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SYNOPSIS 

A seemingly mundane class of objects, metal cooking vessels, provides the basis for a new 
look at the parameters of economic and social development during the eighteenth century. 
As the 'workshop of the world' England saw growing levels of production and 
consumption and English society moved from a pre-modern to a modern form of 
consumption. Consumers from a widening range of social backgrounds gained access to a 
likewise growing range of manufactured objects. To assess how this relationship with the 
physical world accelerated, historians need to ask what sustained its momentum, and this 
study makes the case for approaching the question through the manufactures themselves. 

The study is based on the premise that humble objects of use are valuable sources of 
information and constitutive particles in the construction of the cultural and social activity 
of eighteenth-century England. This work consequently treats mundane, functional objects 
as integral to both the 'Industrial Revolution' and the 'Consumer Revolution'. A better 
understanding of their trajectory from objects of manufacture to objects of use will result in 
better understanding of the role of manufactured objects in the changing material world of 
eighteenth-century England and it will further contribute to a more complete understanding 
of domestic material culture. 

The study offers a more dynamic approach to Material Culture's products, to supplement 
the rather static picture provided by analyses of possessions. Objects not merely filled 
spaces, as physical markers they structured them and as tools they assisted in forming 
patterns of activity. Human beings use and need objects to demarcate and structure space 
and objects are part of the interior architecture and in their totality form an essential part of 
the built environment. Durable objects such as cooking vessels, while functional and 
embedded in users' traditions and therefore supporting continuity, also underwent 
important changes, which saw kitchen technology evolve from the open down-hearth fire to 
the enclosed range. 

Investigations of past activity are hampered by the fact that the past is matter without the 
dynamism of life. This should not deter from asking wherein the dynamics and activities 
consisted. People at all times were not merely producers or consumers but also users. Most 
people led lives that most of the time entailed physical activity and handling objects. 
Mundane, functional objects were the mainstay of the material culture of the vast majority 
of people who performed everyday tasks with them. The investigation of objects of 
everyday use allows a link to be made between inconspicuously mundane instruments for 
the preparation of food and its conspicuous consumption. Industriousness, innovation and 
change, which underpin these developments, however, may easily seem at odds with the 
slow-changing world of household implements. How much scope for innovation and 
fashion-induced change was there in the kitchen? To what extent can it be traced given the 
paucity of material documenting it? Constructive imagination soon meets its limitations 
when attempting to picture what was once a workplace of steaming activity from the 
remains of a battered pot. 

The study extends the traditional focus on the production or the consumer stage to embrace 
the entire life cycle from the workshops of production to the workshops of use. It looks in 
turn at the stage of production, the stages of virtual distribution and physical distribution, 
and finally the stage of use thereby taking the investigation from the workshops of metal 
smiths and founders to women's workshop, the kitchen. It argues that manufactured objects 
reward the effort of a life cycle investigation, demonstrating that each stage is integral to 
the object's specific and successful integration into the world of goods. It contends that 
ultimately all objects are tools, adding a new dimension to historians' understanding of 
consumption. 
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INTRODUCTION 

"Mat do you see here, myfriend? Just a common old cook pot, dented 
and black with sootj .. I" Lame Deer (Tahca Ushte) medicine man of the 
Sioux (Dakota), 1903-1974.1 

The author of a book entirely unrelated in theme and approach to the current 

enterprise remarks about history that it is afraid of gaps: "L'histoire a horreur du 

vide. Il faut le savoir. ,2 His chosen field, ancient Rome, no doubt provides greater 

opportunity for encountering the 'void' but the historian looking back in search of 
information to write about eighteenth-century cooking vessels is certainly 

confronted with her share. It is not a total absence of documents or artefacts, but 

their consistency that causes problems. What story may be constructed and what 
insights to be gleaned from mere glimpses of evidence, and how may they be fitted 

into a greater whole? What, in other words, can the investigation of metal pots and 

pans contribute to what historians cherish most: the discernment of trends and their 

explanation? The existing literature has focused on what is most accessible: 

changes in design and make in their relation to changes in the techniques of 

metalworking and changes in cooking techniques. These are, however, merely the 

start and endpoint of what happens with objects in a system of exchange. In 

contemplating the life cycle this research tries to extend the boundaries of what is 

worth knowing about mundane tools of everyday use. Lame Deer's thoughts about 
the wider implications of even simple objects encourage their investigation. If at 
times this means facing the void, so be it. As Gaillard says, 11 faut le savoir. " 

