
Irish Pottery

The first examples of Irish pottery can be traced back to the 

Neolithic period. These were rude and rudimentary examples 

of crockery. Some of the earliest extant specimens of Irish pot-

tery, vessels for food or cinerary urns, come from the Bronze age. 

They have been found mostly in the Irish crannogs. Irish medieval 

cathedrals and monasteries contain encaustic tiles which might 

have been made in Ireland. A few potteries cropped up in Ireland 

in the eighteenth century. Potteries were established in Belfast, 

Wexford, Dublin, Rostrevor in County Down, Limerick, Youghal, Cork, 

Waterford and Newry. Many of them produced coarse wares and, 

in general, most of them were short-lived endeavors that did not 

earn too much recognition. One exception was World’s End Pottery, 

a company established in the 1730s in Dublin by John Chambers. 

The company was acquired later on by Captain Henry Delamain, 

who ran it successfully until his death. He was able to develop his 

pottery thanks to the Þ nancial support from the Dublin Society and 

the Irish House of Commons. Delamain spent the money to perfect 

his coal kilns used to Þ re and glaze earthenware so that coal did 

not discolor the wares. After his death the company was run by 

his wife and later on by his brother. In the late 1760s it was taken 

over by the workers of the pottery; however, it ceased to exist in the 

1770s (Dudley Westropp, Delamain, 1914-1916).

Nationalism in Ireland

For Ireland the nineteenth century was an ongoing battle for inde-

pendence. The century was dominated by two Irish politicians Daniel 

O’Connell and Charles Stewart Parnell, who fought tirelessly to repeal 

the Act of Union and to sever the ties with Great Britain. Apart from 

charismatic politicians who faced an uphill struggle at Westminster 

and the abortive insurrection in 1848 Ireland was in need of national 

pride and renewed self-respect (Boyce, 1992). Therefore, the Irish 

tried to revive interest in Gaelic culture and language, which were 

endangered by the ubiquity of, considered to be superior, English 

manners and customs. This late nineteenth-century movement in 
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When people buy pottery they usually do it in order to use it as crockery or as an 

ornament. Being a product of artistic expression clayware can have a symbolic 

meaning as well. It can be inextricably linked with a certain country, town or region, 

which is visibly impressed on its surface. As a result, the skill of making beautiful 

things from clay can be connected with national identity. 

SUMMARY

Throughout the nineteenth century it was 

oftentimes mentioned by British politicians 

or the British press that Ireland should uti-

lize its natural resources in order to improve 

its condition. In the 1850s the discovery of 

feldspar and kaolin in County Fermanagh in 

the north-western part of Ireland ushered in 

the pottery industry on the Emerald Isle. The 

Belleek pottery allowed the Irish to feel proud. 

What is more, the clayware from Belleek 

found patrons in Queen Victoria and her 

son, who bought some specimens and, thus, 

popularized it in Great Britain. On the heels of 

the spectacular success of the Belleek came 

Fredrick Vodrey who not only produced excel-

lent pottery but by employing Celtic motifs 

became a part of the Gaelic Revival, which 

helped to the Irish to bolster their national 

identity and mitigate the inß uence of Anglo-

Saxon culture. The article shows what role the 

Belleek and Vodrian pottery played in Ireland 

in the nineteenth century when the Irish 

where trying to gain independence.

STRESZCZENIE

Duma, ceramika i nacjonalizm w XIX-wiecznej 

Irlandii

W XIX wieku zarówno Brytyjscy politycy, jak 

i brytyjska prasa cz sto wspominali o tym, e 

aby uzdrowi  swoj  sytuacj  Irlandia powinna 

wykorzysta  bogactwa naturalne. Odkrycie 

skalenia i kaolinu w latach 50. XIX w. w hrab-

stwie Fermanagh w pó nocno-zachodniej cz -

ci Irlandii zapocz tkowa o przemys  cera-

miczny na Szmaragdowej Wyspie. Ceramika 

Belleek pozwoli a Irlandczykom poczu  dum . 

Co wi cej, ceramika z Belleek mia a za patro-

nów królow  Wiktori  i jej syna, którzy kupili 

pochodz ce stamt d produkty i tym samym 

uczynili je popularnymi w Wielkiej Brytanii. 

