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The publication of the catalogue Unearthing Staffordshire 
- Towards a new understanding of 18th century ceramics, which 
accompanied the loan exhibition at the 1990 
International Ceramics Fair and Seminar, appears to have 
created something of a srir. This was, of course, exactly 
what the authors, David Barker and Pat Halfpenny, had 
anticipated - indeed, it was their main aim in producing 
both the exhibition and the catalogue - and the outcome 
has been reassuring.

traditionally attributed to Ralph Wood,' or Arnold 
Mountfords work on the business of the potters John and 
Thomas Wedgwood of Burslem.2 What documentary 
sources can rarely give us, however, and what most stu
dents of ceramics most wish to know, is which of the 
pieces in today’s collections were made by which man
ufacturer - in other words questions of attribution. This 
is an area in which archaeology can help.

Stoke-on-Trent has a long tradition of archaeological in
vestigation of its ceramic history. Numerous sites have 
been identified and excavated, and quantities of wasters 
exposed by various developments which have threatened 
the area’s buried heritage have been salvaged. A large and 
important collection of archaeological ceramics has been 
formed at the City Museum, which complements the 
outstanding collection of locally-made wares in the 
Ceramics Section. This collection now forms the basis 
for a reappraisal of ceramic developments in North 
Staffordshire from the medieval period onwards.

Unearthing Staffordshire drew primarily upon 18th century 
earthenwares, stonewares and porcelains from the collec
tions at the City Museum & Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent, 
many of which could not previously have been positively 
attributed to either manufacturer or district. Many of the 
pieces included in Unearthing Staffordshire were presented 
with confident attributions and the accompanying sherds 
showed quite clearly that it was archaeology which was 
responsible for making these new attributions possible. 
However, Unearthing Staffordshire was intended to do 
much more than display the latest archaeological discov
eries from Stoke-on-Trent. It was the implications of 
these discoveries which were important and which is was 
high time, the authors felt, to let loose upon an unsus
pecting public. It had become increasingly apparent that 
many of the traditional misconceptions surrounding ce
ramics of this period were inhibiting serious research. 
Although publication of much of the recent archaeolog
ical work was still far from completion, we felt that it was 
incumbent upon us to deal with these misconceptions 
and to invite our audience to move “Towards a new un
derstanding of 18th century ceramics”. With this aim in 
mind, I shall reiterate here some of the points raised in 
the 1990 catalogue, and also try to offer some reassurance 
to those who might have been tempted to despair after 
reading it.

Recent archaeological work in Stoke-on-Trent has high
lighted the manufacture of ceramics in the 18th century. 
In many ways, it is the 18th century industry which is of 
greatest interest to us at present, largely because of the sig
nificant developments which took place during this cen
tury, transforming the industry into a major international 
force. Technological innovations, coupled with the use 
of new raw materials, enabled the potters to move away 
from the production of brown stonewares and once-fired 
earthenwares; from the 1720’s onwards we see the appear
ance of fine tea and coffee wares in white salt-glazed 
stoneware and in good quality twice-fired earthenware 
which were aimed at a more affluent and ever increasing 
clientele.

I

I

Excavations have been undertaken on the important 
North Staffordshire factory sites of Samuel Bell of 
Newcastle-under-Lyme,' of Thomas Whieldon of 
Fenton Vivian,' and at Longton Hall where soft-paste 
porcelain was first made successfully in the area.5 A very 
large pottery waste tip has been positively identified as 
that used by the factory of William Greatbatch, at Lower 
Lane, Fenton/' while other waste tips have been associated 
on good evidence with the potters Humphrey Palmer of 
Hanley7 and Thomas Barker of the Foley, Fenton." Some 
of these names have long been central to any discussion

The main problem in attempting to make an objective 
study of early ceramics is not a shortage of evidence, but 
rather a shortage of the right kind of evidence. 
Contemporary documentary sources provide much valu
able evidence for the scale and nature of the pottery in
dustry, for the workings of individual factories, technical 
innovations, and biographical details for individual man
ufacturers. A sensible use of this source material can form 
the basis of a study of some considerable substance and 
importance, such at Pat Halfpenny’s work on the figures
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I. Versatility. Wasters excavated in Town Road. Hanley, including blackware, red earthenware, agate ware, white salt-glazed stoneware, drabware, 
and creannvare. Attributed to Humphrey Palmer, c. 1760.

to 18th century ceramic history; others have become so 
as a result of these excavations.