1 Translated from German back into English and reproduced from Seeker of visions. The life of a 
Siota medicine man by J. Fire/Lame Deer and R. Erdoes in Weii3l du, daj3 die Bdume reden. Weisheit 
der Indianer 1984, pp. 48-49. The voice continues: "it sits on thefire, on this old wood stove there, the water 
inside seethes, and the rising steam is moving the lid. Inside the pot is boiling water, meat on the bone andfat and 
" great quantity ofpotatoes. It seents as (f it had no inessagefor us, this old pot, and you are probably not wasting 
" single thought on it. Except that the soup sinells good and that it makes you realise that you are hungry. But I ain 
an Indian. I think about simple, everyday things. such as this pot here. 7he seething water [ .. I 71efire [ .. J The 
meat [ ... I 7he steam is symbolic of the breath of life. It was water, now it rises into the sky, becomes part of the 
clouds once more. All that is holy. When I watch this potfull ofgood soup, I am inindful how Wakan Tanka, the 
great serret, looks after me in this simple way. We Sioux often think about everyday things, for us they have a soul. 
The world around us isfull of symbols that teach us the sense of life. You whitefolk, as we say, must be blind on 
one eye, because you see so little. [ .. ] We Indians live in a world of symbols and images where the spiritual and 
the everyday are one. For you symbols are nothing but words, words spoken or written down in a book 
2 Jacques Gaillard Rome, le temps, les choses: essai 1995, p. 50. 
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An age of manufactures 1700-1820 

Berg called it the "age of manufactures", 3 the age of objects produced for selling, 

which laid the foundations for the 'workshop of the world'; an expression 
4 historians have used to capture the spirit of nineteenth-century England . The 

features of what prompted this assessment were already present earlier. Eighteenth- 

century England not only already produced for markets beyond its shores but it 

became itself a great consumer of manufactures. A Consumer Revolution was 
diagnosed as the requisite twin to the Industrial Revolution. 5 Treatment of these 

phenomena has not remained descriptive but has sought to explain the 
developments. 

Manufactured objects: building blocks of change and continuity 

Manufactured objects undergo a trajectory from product during the making, 

advertising and distribution stages of their existence to tool at the consumption 

stage. Mundane objects of use and artefacts of great artistic and material value 

alike fall into the category of tools to express an individual's or a group's identity, 

and as such they were an integral part of the work and work processes of those who 

used them. The tool character of hollowware, its generically mundane nature and 

iconic status helps to reopen and move the debate centring on fashion and 

innovation in eighteenth-century England. The premise of this study is that simple 

objects can help to answer complex questions. Since change and continuity are 

complex realities, the investigation of tools provides a valuable angle on furthering 

3 Maxine Berg The age of manufactures 1700-1820: industry, innovation and work in Britain 1996. 
4 See Pat Hudson 'The workshop of the world' web-published 
httT): //www. bbc. co. uk/history/society-culture/industrialisation/worksho]2 of the world (accessed 0 
July 2004). Reference to the 'workshop of the world' is also made, for example, in a work addressed 
to school children by Christine Counsell and Chris Steer Industrial Britain: the workshop of the world 
1993, and, although dating its gestation period rather later, in J. D. Chambers The workshop of the 
world: British economic historyfrom 1820 to 1880 1961. Raphael Samuel's article 'Workshop of the 
world: steam power and hand technology in raid-Victorian Britain'History Workshop: ajournal of 
socialist historians 1997, which also claims the expression for a later date, in its tenements about the 
combinations of manual and machine work essentially confirms its appropriateness for the eighteenth 
century. 
5 The terms 'industrial revolution' and 'consumer revolution' have had a useful life in the sense that 
both have been challenged and expanded. I subscribe to both for providing pertinent and important 
frameworks of theoretical frameworks. Key terms of change and continuity, such as progress, 
stagnation, innovation, design, production, supply, acquisition and consumption are all found here. 
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our understanding of how the two forces worked and interacted to create 