Zaraz po spektakularnym sukcesie ceramiki 

Belleek nadszed  czas na Fryderyka Vodrey, 

który nie tylko wytwarza  doskona  ceramik , 

ale wykorzystuj c celtyckie motywy odegra  

rol  w Odrodzeniu Celtyckim. To pozwoli o 

Irlandczykom umocni  to samo  narodow  

oraz przeciwdzia a  wp ywowi kultury anglosa-

skiej. W artykule autor stara si  ukaza , jak  

rol  w XIX-wiecznej Irlandii, okresie walk o nie-

podleg o , odegra y ceramika z Belleek oraz 

ceramika Vodreya. 
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Ireland is known as the Gaelic or Celtic Revival. Gaelic folklore, sports, 

music and arts were widely promoted by various organizations and 

institutions in order to as put by Douglas Hyde ‘de-anglicise Ireland’. 

For this purpose, for instance, the Gaelic Athletic Association was 

established in 1884. Its aim was to popularize such Irish Þ eld games 

as hurling and Gaelic football. The most important organization as-

sociated with the Celtic Revival was Conradh na Gaeilge (the Gaelic 

League), founded in 1893 to promote and keep alive the Irish lan-

guage (Donnelly, 2004). 

Industrial Exhibitions

Since the mid-nineteenth century international industrial exhibi-

tions were in vogue; however, Ireland generally always lagged 

behind other nations. In nineteenth-century Ireland many attempts 

were undertaken to make use of natural resources available there 

and to create industries around them. In the Þ rst half of the nine-

teenth century there was a large number of publications that went 

into raptures about the possibilities of developing ß ax and turf in-

dustries. Nonetheless, at the time of the Great Exhibition in 1851 

the Emerald Isle was only known for textile fabrics: the poplins of 

Dublin and the linens and damasks of Belfast. In the report pub-

lished in The Illustrated London News on products from Ireland that 

were exhibited at the Great Exhibition it is stated that “The manu-

facture of glass has of late made great progress, in which Ireland 

has participated to a small degree (…) In porcelain, that most el-

egant of wares, to which every kind of beauty of form, of design, 

of colour, can be given, to improve which many arts combine, and 

which, in turn, lends itself to assist other arts, in which the French, 

the Prussians, the Saxons, the Austrians, and the English vie with 

each other, and each boasts of excellence, the Irish do not exhibit 

a single piece. Yet Ireland is not without porcelain clay, and may 

yet be enriched by an art which for ages has contributed to embel-

lish the dwellings of man, to supply his wants, and promote health 

and cleanliness” („The Illustrated London News”, 04.10.1851). As 

a result, it was known in England that there were adequate clays 

in Ireland to set up a pottery; nevertheless, it seemed that no one 

was willing to utilize them. A year later the Industrial Exhibition 

took place in Ireland in Cork. This time, according to the account 

published in The Illustrated London News, among the examples 

of Irish manufacture there were some porcelain pieces, but the 

weekly does not provide any details („The Illustrated London News”, 

19.06.1852). Another industrial exhibition in the second half of the 

nineteenth century took place in Dublin. The report from the Dublin 

Exhibition published in The Times mentions specimens of pottery, 

which were not produced in Ireland but in Japan („The Times”, 

10.11.1862). Consequently, Ireland and its inhabitants were not 

associated at the time with pottery, but it was about to change.

Belleek Pottery

In 1862 London played a host to the International Exhibition, which 

allowed countries from around the world to display their wares and 

at the same time show their might. The event proved successful for 

Ireland and even The Times states that she almost outdid Scotland, 

which was a real compliment at the time. Most importantly, the 

journal mentions exhibits of pottery and porcelain coming from 

an Irish manufactory („The Times”, 10.11.1862). The Irish prod-

ucts must have been quite impressive as even Queen Victoria 

ordered a tea set after the exhibition, which she later on gave to 

her daughter Vicky (McCrum, 1987; Molloy, 2005). The clayware 

came from the north-western coast of Ireland, namely, Belleek in 

County Fermanagh. The area became the cradle of Irish pottery 

industry because as noted by The Times there was a vast bed of 

high-quality porcelain clay („The Times”, 10.11.1862). The journal 

meant signiÞ cant volumes of feldspar and kaolin found in this re-

gion of Eire. In addition, there was an adequate supply of excellent 

Þ reclay („Freeman’s Journal”, 12.01.1869). 

