American History
on English Jugs

JAMES BIDDLE Curator of the American Wing

To searcu our our country’s past, we do not have to rely solely upon history books.
Sculptors, painters, printmakers, and artisans, both European and American, have em-
ployed their arts to commemorate great, and indeed not so great, events. Among the
artisans were the English potters of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries,
who, using the technique of transfer printing, made a profitable business from adorning
their products with American battles and heroes of the moment.

The discovery of transfer printing on pottery is generally given, although this has
been contested, to John Sadler (1720-1789) of Liverpool, England. Sadler was an en-
graver by trade. One day purportedly he came upon a group of children playing with
the discarded pulls from an engraved plate. They were pasting the still wet impressions
upon rejected bits of pottery; when the paper was removed, the ink impression was
seen to have transferred itself onto the pottery. Sadler was quick to realize the potential
of this discovery to an industry that had up to then relied upon hand-painted decora-
tion —and so the Age of Mechanization moved a step closer.

Sadler associated himself with Guy Green, another Liverpool printer, and by 1756
their “Printed Ware Manufactory” was well established. The technique - copying or
adapting an engraving onto a new copperplate, taking a paper impression from this
plate and then transferring it onto an already glazed bowl, pitcher, or tile that was fired
again to fix the design — could not long be kept secret. At first, potters from other areas
of England sent their wares to Liverpool to be decorated, then mastered the process
themselves. Thus did the generic name “Liverpool” come to be associated with the
yellow or cream-colored earthenware produced in many another English town.

English trade with America, first as a colony, then as an independent state, grew
ever more lucrative. Merchants of the eighteenth century, much as their descendants
today, did all in their advertising power to bolster the trend. Prior to the Revolution,
creamware commonly had been decorated with flowers or pastoral and classic scenes.
After the Treaty of Paris of 1783, which officially acknowledged this country’s inde-
pendence, bowls, plates, mugs, and jugs poured forth from England’s manufactories
decorated with black transfers of a variety of American scenes, battles, and heroes.
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Whenever an American sea captain called at Liverpool en route to or homeward bound
from the Continent, a pottery testimonial to his infant nation’s valor awaited his pur-
chase.

Each new twist of history produced new designs. The hostilities between France and
the United States occasioned by our signing the Jay Treaty with England in 1795 and
the subsequent harassment of our merchant shipping by the French navy inspired a
flood of new engravings; these in turn soon graced the products of Liverpool and
Staffordshire. Even the War of 1812 did not daunt the potters. With “Purse Before
Patriotism” uppermost in mind, English engravers eulogized American heroes on jug
and bowl. The vogue was passing, however, and by the 1820s the dark blue pottery
decorated with underglaze views of America and known to collectors as “historical
blue Staffordshire” was driving the creamware from the American market. But “Liver-
pool,” shipped for decades from England to the ports of our Eastern seaboard and
thence peddled to private buyer and public tavern, had arrived in more than sufficient
quantity to establish itself as today’s collectible Americana.

The pottery displayed in this loan exhibition, running from May 15 until the end of
September, is but a sampling from the collection of B. Thatcher Feustman of Damaris-
cotta, Maine, and New York City. It has been selected with emphasis placed on those
transfer-printed views of historical scenes and personages that appear upon pitchers of
jug rather than barrel form. The other pottery forms are included because of the parti-
cular interest of the transfers they bear. In many cases the transfers are of extreme
rarity; some are unique. The objects selected for illustration in this article have not,
to our knowledge, heretofore been reproduced.

NoTE: I am greatly indebted to the lender,
Mr. Feustman, for the information he has so
generously provided, and to David T. Owsley,
Student Fellow 1963-1964, for his invaluable
assistance in the research of original print
material.
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This mug, 434 inches high, bears

a unique variant of the more
commonly found transfer of
Washington, “My Favorite Son,”
an example of which can be found
on No. 33 in this exhibition.



George Washington Esq.”, by H. H.
Houston (active in Philadelphia
1796-1798) after John Ramage.
Stipple engraving. 714 x 43% inches.
Bequest of Charles Allen Munn,
24.90.88

1 The 7%-inch jug below bears an extreme-
ly rare if not unique black transfer. The cen-
tral motif is a portrait bust of America’s fore-
most hero in a round medallion inscribed ¢
wasHINGTON. The inspiration for the bust
may be the engraving by H. H. Houston
(left) from a portrait by John Ramage. Two
female figures flank the medallion: the lady
on the left holds a document identifiable as
the Declaration of Independence; the one on
the right grasps a staff topped by the Cap of
Liberty. An American flag with thirteen
stripes and sixteen stars streams behind. The
medallion, figures, and flag are surrounded
by a ribboned circle ornamented with fifteen
stars and the names of the first fifteen states.

Below the beak of the jug, in brown over
the glaze, is the name ELEAZER saBIN, more
than likely the original purchaser, and a de-
sign of crossed palms. On the reverse is a
stock transfer of a ship flying an American
flag. Black bands ornament the neck, handle,
and foot.

Because of a general relationship in the
design of this transfer to Nos. 33 and 34 in the
exhibition, this jug can tentatively be as-
signed to the individualistic English engraver
F. Morris of Shelton, Staffordshire.

2 The mug above is handsomely decorated
with grape clusters, leaves, and vines in poly-
chrome over the glaze around an oval por-
trait bust of General Washington. Only the
simple inscription THE PRESIDENT OF THE
UNITED STATES appears below the oval.
Doubtless the representation of Washington
is copied from an engraved portrait of the
President (above, right) that appeared in the
Massachusetts Magazine and was itself in-
spired by the fine and rare etching by Joseph