perceptions of progress or backwardness. Mundane objects may consequently be 

seen as integral to the industrial and consumer revolution in eighteenth century 
England. 

3 

What makes users want what someone else conceived, designed and made? What 

makes them want to integrate another's creation into their respective environment? 
What connects change, innovation, and the 'new' with desirability? Titillation by 

what is new cannot be the sole explanation. Mundane tools furnish a useful 

example to investigate the interior architecture of the eighteenth century and the 

work routines and patterns of everyday activity around it. Whilst there are 
important differences between the different purposes of objects, they all share the 
feature of being 'building blocks' for the person handling them, and in particular, 
for the end-consumer. They are building blocks in a physical but also in a 

metaphorical sense. In order to understand the material revolutions of the 

eighteenth century - from early-modem to modem, historians, unlike researchers in 

material culture studies, need to expand their knowledge of material objects in 

order to understand what drove change and continuity. In this the investigation 

follows Pennell's admonition to look at the embedding of objects into activity, 

since "what is arguably key to understanding consumption: practice or, rather, what 

consumers did with the goods they consumed" has in her view been neglected by 

consumption studies in favour of presentation and perception-6 

The study of objects has occupied many disciplines - ethnography, sociology, 

anthropology, cultural studies, material culture, and archaeology - and least of all 

perhaps history. Given, however, that at all times much of human activity has 

focused on objects, whether to make, to sell, to own or to use them, it makes sense 

to turn to objects for insights into human actions. A well-established approach, 
'Material Culture Studies', offers an appropriate conceptual framework for the 

current investigation. The aim of this study is to contribute to a better 

6 See Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early modem 
England' Journal of Design History 1998, p. 202. 
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understanding of how material culture operated and how manufactured objects both 

perpetuated and generated material culture. 

Metal cooking vessels as a focus study 

The period under investigation extends from around 1707, when the first Abraham 

Darby took out a patent for casting iron pots in sand, to about 1800, when Count 

Rumford experimented with methods of achieving greater fuel-economy with his 

double-bottomed cooking vessel S. 7 Their respective achievements were not so 

much new departures in the design of cooking vessel, but they act as markers that 

signpost trends and help to pitch events, chart changes, and register continuities. 

The focus study departs from a discussion of the generic manufactured object to an 
investigation of a specific example, cooking vessels. The life cycle study of a 

specific type of object not only provides insights into a concrete case but also 

contributes to historians' understanding of material culture, how it changed, how it 

stayed; it offers broader lessons of change and continuity, innovation and 

adaptation. Far from restricted and uniform, the early-modem kitchen knew a range 

of vessels that differed in shape, make and use, and this included a wide range of 

materials. Foodstuffs as varied as stew and bread could be cooked in lidded clay or 
8 

pottery dishes that were placed in the hot ashes or an oven, and with the exception 

