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Cobalt has been used in the manufacture of a blue pigment for nearly four thousand 
years. Its earliest use in the West was perhaps in the manufacture of the ‘Portland* 
vase after the technique had been introduced to the Alexandrian manufacturers 
from Persia. From the beginning of the 14th century cobalt was exported from Per
sia to China specifically for decorating their porcelain in underglaze blue; this con
tinued to be the case until the beginning of the 18th century when the source of 
cobalt ore became Europe. This ore gave two products, zaffre and smalt, and it was 
from Saxony that the English manufacturers obtained the smalts needed to produce 
the blue pigment for decorating their new porcelains. Between 1747 and 1754, the 
approximate period under discussion, the quantities of smalt imported doubled. It 
was an expensive commodity and liable to duty on importation. There was some 
inferior smalt discovered in Cornwall, although it does not seem to have been exten
sively employed.

These ‘blue and white* porcelains, as they have come to be called, were an enor
mously important part of the manufacturer’s output, especially in the early years 
during the late 40*s and early 50’s when they were feeling their way in the market 
place. Porcelain manufacture was by no means an easy way to make a living; it was 
extremely risky financially as well as being physically hazardous; however it clearly 
caught the imagination of the entrepreneur for it is remarkable to find so successful 
a silversmith as Sprimont and a painter such as Frye enlisting financial backing in 
the city and risking their wealth and reputation.

Primarily these people were businessmen and it was essential that their ventures 
should be commercially viable. The blue and white wares were intended, in most 
instances, as the cheap lines or inexpensive end of production made for daily use 
and were in direct competition with saltglaze and delftware and the Oriental im
ports. They were naturally less expensive than polychrome wares and helped to 
finance the more prestigious coloured production as well as figures. The early 
Chinese imports had been largely blue and white and had set the fashion in Europe 
for tin-glazed earthenware decorated in the Oriental style; in the 18th century, 
however, this was ousted in popularity by famille verte and famillc rose decoration.

It is not surprising therefore that the earliest English examples show strong Orien
tal influence yet these are not mechanical and lifeless imitations but rather adapta
tions with a particular Englishness of style. Chinese prototypes were copied and 
European silver shapes were popular, frequently resulting in a combination of 
Eastern and Western style. Each factory developed its own mannerisms in both 
painting and potting, yet this is further complicated by inter-factory copying and 
influence.

For ease of understanding I intend to take the factories separately in geographical 
area and chronologically in terms of their output. It is important also to deal with 
the three main categories of evidence, i.e.: (1) Historical Documents, e.g. patents, 
advertisements, contemporary accounts, insurance policies, rate-books, maps etc.;
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(2) Archaeological evidence in excavations, and (3) the wares themselves, especially 
when dated or inscribed, or when they may be directly associated with a particular 
factory on firm contemporary evidence.

I begin with Chelsea as traditionally it has been thought of as the earliest English 
factory, a position that has been somewhat undermined over the years. The 
evidence has been primarily that of a goat and bee jug dated 1745 based on a silver 
prototype by Sprimont.1 The blue and white output at Chelsea was minute in com
parison with any other 18th century factory and it was clearly not intended as part 
of their mainstream of production; the rare survivors arc perhaps experiments and 
trials. Certainly Chelsea were aiming for a more prestigious market and amazingly 
with their small number of employees and backstreet premises they succeeded in a 
lavish output of figures and wares in no way intended for the average man in the 
street. The blue and white wares are thinly spread between 1745 and 1755. From 
the triangle period there is the fluted silver-shaped cream-jug in the Cecil Higgins 
Museum, Bedford, painted with flowering foliage.2 The recently discovered flared 
beaker painted with a flowering rose is painted in an uncharacteristically bright blue 
but has decorative similarities with the cream-jug; this however is trident marked.3 
Octagonal teawares are known from the late raised and early red anchor periods, 
painted with pagodas on river islands and may be linked to a waster found on the 
factory site.4 A shaped plate from the red anchor period has an elaborate trellis- 
pattern border and is painted with a phoenix following the polychrome tradition.5 
Cobalt was also used in the Imari pattern services of the red anchor period, marked 
with an anchor in blue. These few examples may hardly be considered to represent 
a large commercial output.

