some slides, provided by the Worcester 
Curator, Mr. Many Frost, were shown, though the lecturer pointed out 
that apart from one dessert service, little definite Billingsley work has been 
satisfactorily identified as yet. It was at Worcester on September 22nd,
1812 that Samuel Walker and Sarah Billingsley were married. However 
shortly after the death of Mr. Martin Barr, in November 1813, they all left 
Worcester and went to South Wales, broke their agreement with Worcester, 
and set up the small Nantgarw works.
Finance shortly, however, attracted them to Swansea and in 1814, they 
were setting up kilns for Mr. Dillwyn. William Billingsley seems to have 
painted a good deal on the glassy Swansea china. An interesting theory was 
delivered to me by an eminent collector of Swansea. He said that the men
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painted in Billingsley’s landscapes usually had large posteriors !
By now William had adopted the name of Beeley, probably from the small 
village next to Chatsworth in Derbyshire, to avoid legal proceedings from 
Worcester and elsewhere. It was in Swansea that Sarah Walker died and 
shortly afterwards, in 1817, Mr. Dillwyn terminated their agreement, thus 
leaving a saddened threesome to return to Nantgarw to attempt to get the 
works going again. Some money was raised and not long after white china 
was sent to the London dealers, to be decorated by the establishments who 
specialised in the smart and sophisticated patterns so much in demand. To 
add to Billingsley’s grief Lavinia was to die at Nantgarw. Some slides were 
shown indicating some possibly Billingsley-painted pieces. It was of course 
between 1818 and 1820 that most of the finest pieces of Nantgarw were 
produced, but to no avail as sadly Billingsley, alias Beeley and his son-in
law were forced to negotiate with John Rose of Coalport, Ironbridge, and 
to conclude an agreement to move there. It was at the Coalport works that 
our subject artist was to spend his declining years where he eventually 
died in January 1828. W. Turner, the ceramic historian, was informed by a 
Coalport worker that she remembered ‘Beeley’ and Walker living together in 
‘The Cottage’ with Betty as housekeeper and that Walker had a son and a 
daughter. Also that Henry Morris of Swansea did not like Walker, as he 
spoke rather disrespectfully of his father-in-law, for whom Morris had great 
respect. It must be assumed, however, that Walker certainly had ample 
opportunity to get to know his father-in-law! About 1835 Walker left his 
native England to sail to America where eventually he set up a pottery in 
1850. It is in Shropshire that the story of a remarkable ceramic painter 
and china maker, for he certainly laid strong claims to have produced one 
of the finest translucent china bodies ever made, is concluded.
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