of the dabne? they even found their way into Samuel Johnson's Dictionary of the 

mid-eighteenth century. 10 The ubiquitous pot that most commonly hung from a 

7 See chapter three for more detail on these two eighteenth-century figures. 
8 Some materials were less expected, and indeed seemingly dating from a much earlier period. For the 
Scottish Highlands animal skins are recorded, for producing a bag fit for heating and boiling liquid 
and other ingredients. See Una A. Robertson The illustrated history of the housewife 1650-1950 1999 
and see footnote no. 16 of this chapter. 
9 'Dabnet' does not have an entry in the Oxford English Dictionary Online (2004). Its existence is, 
however, testified by evidence from probate inventories, for example, National Archives/Public 
Record Office PRO PROB 4/1311 where it is listed as being 'In the Kitchen' and amongst the brass 
ans and kettles: "4 brasse potts 13s iiijd I posnet 2 dabnets Jjs Od 2 brasse Scimmers ...... Johnson's expertise in matters of kitchenware is not beyond question. He was not a cook himself, 

and to judge from the lack of even basic appliances in his kitchen, where he had no jack and no spits 
for roasting, and for which he wished to acquire ajack only as an object of display. See Rosamond 
Bayne-Powell Housekeeping in the eighteenth century 1956, pp. 58-59. His acquaintance with kitchen 
utensils and their uses must therefore have been a somewhat remote one, given that Johnson enjoyed 
frequenting taverns and eating out, reason, perhaps, to regard his definitions as indicative but perhaps 
not wholly representative of contemporary cooking practice. See Stephen Mennell All manners of 
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pothook over the fire is described as a 'vessel in which meat is boiled on the fire'. 

A kettle was more specifically a 'vessel in which liquor [liquid] is boiled'; though 
it had straight sides unlike the pot, and was quite distinct from the teakettle, another 
eighteenth-century development. Rather smaller and placed directly on the fire 

were the skillet and the posnet. The former was described by Johnson as being a 
smaller version of a 'kettle or boiler', and the latter as a 'little bason; a porringer', 

and similar to a skillet, though smaller. Because of its long handle, this type of 

vessel allowed the cook a greater and more direct influence on the cooking process, 
literally 'handling' them from a safe distance to the fire on the hearth. " The 

saucepan fell into the same category. To the uninitiated Johnson the saucepan was 

apparently sufficiently similar to the skillet to be defined as a 'small skillet with a 
long handle, in which sauce or small things are boiled. ' Another, though distinct 

form of pan, was the frying pan. According to Johnson, it was above all for 

roasting meat on the fire' as opposed to boiling or stewing it in liquid. Johnson 

was not interested in the differences that resulted from different manufacturing 

processes, for example, between a cast posnet and a pan made from beaten sheet of 

metal, which also bore on functionality. As a group cooking vessels were a 

component of early modem culture, taken for granted by some to the point where 
they would herald attention only if absent for some reason, as is evident in Verral's 

comment on the poor equipment found in his customer's kitchen, "one poor 

solitary stewpan". 12 As a professional cook, Verral expected to have a range of 

choices regarding his tool kit. In this he represented a type of professional 

expectation, which, considering the female cook normally active in his customer's 
house, was not necessarily that of other cooks or householders. As with other 
materials that required skill to fashion into objects, metal and metal cooking 
vessels entered the kitchens of the rich first. The number of items recorded in less 

food: eating and taste in England and Francefrom the Middle Ages to the present 1985, pp. 137 and 
140-141. 
11 Caution is warranted. West Midland skillets were frequently vessels made by the process of beating 
(battery) and therefore did not have feet. 7bis information comes from Nancy Cox; for development 
in hearth types to the enclosed kitchen range see for example, Nancy Cox ' 'A flesh pott, or a brasse 
pott or a pott to boile in': changes in metal and fuel technology in the early modem period and the 
implications for cooking' in Moira Donald and Linda Hurcombe (eds) Gender and material culture in 
historical perspective 2000. 'Hearth death' of women was a frequent and recognised problem with 
open down-hearth fires. See for example, Rachel Feild Irons in thefire. A history of cooking 
equipment 1984. 
12 See William Vcrral William Verral's cookery book 1999, p. 18. 
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wealthy households grew only slowly. In this regard, metal cooking vessels display 

the features frequently found with the dissemination of objects: ubiquity first finds 

the wealthy and only gradually the less well to do. Finally, boiling vessels were 
important tools in many other areas of work, too. They were used, for example, in 

dyeing and Diderot's Encyclopidie provides several examples where the tools of 
the trade include metallic vessels. 13 Although such industrial vessels differed from 

domestic ones in shape and size, the ways in which professionals used them were, 

of course, not radically different from the way hollowware was used in the 
household. 