The many other smaller groups of wasters from sites in 
the area are of no less importance, despite, the lack of as
sociations with known manufacturers; they are still useful 
groups of material, each positively linked to a centre of 
production, and each illustrating the impressive range of 
wares which were produced by the local factories. In ad
dition, these groups offer the possibility of sound dating 
for both the wares themselves and the technical devel
opments which made their production possible.

One of the most striking facts to emerge from the various 
excavations is the versatility of the local manufacturers.
Excavations of both factory and factory waste sites have 
shown that most manufacturers produced a great diversity 
of earthernware and stonewares, in an attempt to cater 
for as wide a market as possible. Evidence of specialisation 
is so far lacking. It is now clear that Thomas Whieldon, stonewares, blackwares, glazed red earthenwares, tortoise-
for example, whose wares have occasioned a whole host shell wares and creamwares were recovered in quantity,
of misattributions from a misuse of documentary source indicating production on a large scale at a factory which
material alone, had an extremely varied output during was able to cope with all the problems which such diver-
the 1740 s, 1750’s and beyond. Much more was found sity would have caused,
than the tortoiseshell wares so commonly associated with
him, or the cauliflower wares traditionally ascribed to his The finds from the Greatbatch site are perhaps the most
partnership with Josiah Wedgwood (1754-1759). impressive example of a potters versatility. Greatbatch (in
Whieldons products included agate wares, red earthen- business 1762-1782) has been best known for his
wares, creamwares, and a variety of moulded fruit wares creamwares, many of which bear distinctive transfer-
with coloured glazes. printed designs, and for his abilities as a modeller (tig. 2).

The excavation of his factory waste site has shown that 
A similar picture is painted by the pottery from a large during his twenty year manufacturing career he was re
factory waste tip excavated in Town Road, Hanley, sponsible for an extremely wide range of pottery types,
whose varied contents have been dated to c. 1755-1760 including white salt-glazed stonewares, red stonewares,
and have been tentatively attributed to Humphrey Palmer canewarcs, black basalts, blackwares, tortoiseshell wares,
(fig. 1). White salt-glazed stonewares, drab wares, red coloured glazed wares - cauliflower, pineapple, melon and

2. Versatility. Pieces from the wide range of wares produced by 
William Greatbatch, c. 1765-1782.
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3. Similar types of ware were produced by many North Staffordshire manufacturers. Tortoiseshell teapots by Thomas Whieldon (left), William 
Greatbatch (centre), and attributed to Humphrey Palmer (right).

others - plain creamwares, creannvares with over-glaze of specific types of pottery, a process sadly facilitated by 
printed and painted decoration, and both creamwares and the use of inappropriate generic terms, such as Astbury 
pearlwares with under-glaze blue painted decoration, type ware, IVhicldon type ware, WliicldoH-Wedgwood, and 
Even with the benefit of documentary evidence, of other equally meaningless terms. Attention was first 
which there is fair amount, no one could have foreseen drawn to the severe limitations which these terms impose 
such a variety of products from one factory - of bodies, upon research in connection with 18th century figures,1" 
of forms, of decoration and of sources of inspiration. and these have subsequently been reiterated in a wider 