The pottery factory established there was a real success, es-

pecially in case of Ireland, which was often criticized for not taking 

advantage of its supposedly abundant natural resources. It was 

considered as the first manufactory of pottery in Ireland. The 

production of wares from clay began just after the Irish Famine 

(1845-1852) and it was the brainchild of John Caldwell BloomÞ eld 

of Castle Caldwell, who owned a property in the area. Reportedly, 

the whitewash on the cottages of the local peasants piqued 

BloomÞ eld’s interest and he decided to look into it. He had the 

white earth, which was abundant in the region, examined and it 

turned out that it was kaolin. Consequently, BloomÞ eld decided to 

set up a pottery manufactory. The factory (Þ g. 1) was built on a small 

island next to the River Erne and soon it was equipped with a water-

wheel, all the necessary grinding and crushing apparatus and kilns 

(Parkinson, Simmonds, 1866). In order to do all of it BloomÞ eld 

entered into a partnership with an architect from London Robert 

Williams Armstrong and a wealthy China merchant from Dublin 

David McBirney, who provided the necessary capital. Together 

they established the trading company McBriney & Co. („Freeman’s 

Journal”, 12.01.1869; „Art Journal”, 1869). The manufacture of 

clayware in Belleek was signiÞ cant and highly prized, for it was 

“composed largely of Irish materials, and made by Irish labour on 

Fig. 1. The Factory at Belleek, "Art Journal" (May 1869) Fig. 2. Centre-Piece: for the Prince 
of Wales, "Art Journal" (May 1869)

Fig. 3. Ice-Pail: for the Prince of Wales, 
"Art Journal" (May 1869)
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Irish soil” („Art Journal”, 1869). In the wake of the Famine of the 

1840s the region was one of the most depressed areas in Ireland. 

BloomÞ eld’s venture rejuvenated the area and turned this impover-

ished village into a bustling town („Daily News”, 15.03.1883; „The 

Belfast News-Letter”, 06.09.1884). It provided employment for the 

local peasantry. Many young boys and girls were employed and 

with their own hands made various splendid articles („The Belfast 

News-Letter”, 11.05.1865; „The Times”, 17.05.1865). What is 

more, being located on the banks of the Erne river and in the vicin-

ity of Lough Erne (two connected lakes) Belleek became a tourist 

attraction („The Times”, 10.07.1869; Gorges, 1899). 

In a short period of time the Belleek pottery became the pride 

and joy of the Irish. The Balleek Works became renowned at the 

time of the Dublin Exhibition, which took place in 1865. The beauty 

of the products, especially of sporting and dogs Þ gurines, aston-

ished many visitors of the exhibition (Gorges, 1899; Parkinson i in., 

1866). The factory was visited in 1871 by Queen Victoria’s son, the 

Prince of Wales. He ordered a few pieces (Þ g. 2, 3) and together with 

his mother became patrons of Belleek. Queen Victoria apart from 

the previous commission ordered also a breakfast and dessert serv-

ice and, as a result, the Belleek pottery became fashionable among 

British nobles („The Times”, 07.08.1871; „Art Journal”, 1869; 

McCrum, 1987). The Irish newspapers went into raptures about 

the Irish clayware; one of the periodicals states that “The attention 

of lovers of art in that direction has often been attracted by the 

perfection to which the Belleek wares can be brought, and to the 

fact that they compare so favorably with the designs of French and 

German manufacturers” („The Belfast News-Letter”, 25.02.1882). 

The Belleek products were exported to the United States, Canada, 

India and Australia (Gorges, 1899; „Art Journal”, 1869). The trade 

with America was particularly lively and the ceramics from Belleek 

were sold in the United States in such fashionable department 

stores as Tiffany. In fact, the Belleek pottery was so respected in 

the United States that Americans developed their own American 

Belleek porcelain (Cooney Frelinghuysen, 1989). 