1. Chelsea flared beaker painted in an unusually 
bright blue in the Vincennes style. Crown & 
trident mark in blue, c. 1749.
7 cm. high

In contrast Bow was to be a centre of blue and white production and their early 
success ensured a steady growth and development. We cannot, however, be certain 
as to the exact date of the commencement of manufacture; there is a no-man’s-land 
between the two patents, the first of 6 December 1744, taken out by Edward Heylyn 
and Thomas Frye, and the second patent taken out by Frye alone in November 1749 
which clearly implies Frye has succeeded in his intention. Daniel Defoe in his Tour 
of Great Britain (4th edition) states ‘The first village we come to is Bow where a large 
manufactory of porcelain is lately set up’; this is the earliest contemporary account 
published in 1748, yet the material for this is unlikely to have been gathered before 
late 1 747 at the latest. The earliest advertisement so far recorded is that of 26 August 
1748 where a ‘Great variety of useful and ornamental china to be sold . . .’.
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2. Bow dish painted in a vibrant blue beneath a thick 
crazed glaze; perhaps among the earliest Bow blue 
and white, c. 1747 or earlier.
27 cm. diam.

This is followed by an insurance policy in the sum of £4,000 in July 1749. It is 
clear, therefore, that porcelain had been made in sufficiently large quantities to war
rant such attention. It is curious that in the past we have been unwilling to place 
any of the Bow output in a period earlier than 1750; we should now perhaps be look
ing for unsophisticated blue and white wares which should fit in in general style to 
c. 1745-50, the very earliest pieces being of an experimental nature. There is unfor
tunately very little material evidence to go on. The earliest dated blue and white 
pieces are two New Canton inkpots and the William and Elizabeth Martin bowl 
dated 20 November 1750, all rather different yet having certain characteristics in 
common in the style of drawing, although the soft granular body has a tendency to 
stain and craze.6 The cobalt is of two distinct shades, a vibrant and bright tone or 
a silvery to blackish-grey tone, both of these types seem to be contemporary though 
unlikely to be later than say 1752-3 when the colour became less varied. There are 
two possible classes for an early pre-1750 date.7 There are a number of pieces, 
generally painted in the bright blue, that have a very thick coating of glaze that in 
many instances has crazed; this is particularly noticeable on plates with a Chinese 
style base as well as a number of Imari style wares. Some of these pieces have incised 
marks, an incised line or nick in the base, a tally mark of some sort perhaps. The 
painting is as to be expected Chinese in style, a plethora of flowering shrubs and 
rockwork. The second class is generally more sophisticated both in potting and pain
ting, possessing a softer and more delicate glaze, thin and sometimes mushroomy 
in appearance. The painting, generally in the grey-blue, is almost ‘pencilled* in ef
fect rendering a sharper contrast between light and shade; some of these pieces have 
an incised R mark and have their polychrome counterparts decorated in a vibrant 
famille rose palette, usually beneath a drab mushroom glaze. It could be that we 
have been consistently dating these wares too late in the Bow chronology and I 
would put these forward as possible candidates for earlier dating, alternatively there 
could be some other group lurking under a mis-attribution - at this stage the con
undrum must remain unresolved.

The next question to be considered is that of Limehousc.8 Here there really is 
very little to go on, the contemporary evidence is not especially helpful in trying to
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identify the wares. We know of its existence through a letter written by Dr. Richard 
Pococke (November 1750) while in Bristol, noting that the Bristol enterprise had 
been founded by ‘one of the principle manufacturers at Limehouse which failed1. 
Advertisements in the Daily Advertiser appeared between September 1746 and June 
1748, perhaps the most significant is that of October 1746 (inserted four times) 
advertising for ‘Pot, Fan or Box painters wanting employment . . . apply Mr. 
Wilson at the Manufactory near Duke-Shore} Limehouse'.

The advertisement of April 1747 describes ‘the new-invented blue and white 
Limehouse ware . . . consisting of great variety of sauce-boats, tea-pots, and other 
useful and ornamental vessels . . .’. From here on the advertisements record a 
chapter of disasters, and by May 1748 they were selling 'All the Goods in Trade of 
the Limehouse Manufactory’. This sad story is confirmed by the Limehouse land 
tax returns: Joseph Wilson & Co. arrived between July 1744 and March 1745 and 
left between June 1747 and August 1748.