The pot embodies the essence of a cooking vessel. A pot in its most basic form 

represented the opportunity to heat food and liquids, to boil foods, and thus provide 
the household with readily digestible food, boiled vegetables as well as meat other 
than spit-roasted. A pot over a fire meant at least a share of warm food to fill one's 
belly, at the other end of the scale, a meal. In this the pot is fundamental to 
domesticity, to home life, and to physical well being, in other words, a necessity. 
But 'necessity' is really only a low form and degree of luxury. 

Cooking was a 'backstage' activity in contrast to 'front-stage' eating and 

entertaining. 14 All items used in the kitchen were 'useful' in the practical sense of 

the word, and their functionality for cooking was retained even where a brass 

skillet or polished copper pan was put on display, which already indicates differing 

degrees of necessity. Different production methods to suit the different materials 

resulted in different types of hollowware, which in turn meant different cooking 

processes, ranging from the simple to the elaborate, from the unskilled to the 
highly skilled cook, from the provision of food to the elaborate culinary arts. The 

main difference existed between battery ware versus cast ware, a diversification 

that came to bear on price. In short, there was the potential for an infinitely fine- 

tuned scale of social distinction, expressed subtly and to be found in the interplay 

of the different categories of vessels and their makes. For instance, as 'semi- 

13 Denis Diderot, Jean Baptiste Rend Robinet, Jean le Rond'd'Alembert and Pierre Mouchon 
EncyclopMe, ou dictionnaire raisonng des sciences, des arts el des mMers, par une soci&I de gens 
de lettres 175 1. 
14 See Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 1996. 
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durables'" they were not 'consumables' in the strict sense of the word. Their 
functionality and utility, in so far as they were a means to produce the consumable 
par excellence, a meal, set them outside the above categorisations. Even the term 
4 essentials' does not quite fit. The claim that they formed an essential part of a 

cook's equipment is challenged by the experiences of a visitor to the Highlands of 
Scotland. Here the 'ubiquitous pot' was replaced by a hide, or alternatively, by 

plunging red-hot stones into the liquid contained in a hollowed-out block of 

wood. 16 

Interest in 'kitchenalia' 

Students of material culture and archaeology have described them in their 

materiality and manufacture. Students of early-modem cookery and food culture 
have touched on them, the forum for cookery, Petits Propos Culinaires, devoted an 
entire conference to theM17 - the use and tool function, and the changes to form 

made to cooking apparatus and cooking technology overall. Much of the literature 

about gadgets and household items of bygone times emphasises their quaintness. 18 

This is particularly true of texts aimed at collectors. The allure of the antique is 

difficult to avoid. Placed and presented in the right light, and conforming to the 
discourse about antiques, any object can acquire the patina that age and rarity can 
confer. Mainstream collectors and museums have traditionally focused on objects 
with artistic worth; for example, the Victoria and Albert Museum has only a 
relatively small assortment of brass cooking vessels of around a dozen items but a 
superb range of decorative cast-ware. 19 This emphasis is shifting, led by the folk 

museums, and kitchen curios have attracted more attention. Although interest has 

come from a range of disciplines, most studies have tended to view cooking vessels 
in the context of domestic life, female labour and cultural history of eating and 

15 Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 1996. 
16 See Una A. Robertson The illustrated history of the housewife 1650-1950 1999, pp. 92-93, citing E. 
Burt Leitersfrom the North of Scotland 1815. 
17 For the proceedings thereof see Tom Jaine (ed. ) Oxford symposium on food & cookery 1988: the 
cooking pot Proceedings, Prospect Books: (then) London 1989. 
18 See, for example, Geoffrey Warren Kitchen bygones. A collector's guide Souvenir Press: London 
1984. 
19 Ibis was found to be the case in 2000. 
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drinking. 20 Few other contexts have been investigated in depth for this object type 
21 

although they need at least to be acknowledged if perspective is to be retained . 

