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In the eighteenth century, increasingly popular ceramic objects, which were displayed, 

touched, and utilised in the home, captivated the English imagination.  Ceramic 

manufacturing was a fledgling, quickly changing industry: an innovative and competitive 

commercial venture. In Material Goods, Moving Hands: Perceiving Production in England, 

1700-1830, Kate Smith investigates how consumers employed textual and visual 

representations to understand the production of ceramic objects as part of material culture and 

their contribution to knowledge in Britain during the long eighteenth century. Wide-ranging 

perceptions of production by producers, manufacturers, retailers, and consumers are analysed 

as a melange of sensory experiences that were instrumental in building individual and 

community knowledge about ceramic production. 

 The introduction to Material Goods, Moving Hands reviews the historiography of 

consumers, consumption, and material culture in eighteenth-century Britain. Smith argues the 

book is the first systematic inquiry into ‘how consumers engaged with and perceived 

production in the eighteenth century and how those relationships changed and evolved over 

the period’ (p. 5). The introduction also sets the stage for subsequent chapters by identifying 

three central themes integral to perceiving ceramic production: the development of new 

methods for visualising material culture; the genteel and elite audiences that constituted the 

majority of ceramic consumers; the history of the global trade of porcelain and the emergence 

and evolution of Britain’s own ceramic industries. In particular, the earthenware industry in 

North Staffordshire is identified as the site of Josiah Wedgwood’s (1730-1795) manufactory, 

the subject of chapter three.  

 Chapter one, “New Ways of Looking,” explores how information about Chinese porcelain 

manufacturing methods in letters written by the French Jesuit d’Entrecolles (1664-1741) 

circulated and changed as it was republished in the new printed formats available as 

dictionaries and encyclopaedias during the eighteenth century. By mid century, when British 

authors began to write about local ceramic production, consumers were actively encouraged 

to read. Smith demonstrates that interested readers learnt about ceramic production, not by 

seeing potters in action, but by reading articles that presented production as a linear series of 

processes separate from potters.  

 During the mid eighteenth century, inquisitive consumers visited mines, mills, and 

manufactories to obtain personal knowledge of ceramic production. Chapter two, “Visual 

Access to Production,” examines the popularity of industrial tourism and how consumers’ 

comprehension of production changed when they viewed production processes in person. 

Tourists’ written accounts revealed a sense of wonder at the physicality and tactile nature of 

the work and recognition of the potters’ tacit knowledge. From the late 1770s, however, 

manufacturers and retailers sought to separate consumers from production and promoted 

themselves as the facilitators of knowledge via trade cards, newspaper advertisements, and 

shop displays. By browsing in shops and handling and looking closely at ceramic goods, 

consumers created further individual knowledge of production methods, quality, and the 

suitability of merchandise. The personal value of the shopping experience is clear. ‘While in 

their hands, customers employed various sensory skills; they touched, saw, smelled, tasted 

and even listened in order to produce multiple perceptions of each object’ (p. 74). 

 Chapter three, “Listening in to the Manufacturing World,” turns to perceptions of the 

production side of the ceramic industry. Smith explores manufacturers’, potters’, and other 

workers’ understanding of production, demonstrating the appreciable distance between the 
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interpretations of tourists discussed in chapter two and producers. Through a case study of 

Josiah Wedgwood’s business and workshop practices, Smith uncovers a complex dynamic 

work environment that depended on verbal and non-verbal communication, collaboration, 

negotiation, flexibility, repetition, and problem solving among employees to achieve 

innovative and outstanding craftsmanship.  

 In chapter four, “Picturing Production and Embodying Knowledge,” Smith shows how 

manufacturers and retailers continued their efforts to separate production from consumption 

into the early nineteenth century by promoting consumers to read about production instead of 

visiting manufactories. Illustrations in pamphlets published by manufacturers and engravings 

included in books about ceramic production did little to communicate the workshop as a 

social space inhabited by labouring potters. However, these original images effectively 

conveyed the physicality of the potter’s work, the vital role of the sense of touch, and the 

production process as a kind of embodied knowledge (p. 125). Smith stresses ‘Potters used 

their corporeal experience as a key means of understanding the world and verifying 

knowledge’ (p. 128).  

Material Goods, Moving Hands will appeal to scholars of cultural and social history, art 

history, and design history concerned with issues about ceramic production, display, 

reception, and consumption in eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain. Smith draws 

on an interesting and revealing mixture of textual (for example: autobiographies, diaries, 

travelogues, correspondence, encyclopaedias, newspaper advertisements, instructional 

manuals, and historical writings) and visual sources (for example: maps, pamphlet 

illustrations, trade cards, and shop displays) to convincingly advance the book’s main 

argument. Material Goods, Moving Hands enhances our understanding of how consumers 

discovered and perceived materiality, labour, tactile skills, and knowledge about the British 

ceramic industry that became an influential segment of the growing eighteenth-century 

material world. The emphasis on producers’, manufacturers’, retailers’, and consumers’ 

varied sensory perceptions of ceramics, especially the sense of touch, animates ceramic 

production and gives voice to ceramic objects that populated homes. 

 

***** 

 

Notes 

 
1 Both cover and thumbnail images are courtesy of The Winterthur Library: Printed Book and 

Periodical Collection."  Cover: A Detail of Plate 4. ‘First process of potting is 'Throwing' forming 

round pieces of ware with the Hands and Machine’ in A Representation of the Manufacturing of 

Earthenware (London: Ambrose Cuddon, 1827).  
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