As to the wares themselves, we have no archaeological evidence, and at this stage 
all we can say is that the quality is not likely to be good and perhaps primitive, in 
keeping with early experiments. It has often been suggested that Limehouse used 
soapstone, though there is no evidence of this. Any further comments on the possi
ble nature of the Limehouse wares would be pure conjecture. There is however one 
glimmer of hope, if further excavations at Newcastle-under-Lyme reveal what 
Joseph Wilson late of Limehouse actually made there. This is useful to the extent 
that in discussing a later venture one can get an inkling of the precursor (e.g. a com
parison between early Worcester and Lund’s Bristol factory).

At Bristol we are on firmer ground, Benjamin Lund, a failed copper merchant, 
took premises in William Lowdin’s glass house together with William Miller, a 
grocer and banker with the purpose of manufacturing porcelain. By March 
1748-49 a license was granted to Lund to mine soaprock for a term of 21 years.

!

!

'3. Bristol sauceboat, similar to a marked example and painted in a characteristic manner, Benjamin 
l.imd’s factory, c. 1750.
IB cm. wide
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In November 1750 they were advertising for apprentices to learn the art of pottery 
and how to paint the ware. Dr. Pococke is revealing about Bristol in the same letter 
where he mentions Limehouse, where he states that they make two sorts of ware, 
one a stone china with a yellow cast both in the ware and glazing, and secondly ‘Old 
China* which is whiter and he supposed this ‘is made of soapy rock and calcined 
flint*. Lund seems to have met with more success than Wilson at Limehouse for his 
output was varied and remarkably sophisticated. Of the marked blue and white 
pieces there are seven sauceboats that appear in three different moulded patterns, 
and five creamboats are known in two shapes. The painting is frequently in an in
digo blue, sometimes blurred by a thick rich glaze. The painters had a fondness for 
boats with full sails in river landscapes, boulders with sprouting grasses, twin- 
capped mountain peaks, Orientals with fans flanked by leafless trees, small groups 
of birds in flight and perhaps most characteristic of all, a painter with a craze for 
three ‘blobby dots’ - known as the three dot painter. Lund was undoubtedly suc
cessful both as a porcelain manufacturer and entrepreneur for by 1753 he is describ
ed as ‘Chinamaker of Worcester*. Richard Holdship had purchased from Bristol the 
stock, utensils, effects and process of Manufacture and moved them to Worcester. 
Bristol was to stop making pots and was not to disclose the ‘secrets’ to a third party.

I should now turn to the Staffordshire connection, for not only is it perhaps the 
birthplace of the first ‘blue and white’ in this country, but by addressing ourselves 
to the question, the early history of blue and white manufacture becomes clearer and 
some possible solutions may be found to certain groups of blue and white that may 
have been incorrectly allocated.

In 1970 Paul Bemrose conducted a remarkable excavation at Lower Street, 
Newcastle-under-Lyme, Staffordshire.9 The site, once the Pomona Inn, had been 
occupied by Samuel Bell, Potter from 1725-44 who principally made redwares and 
other pottery of Astbury type with striated glazes and cream slip rims. In 1746 the 
premises were to be let . . . ‘House now in possession of Mr. Steers . . . workshops, 
lathes, throwing wheels and other utensils useful in making fine earthenware or 
china; 3 pott-ovens, one lately built on purpose to burn china ... for further par
ticulars enquire of Mr. Crowther at St. Katherines nr. the Tower’ . . .

There was a certain William Steers of Hoxton in Middlesex, merchant who applied 
by petition for a patent stating he had ‘invented the art of making Transparent Ear-

4. White porcelain moulded cup, similar to a 
creamwave waster found on William Steers’ kiln 
site, Newcastle-under-Lyme, perhaps c. 17‘16-7.
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thenWarc in imitation of Porcelain or China ware after a method entirely new*. The 
petition was not granted and was taken out 29 October 1744. By March 1746 he 
had left Hoxton for Newcastle and was still there by December 1747, though pro
bably back at Hoxton (where the birth of a child is recorded) in June 1748.