The study of domestic hollowware, like the object, crosses the boundaries 

conventionally drawn between the world and realm of the home and household, 

and the world and realm of industry and work. In a still fundamentally religious 

society, the difference between the work of women and the work of men was 

cemented by the bible. Although the claim of a rigid segregation and separation of 

public and private sphere has been challenged, and their permeability stressed by 

historians, the concept of home as essentially a space of recreation where no work 

took place started to emerge by the end of the eighteenth century. This, in a sense, 

makes the kitchen the forgotten workshop, and points to its increasingly ambiguous 

and problematic status in the nineteenth-century. 

The structure of the study 

Most of what has been written about metal cooking vessels places the focus firmly 

on the kitchen. Yet quite far-flung 'spheres' meet in any given object and metal 

vessel can be traced back to workshops and foundries, to migration of skill and 

expertise, to patent history, to advertising, and to food histories. The remaining 
four chapters seek to remedy the bias in context that is reflected in the literature. 

Conceivable additional contexts are for example, manufacture, transportation, 

20 See, for example, Doreen Yarwood The British kitchen. Housewifery since Roman times. B. T. 
Batsford: London 198 1; Caroline Davidson A woman's work is never done: a history of housework in 
the British Isles 16.50-1950 Chatto & Windus: London 1986, V ed. 1982; Sara Pennell 'The material 
culture of food in early modem England ca. 1650-1750' in Sarah Tarlow and Susie West (eds) The 
familiar past? Archaeologies of later historical Britain. Routledge: London and New York 1999, PP. 
35-50; Sara Pennell ' 'Pots and pans history': the material culture of the kitchen in early modem 
England'Joumal of Design History, vol. 11, no. 3,1998, pp. 201-216; Sara Pennell The material 
culture offood in early modem England c. 1650-1750 unpublished PhD Cambridge 1997. On the 
collectors' side see, for example, Rupert Gentle and Rachael Feild Domestic Metalwork 1640-1820 
revised and enlarged by Belinda Gentle, Antique Collectors' Club: place of publication n. a. 1994. 
edition 1975. 
21 Notable exceptions are Sara Pennell The material culture offood in early modem England c. 1650- 
1750 1997, who deals with the technology of making cooking vessels in considerable detail, and Cox 
who connects the domestic with the industrial world in Nancy Cox ' 'A flesh pott, or a brasse pott or 
a pott to boile in': changes in metal and fuel technology in the early modem period and the 
implications for cooking' in Moira Donald and Linda Hurcombe (eds) Gender and material culture in 
historical perspective 2000. 
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wholesale and retailing, and destruction or demise, 22 and since technology, 
facilities, negotiations, infra-structures, skill, knowledge are all part of the object, a 
life cycle study of cooking vessels includes reflections on human skill, 23 

materials, 24 and location. 25 It is the aim of this study to tie together the different 

contexts, employing the concept of 'building blocks' as the overarching theory. 
Cooking vessels are shown to be a relevant component of early modem culture, 
through the relationship between food practices and perceptions of order and 
oeconomy, which are no less factors in the construction of consumption and 
consumerism than novelty and luxury. 26 Corroborated with relevant archaeological 

and architectural material, surviving artefacts, and other documentary sources, the 

aim is to provide nuanced insights into domestic activity and market relations. 

The research is presented in six chapters, of which the first two deal with the 
theoretical and methodological questions that inform this study. The four 

remaining chapters correspond to four stages of the object's life cycle, the contexts 
of making, advertising, physical supply, and use or consumption. The purpose of 
the four empirical chapters is to bring out those aspects that contribute to 
historians' understanding of manufactured objects and their role as products and 
tools, in the arenas of action relating to production, virtual and physical 
distribution, and consumption. A conceivable fifth stage, which was not attempted 
for this study, is the investigation of scrapping and recycling. 