context." Archaeological evidence, too, highlights the 
The excavation of the Greatbatch site is also important shortcomings of generic terms by showing that most of 
because it has identified a chronological sequence of de- the well-known pottery types of the period where pro
position and, hence, of production. In the light of this duced over the whole of the area by many different man-
we can trace the developments in production, identify ufacturers.
the introduction of certain types and follow their fortunes If we are concerned with attributions, then we may take 
within the overall assemblage, itself a reflection of the heart. The huge range of material recovered from the
wider ceramics market and consumer demand. For ex- many different sites has provided us with some of the first
ample, coloured and moulded wares - cauliflowers, concrete evidence for the positive attribution of 18th cen- 
pineapples, tortoiseshells, etc. - appear to have achieved tury ceramics. Whieldon, Palmer, Greatbatch and others 
the height of their popularity during the mid-late 1760’s, now have wares attributed to them not on the basis of ev- 
with a subsequent decline in output. (Josiah Wedgwood idence presented in 19th century secondary sources, but 
had tired of these wares by 1766,*' but other potters con- on the basis of exact matches with pieces excavated on 
tinued to produce them for many years and still found a the sites of known manufacturers. It is matches, not sim- 
market for them.) They were replaced on the Greatbatch ilarities, which are important - matches in moulded de
site by more simple thrown forms which relied upon tails of bodies, relief decoration, spouts, handles, handle 
painted or printed decoration. The large quantities of terminals, and knops. If we are able to show that generic 
pearhvare recovered frpm the site seem to support the terms are useless in the context of widespread production
now widely-accepted date of c. 1775 for its introduction, of similar types by numerous manufacturers, we must
Greatbatch appears to have been an outstanding potter hope for specific features which might identify the products 
of his generation, but such versatility was not unusual of individual factories (fig. 3). Marked wares are the ex

ception in the 18th century and, consequently, there is 
little that we may use apart from these moulded features. 

There is, in fact, an abundance of contemporary docu- This means, inevitably, that there is little hope of attribute 
mentary evidence to show that the 18th century manu- ing ‘featureless’ vessels such as bowls, teabowls or saucers, 
facturers made a wide variety of different wares, although It has been emphasised that painted or printed decoration 
the standard works on ceramics have, for the most part, is no basis whatsoever for attribution, given that designs
failed to emphasise this point. Traditionally a very few and styles could be easily copied and that specialist dec-
individuals have been credited with a very limited range orating shops often served several factories.1-’

amongst his contemporaries.
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4. Excavated crabstock spouts of a type used by many manufacturers. Left to right: creaimvare - William Greatbatch, c. 1765; tortoiseshell - 
William Greatbatch, c. 1765; red stoneware - Thomas Whieldon, c. 1760; tortoiseshell - attributed Humphrey Palmer, c. 1760,

The pottery wasters from each of the sites mentioned the absence of detailed pottery reports from excavations 
have their own peculiar characteristics which distinguish (and several are in preparation at the time of writing) the 
them from similar wares from other sites. For example, watchword for the student of the 18th century ceramics 
the thrown wares from the Town Road site in Hanley are must be caution, 
quite undiagnostic in their form, and yet they share over
one hundred mould-applied or sprigged decorative re- Moulded vessels, too, often prove to be peculiar to a par- 
liefs. These moulded reliefs appear to be peculiar to this ticular factory and, again, will be identified through 
one site and have not been identified on wares which archaeology. For example, the fruit basket wares which 
could possibly be attributed elsewhere. Whieldon, too, were found in abundance on the Greatbatch site appear 
made good use of moulded relief decoration which was to have been made by Greatbatch alone, despite the large 
very much in the style of the day, comprising rosettes, numbers which have been identified in collections. The 
leaves, vine stems, berries and flowers. Although very attribution of these extant wares to Greatbatch is based 
similar in their detail to those of his contemporaries, the upon exact matches of the moulded details of bodies, 
majority of Whieldon s reliefs are unmistakeably his, al- spouts and handles with the excavated sherds. With such 
though a very careful scrutiny of these details may be nec- evidence we should be well-placed to make positive at- 
essary. Greatbatch, by contrast made little use of applied tributions of pieces in collections, particularly as more and 
relief decoration and only forty reliefs, mostly sprigged, more factories are identified through excavation, but, sad- 
have been identified.1' These are, however, very distinc- ly, archaeology also highlights many of the potential prob- 
tive indeed and quite unlike other designs in contempo- lems in ceramic research. Not all moulded details, it 
rary use.