The key piece among the excavated shards is the base of a porcellaneous bowl 
dated 25 July 1746, which immediately suggests that it belongs to the period of 
Steers’ tenure. The evidence of the wasters indicate an abortive short lived attempt 
and no evidence (to date) of a later manufacture. This dated bowl, therefore, is the 
earliest recorded dated piece of blue and white porcelain; before detailing the other 
finds it is interesting to record that on Steers’ departure the site was taken by Joseph 
Wilson who would seem to be the one and same Joseph Wilson late of Limehouse; 
the timing of Steers’ departure for London and Wilson’s arrival at Newcastle would 
otherwise seem too much of a coincidence. The case is strengthened by another 
Pococke letter written in the summer of 1750 when he wrote ‘There arc some few 
potters here, and one I visited whom I saw at Limehousc, who promised to make 
the best china ware but disagreed with his Employers . . .*. Pococke continues that 
he has a great quantity made for the oven but it could not be fired by coal as it turn
ed it yellow; he continues to describe wares which seem to be tortoiseshell, redwares 
and saltglaze; was Wilson perhaps continuing Steers’ repertoire of production?

To return to the porcelain wasters found along with the dated bowl, their impor
tance should not be underestimated as they represent the earliest soft paste porcelain 
in England. The excavated shards were analysed and found to fall broadly into two 
groups, one a body which was more a type of stoneware and the other a glassy 
porcelain, indicating a wide degree of experimentation. Among the pieces were 
bowls, plates, wet and dry mustard pots, globular and bag-shaped teapots, some 
with scroll and strap handles after Meissen, baluster jugs and covers with acorn 
finals. The painting broadly divides into those with stylised peony pattern and river 
landscapes with bare trees, pendant branches and boulders, there is also a fragment 
with the ‘three dot’ motif already discussed.

■

4

5. (a) Pickle-shell, porcellaneous with crazed glaze, the exact pattern appears on a Lund’s example, 
perhaps William Steers’ factory, Newcastle-under-Lyme, c. 1746-7 or Limehouse, c. 1747-8.
7 cm. wide
(b) Flared hexagonal creamboat, belonging to the 4European Scenes’ group of pieces, perhaps 
Joseph Wilson, Newcastle-under-Lyme, c. 1748-54.
11.5 cm. wide
(c) Pickle-shell, perhaps William Steers’ factory, Newcastle-under-Lyme, c. 1746-7.
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The striking similarity of these pieces with those tentatively assigned to William 
Reid’s Liverpool factory by Dr. Bernard Watney are at once apparent.10 They are 
both hybrid bodies or ‘low-calcium frit porcelains’. Some ‘Reid’ contains soapstone 
as did one fragment. Acorn knops are known on ‘Reid’ pieces, a moulded cream-jug 
shape has a ‘Reid’ counterpart. The earthenware fragments are nearer to Reid in 
style, a prunus-moulded cup, a pickle leaf with incised veins and small feet, a 
teabowl with leaf-moulded sides, and a model of a dismal hound - all have ‘Reid’ 
porcelain counterparts. It seems then quite possible that some of the pieces hitherto 
masquerading as Reid’s Liverpool Porcelain could be reassigned to William Steers’ 
factory at Newcastle-under-Lyme, c. 1746-47, although the evidence is by no 
means conclusive. Yet what of the remaining pieces in the Reid group? Many appear 
too sophisticated for experimental Steers’ porcelain and on grounds of style belong 
more properly to the early 1750’s than the mid-1740’s. Many of the pickle leaf 
dishes are painted with scrolls and emblems and some of the shell dishes with Orien
tals so close to Lund’s it is hard to imagine them belonging elsewhere. Oriental 
figures appear on a flared beaker and also on a three-footed sauceboat with 
lion’s mask and paw feet - a form generally associated with Bow. Another sub-group 
of Reid pieces are painted with sophisticated European landscape and European 
figures. In this group are moulded flared hexagonal creamboats and a circular two- 
handled tureen on mask and paw feet and with twig finial - both forms that appear 
at Worcester in about 1752. There is also not surprisingly a strong leaning towards 
Staffordshire pottery forms.

The final and correct re-allocation of all these wares is still open to discussion, but 
I believe we are not dealing with the products of one factory. Perhaps some of them 
belong to the Newcastle factory under Wilson as a natural progression of Steers’ ex
periments, but the similarities in potting and painting, the cross-fertilisation bet
ween London, Staffordshire and Bristol should not rule out the possibility of further 
re-attribution. Our present state of knowledge about the early years of porcelain 
manufacture in England remains far from complete. We can only guess - it is temp
ting to go too far and convince ourselves that what we understand is fact when in 
reality it is conjecture.’
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