Chapter one positions the investigations within the two key debates for the 

eighteenth century, the Industrial Revolution and the Consumer Revolution, as the 
broader historiographical context. It discusses manufactured objects, their function 

within Material Culture Studies, and makes a case for treating manufactured 

objects as building blocks for physical structures, albeit mobile ones, which in turn 

22 See John Wright 'Sustainable resource management: the life cycle of a steel cooking pan' in 
Tipping the balance: sustainable management of world resources 1998, p. 42. 
23 For example, moulders, boatmen, workmen, smiths and braziers, tinkers, shopkeeper, kitchen 
maids and cooks. 
24 For example, iron stone, coal (for making), sand (for moulding), and straw (for packaging). 
25 For example, workshop and foundry, cart/wagon and boat, and dwelling place/hearth. 26 For the use of oeconomy as originating with the domestic economy of the household see, for 
example, Sara Pennell The material culture offood in early modern England, ca. 1650-1750 1997, p. 
284. 
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influence and determine the work and living patterns around them. Keywords are 
'built environment'. 'interior architecture', and 'material culture9. 

Chapter two presents the premise of the life cycle model as a helpful 

methodological tool for an investigation within the field of Material Culture. The 

chapter acknowledges the empirical challenges that have shaped this study, and 

discusses the main source types used in chapters three to six, a combination of 

evidence from artefacts and documents. 

Chapter three addresses the matter of making by looking at the materials (metals) 

used and the techniques employed in working them, and how both changed over 
time. Eighteenth-century metal production was a cornerstone of the industrial 

revolution and portraits of the metals and early modem metallurgical knowledge, 
details of innovation and invention, and the skills involved and evaluation of these 
factors in relation to their impact on design, all belong to its history. 

The fourth and fifth chapters investigate what happened between production and 

consumption. The argument is that the organisation and the nature of supply played 

an important part in maintaining what initially appears as a curious combination of 

change, progress, and continuity. To this end chapter four introduces the concept of 

virtual retailing and looks at advertising. It presents a critical view on historians' 

assessment of early-modern and eighteenth-century advertising as backward and 

unsophisticated, and links developments with strategies deployed to promote 

mundane articles such as pots and pans. Aside from contributing to an 

understanding of virtual supply and its mechanisms, so prominent a feature of 

twentieth and twenty-first century retailing, the sample advertisements are scoured 
for what they reveal about domestic metal cooking vessels in their context as 

objects for sale and tools of consumption. The chapter explores in detail the ways 
in which advertisements and their makers intended to woo customers for their 

products, and links up with the previous chapter in that it stresses the connection 
between makers and publicising and its strategies. It also prepares chapter five, in 

so far as the addressees were those furnishing their homes and kitchens. 
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Chapter five focuses on an early-eighteenth century example of a large producer of 

cast iron hollowware based in Shropshire to investigate aspects of physical 
distribution. The material relates to large-scale, mainly wholesale, distribution of 
cooking vessels, and the hitches and glitches featuring prominently in the 

correspondence of the work's manager provide insights into the efforts of 
negotiation. Based on a single case, and therefore narrow in its focus and its 

temporal scope, it nevertheless addresses the obstacles that an early eighteenth- 
century producer-supplier would potentially have encountered and contended with. 
These were networks, transportation, challenge to reconcile production with 
demand, competition, speed of supply, the challenge of distance, and the need to 

negotiate legal and personal obstacles. 

Chapter six deals with the fourth stage in the life cycle, when cooking vessels 
become tools. Consumption has long become a vast field of enquiry into human 

need for things, and the chapter duly deals with the use of domestic cooking 

vessels, inconspicuous and utilitarian consumption. It will argue that for the 

eighteenth-century it is appropriate to treat the backstage arena of kitchen spaces as 
workshops and units of production contributing substantially and crucially to the 
functioning of the household as territory where public and private met to be 

negotiated. 