Again, the pottery from these sites uses its own range of 
handles and spouts. Many of these are site-specific - used One of the least understood areas of 18th century pottery 
only at the one factory - while others were more popular production, and one which may have significant conse- 
types and appear widely in pottery groups excavated quences for the study of the ceramics of this period, is 
throughout the area. Possibly the most common type of the production and trade in block moulds. Block moulds 
teapot spout is a variation of the crabstock which occurs were essential for the production of many of the elaborate 
in virtually every pottery group of the period 1750-1770 designs which were in use from the 1740 s, and an average 
and which is, consequently, of little use in attribution factory may have had several hundred blocks for the dif- 
(fig. 4). It is just as important to identify features, such ferent types and sizes of ware produced. Many factories 
as this spout, which were widely used as it is to identify may have employed modellers to produce the necessary 
those which were site-specific and which may be used blocks; others would have bought in blocks from specialist 
with confidence to identify the wares of manufacturers, manufacturers outside. William Greatbatch himself was 
Here the collector is dependent upon the archaeologist a skilled modeller and his letters show that he supplied 
whose research is rarely published quickly. However, in Wedgwood with a variety of blocks as well as making

seems, are quite as reliable for the purposes of attribution 
as Greatbatch s fruit basket wares.
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5. Teapot sherds with Oriental figures moulded in relief excavated on several different sites in Stoke-on-Trent, c. 1760-1770.

for other meaningful matches, such as the handles and 
spouts, as supporting evidence. While a manufacturer 
may have been able to obtain a block for a popular body 
shape, it is unlikely that he would also have obtained a 
range of spout and handle blocks which would enable 
him to duplicate exactly the wares of a neighbour. 
Indeed, it is no surprise that the more popular moulded 
wares, which are known from different sites, are found 
with a considerable variety of handle and spout types, 
with each manufacturer doubtless continuing to use his 
own.

Sadly, there is not sufficient evidence to show fully to 
what extent this trade in block moulds went on, or the
means by which potters might have acquired the moulds. 
One can imagine any scenario - purchase, exchange, 
loan, or copying. Another possible explanation exists for 
the appearance of identical wares on different sites - the 

those from which he produced his own wares. The in-trading between individual manufacturers which was 
moulded wares excavated from the Greatbatch site were a significant element of the local industry, but which has 
produced over a period of almost twenty years from the been largely ignored by later writers. If an order exceeded 
same extensive range of block moulds (fig. 5). A similar a factory’s capacity, for example, extra pieces could be 
consistent use of block moulds over a number of years bought in from neighbours to complete the order; other 
may be seen on other sites, but it is now apparent that wares were traded on a much more regular basis, 
certain popular moulded forms were produced by several
manufacturers (fig. 6). The identification through exca- Documentary sources regularly refer to potters supplying 
vation of identical moulded wares on sites in different each other with ware, but our only chance of recovering 
parts of Stoke-on-Trent has highlighted the shortage of tangible evidence of this trade is through archaeology, 
evidence relating to the distribution of block moulds.

6. Teapot matching sherds in fig. 5. Not attributed, c. 1760-1770.

One possible example may be cited (fig .7). Biscuit 
creamware sherds from a fluted sauce boat with prunus 

This is not to say that all moulded wares may be discount- flowers moulded in relief have been excavated on the fac
ed as reliable evidence. Indeed, to date, only a few types tory waste rip in Town Road, Hanley, which is tentatively
have been recognised on more than one site, but this oc- attributed to Humphrey Palmer and dated to c. 1755-
currence does, once again, emphasise the need for cau- 1760 (fig. 8). These sherds match exactly a block mould
tion in attribution. A ni’atch in the details of the bodies in the City Museum & Art Gallery, Stoke-on-Trent,
of excavated and extant moulded wares alone may not which is inscribed RW/1756, and which can be linked
in itself prove a connection. Ideally, we should be looking with the modeller Ralph Wood with a degree of confi-
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Biscuit sauce boat sherds matching the block mould fig. 8. 
Excavated Town Road, Hanley, from a waste tip associated with 
Humphrey Palmer, c. 1760.