As for the process of producing pottery at Belleek the Irish corre-

spondent of The Times provides the following account of the process 

of making wares at the Belleek factory: “The felspar and china clay 

are found together in boundless quantity on Mr. BloomÞ eld’s Þ eld, 

about three miles from the pottery. The felsparis ground up and 

mixed with variable quantities of china clay, according to the nature 

of the work. Jugs, and articles of irregular shape, or having relief 

work on them, are formed in plaster moulds in two halves. A sheet 

of clay is gently pressed into each half. The mould is then joined, 

and the edges of the clay sheets united by manipulating with a stick, 

a sponge, and a little water. These and a knife appear to be the only 

tools necessary to produce the most exquisite shapes. The ware is 

then dried, baked, and glazed. Plain circular ware, such as plates, 

cups, &c., are ‘thrown,’ or ‘turned’ on a ‘jiggery,’ or horizontal revolv-

ing disc. The encaustic tiles and insulators are pressed into a mould 

by means of a ß y screw press out of the dry clay, and then baked 

in the ordinary way” („The Times”, 13.06.1864). Belleek became 

particularly known for ‘lustre ware’ (having iridescent effect), which 

was considered to be the most beautiful on the British Isles („The 

Saturday Review”, 06.04.1878; Church, 1876). The Art Journal 

states that the Belleek manufactory produced “a species of porce-

lain, as admirable for the purity and beauty of its material as for the 

ivory tint of its lustrous glaze, and for the modelling of its graceful 

proportions” („Art Journal”, 1869). As for the motifs used to embla-

zon the products, due to the fact that Belleek was in the proximity 

of the west coast of Ireland maritime themes such as sea shells 

(Þ g. 4), seahorses, dolphins dominated (Gorges, 1899). Apart from 

producing pottery pieces the Belleek factory won a lucrative con-

tract to manufacture porcelain telegraph insulators („The Saturday 

Review”, 06.04.1878; Reynolds, 1984). The success of the Belleek 

stemmed from the fact that it decided not to experiment too much 

with the designs and to use proven designs of other potteries, that 

is, mainly classical, Renaissance and eighteen-century designs 

(Reynolds, 1984). At the time, the Belleek company, which operates 

to this day, was rather reluctant to employ Celtic motifs. One of the 

exception is Hibernia Awakens from her Slumbers, the statuette of 

female personiÞ cation of Ireland with such symbols of Eire as the 

Celtic cross or a harp. In the 1880s both McBirney and Armstrong 

died and it seemed that the days of the Belleek pottery were num-

bered. Fortunately, local businessmen bought the company and 

relaunched it as The Belleek Pottery Co. (McCrum, 1987). 

Vodrian Pottery

The success of the Belleek prompted interest in pottery in Ireland 

and even Irish scholars started to delve into the history of Irish pot-

tery. It was proudly pointed out by some antiquaries that superb 

examples of earthenware that predated the Roman occupation of 

Britain were found in Ireland („Freeman’s Journal”, 12.01.1869). 

Probably this fascination with pottery spurred Frederick Vodrey to 

start his own pottery business in Dublin. Vodrey had a small atelier 

in the back of his warehouse in Moore Street. As it is stated in the 

advertisement of his enterprise he sold china, glass and earthen-

ware (Þ g. 5). He was born in 1845 in the Staffordshire potteries 

Fig. 4. Boudoir Flower Shells, "Art Journal" (May 1869) Fig. 5. Frederick Vodrey, "Freeman's Journal" (10 August 1874)
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in England and was the son of William, a potter, and Agnes, who 

after becoming a widow moved to Ireland and had retailed ce-

ramics since the 1860s. Frederick had married Annie Cuthbert, 

hailing from County Wicklow in Ireland and whose mother was also 

a retailer of ceramics. Vodrey had all the necessary skills to run 

a pottery and in addition while his products were technically al-

most impeccable he was willing to experiment with glazing as well 

as coloring and kept up with modern design trends (Molloy, 1987, 

2005). Despite being an Englishman Vodrey was prized by the Irish 

press for giving employment to girls and reviving the manufacture 

of pottery in Ireland („Freeman’s Journal”, 28.12.1882). 

Vodrey exhibited his works and made his debut during the 

National Exhibition in Dublin in 1882. As noted by the reporter 

of Freeman’s Journal there were many examples of pottery with 

emblems commonly associated with Ireland such as the harp, the 

round towers or the wolf hound. There was also “a handsome collec-

tion of glass and earthenware (…) from Irish clay recently found on 

the banks of the Shannon” of Frederick Vodrey. Unlike the Belleek 

products that were also displayed at the exhibition Vodrey showed 

his wares “in the several stages of manufacture—Þ rst modelled 

in clay, than in an intermediate stage, and Þ nally in the Þ nished 

state, gold-burnished and hand-painted” („Freeman’s Journal”, 

17.08.1882). Vodrey’s products were made in Dublin and they were 

lauded for the fact that they were “made from Irish clays and local 

materials.” They were the Þ rst examples of pottery in Ireland of 

“Vallangis and Linthorpe style.” People could admire Vodrey’s wares 

during the Cork Exhibition in 1883, at which he won a medal for 

“ornamental faience” as well as his glass engraving was rewarded 

with a certiÞ cate of merit („Freeman’s Journal”, 07.07.1883; Molloy, 

1987). Moreover, in the report from the Cork Exhibition it is stated 

that “This attempt to produce an ornamental Faience in Ireland and 

the perseverance with which Mr. Vodrey has worked out his idea, 

deserve every encouragement” (Cork Industrial Exhibition…, 1866). 