7. 8. Sauce boat block mould in salt-glazed stoneware, inscribed 
RIV/1756, probably by Ralph Wood. Matching sherds have been 
found in Town Road, Hanley (fig. 7).

dence. Ralph Wood spent most, if not all, of his working I I 
life in the employ of the potters John and Thomas [ ’ 
Wedgwood of Burslem, and it is interesting to note that i 
one of the brothers’ major customers was none other !.- 
than Humphrey Palmer who received from them large [i&J 
quantities of unfired ware.14 It is impossible to prove con- ^ 
clusively that this single find is a reflection of the supply 
of wares between Wedgwood brothers and Palmer, but 
the example does at least draw attention to one aspect of 
the complexities of pottery production which is rarely 
referred to in the standard works.
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John and Thomas Wedgwood are amongst the few for 
whom there is good documentary evidence. They 
bought in wares from at least twenty potters, including 
Thomas Whieldon, Enoch Booth, William Littler,
Humphrey Palmer and Josiah Wedgwood; while, con
versely, they supplied wares to at least fifty potters, who 
included Thomas Heath, Joshua Astbury, Enoch Booth,
Humphrey Palmer and Josiah Wedgwood.1' Almost half 
of these potters received ware in its unfired state: Palmer 
and Wedgwood appear to have been their greatest cus- for their own purposes. This trade between potters must 
coiners for unfired ware. Josiah Wedgwood, of course, is be a source of worry to those of us interested in idenri- 
known to have bought in wares from numerous potters, tying the products of individual manufacturers.
His business dealings with William Greatbatch, for ex
ample, are well-documented and it has been shown that So far, we have seen extant wares identified by compar- 
in a two year period, from January 1763-January 1765, ison with excavated sherds. There is, however, at least one 
Wedgwood received from him in the region of200,000 case in which archaeology has provided the only evidence
pieces of ware which were subsequently sold by for the wares of a particular factor)' (fig, 9). Excavations
Wedgwood as his own, or else sold on to other potters on the site of the Pomona pottery in Newcastle-under-

Lyme have proven that soft-paste porcelain was produced

9. Excavated wasters from the Pomona site ate the only evidence 
of the soft-paste porcelains produced by William Steers in 
Newcastle-under-Lyme, c. 17-16. (Borough Museum, Newcastle- 
under-Lyme).
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there in about 1746, when William Steers was apparently Note. All pieces illustrated, except fig. 9, are in the
carrying out experiments to fire the new ware with coal."' collections of the City Museum & Art Gallery, Stoke- 
The evidence of the wasters suggests that production nev- on-Trent. 
er got beyond the experimentation stage and no pieces 
which match the Pomona porcelains are known in col
lections. This has not prevented a group of soft-paste 
porcelains being described as Pomona-type, despite the ab
sence of any conclusive similarities with the excavated 
material. This is a clear example of limited evidence being 
misused, or rather ignored, and of the creation of another 
meaningless generic term. It should be stressed that the 
excavated pieces are the only known examples of 
Pomona soft-paste porcelain.

Contemporary sources do nothing to disguise the com
plexity of the 18th century pottery industry, and this be
comes more apparent in the light of archaeological re
search. In recent years, archaeology has given us wares 
w'hich can, for the first time, be positively attributed to 
individual manufacturers; it has identified certain criteria 
w^hich may be used in attributing extant wares; it has pro
duced a number of detailed cross sections of the w'ares of 
specific factories; and has made significant advances in the 
dating of 18th century w'ares. Nonetheless, in many ways, 
the picture is far less clear today than it w'as a decade ago. 
The reason for this is that archaeology has also drawn at
tention to many of the problems which have previously 
been overlooked and which must now' be addressed for 
the first time. New' evidence has undermined many of 
the long-accepted beliefs about the North Staffordshire 
industry, but it has not ahvays been possible to present 
useful alternatives.
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