In 1885 Freeman’s Journal proudly announced that ‘Vodrian ware’ 

gained worldwide reputation („Freeman’s Journal”, 14.01.1885). 

The Belfast News-Letter states that Vodrey “has a rapidly-growing 

demand for his ware, and is exporting it to the United States and 

Canada” („The Belfast News-Letter”, 25.11.1886). When in 1888 

the Irish Exhibition took place in London Vodrey was referred to as 

“the celebrated potter” („Freeman’s Journal”, 20.06.1888). 

Vodrey employed two different types of glazing: a streaked one 

with a variety in tones and stripes of colors, and producing vivid 

colors a smooth monochrome (Molloy, 1987). At the beginning 

the designs of Vodrey’s pottery were akin to other Victorian pot-

tery products of the period. Soon with the patriotic fervor which 

manifested itself in the Celtic Revival and engulfed the Emerald 

Isle Vodrey with the help of the painter Charles Russell decided to 

employ Celtic motifs. As a result, Celtic spiral and zoomorphic or-

naments were put on Vodrey’s products such as jardinières, vases 

or ewers (Molloy, 2005). By implementing Celtic emblems Vodrian 

pottery became a part of the revival of Celtic culture. Furthermore, 

it is visible in the report published in Freeman’s Journal from the 

Artisans’ Exhibition held in 1885 in Dublin that the art of pottery 

and nationalism intertwined. The exhibition was visited by Charles 

Stewart Parnell, the main nationalist political leader in Ireland of 

the second half of the nineteenth century. The journal relates that 

“a few minutes were spent in examining Mr. Pugh’s glass exhibits, 

and the case of Belleek ware, both of which were much admired. 

Mr. Vodrey’s working pottery next claimed attention; and in pres-

ence of the distinguished visitor a ‘Parnell Vase’ was manufactured 

in a few minutes” („Freeman’s Journal”, 03.09.1885). Even though 

Vodrian pottery did not gain as much acclaim outside of Ireland as 

Belleek products, it was held in high esteem by the Irish themselves. 

As put by Freeman’s Journal: “The Belleek pottery has a name and 

fame of its own, and the Vodrey pottery, an Irish faience made in 

Dublin, though not so well known, is of the highest artistic value” 

(„Freeman’s Journal”, 17.09.1895). It seems that Vodrey’s pottery 

was not well known in England and it was ignored by the English 

press. For instance, in 1883 The Times states in one of the edi-

torials that “what has been done with the success at the Belleek 

Potteries has not been much imitated” („The Times”, 03.02.1883). 

However, when in 1992 the University of Chicago held the exhibi-

tion Imaging an Irish past: the Celtic Revival 1840-1940 it was 

a Vodrian piece “a Della Robbia Ware vase remarkable for its 

zoomorphic entrelac pattern and its use of Irish clay” that was one 

of items that were displayed (Bowe, 1994). Vodrian wares were 

a part of Dublin’s industry up until Vodrey’s death in 1897. Due to 

the fact that the business was not continued after his death today 

pottery produced by Vodrey is rare and pricey. Vodrey’s products 

can be identiÞ ed by an inscription underside, either hand-made or 

made with a stamp (Molloy, 1987). 

Throughout the nineteenth century Ireland was perceived as 

a thorn in the side of the British Empire. The English constantly be-

moaned the fact that the Irish did not take advantage of the natural 

resources offered by their island and consequently remained a bur-

den of English taxpayers. By tapping into clays available in Eire and 

producing high-quality clayware on a par with products from other 

countries the Irish found an industry they could excel at. Making 

pottery elevated them in the eyes of the English, especially as even 

Queen Victoria and her son decided to purchase specimens of 

Irish wares. What is more, the Belleek and Vodrian ceramics must 

have brought hope to the inhabitants of the Emerald Isle who had 

recently gone through the terrible famine. In case of the Belleek 

factory it helped regenerate the poverty-stricken area that it was 

located in. The pottery made of Irish clays allowed the Irish to feel 

proud of their country and in case of Vodrian wares were a part of 

the Celtic Revival that popularized traditional Gaelic culture while 

at the same time bolstered Irish identity and resisted attempts to 

mold Eire into another Anglo-Saxon England. 
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