Contribution to original knowledge 

As its subtitle suggests, the study is an express bow to the ideas and investigations 

that have permitted the embedding and analysis of what is inconclusive empirical 

material. Yet cooking vessels were part of the plethora of commodities that 

constituted the vast, intricate, and sophisticated system of material expression and 

exchange, which existed in eighteenth-century England. Metal cooking vessels 

warrant a closer look because their production was part of a complex and 

specialised set of industries that saw both substantial developments in terms of 

metallurgical understanding, as well as considerable continuities in terms of their 

organisation. Their tool character and their generally mundane nature but also their 
diversity, the link with technology and industry, their role in the household and in 
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the market place as items with exchange value, permit a revision of luxury- 

decency-necessity classification. As an object type that has generated limited and 

extremely uneven evidence, making its investigation a challenging undertaking. 
The rewards of investigating metal cooking vessels are, on the other hand, that they 

provide a bridge between workshops and workplaces, one predominantly male, the 

other predominantly female. Cox in her article on kitchen technology27 has shown 
the relation between cooking techniques and their implements. It is a further step in 

that direction, to show the relevance of kitchen tools to the investigation of the 

working lives of cooks, and the material culture of their workplace. Kitchens, after 

all, were the boiler-houses of the early-modem household and, by extension, the 

engine-room of the smallest socio-economic unit. 

The contribution to original knowledge lies in the collation and presentation of new 

empirical material relating to domestic hollowware, and using the model of life 

cycle stages for its investigation. The study presents a detailed case study for the 
investigation of physical supply for the early eighteenth century, and adds the 

concept of 'virtual supply' to the debate about consumption and trade in the early- 

modern period, thereby contributing to historians' understanding of such issues as 

access and accessibility. The premise that objects are tools once they reach the 

stage of consumption promises to enhance and extend historians' understanding of 
the complex relationships between production and consumption, human and object. 

27 Nancy Cox ' "A flesh pott, or a brasse pott or a pott to boile in": changes in metal and fuel 
technology in the early modem period and the implications for cooking' in Moira Donald and Linda 
Hurcombe (eds) Gender and material culture in historical perspective 2000. 
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"On oublie volontiers que les textes les plus denses sont ceux dont on 
accepte le sens, qu'il s'agisse d'unefiction ouvertementprisenti! e comme 
telle (ce peut etre un mythe), ou d'une illusion de viriti qui permet, enfin 
de compte, de lier par lafiction les jl9ments dipareill6s ou dispersis d'une 
realitJ devenue insaisissable. "' 

Introduction 

Chapter one places the study of manufactured objects within the wider historical 

and historiographical framework of the Industrial Revolution and the Consumer 

Revolution, the two overarching narratives and key debates concerning a marked 
shift in the relationship between human beings and the material world. Part two of 
the chapter discusses the value and relevance of material culture studies as an 
approach to the investigation of these two material revolutions and the relevance of 
humble, functional objects in terms of their active consumption to historians' 

understanding of the relationship between the consumer-cum-user with objects. 

Key debates for the eighteenth century 

To judge by what social historians have said about eighteenth-century English 

society and culture, about its actors and their concerns and the age they inhabited, it 

seems indeed appropriate to call the eighteenth century the age of confidence. 2 

Eighteenth-century England enjoyed a sophisticated system of trade, urban centres 
were well developed and, in terms of its cultural and intellectual development, it 
had reached a level of sophistication that mark it as a century apart. If it was not yet 
part of the 'modern period', it was no longer part of the 'early modem period' 
either. In the historiography the eighteenth century occupies a transition period, 
being promisingly wedged between the distinctly early modem seventeenth century 
and the somehow recognisably modem nineteenth century. It is fitting that in the 

context of such fundamental change, the 'Age of Enlightenment' should have been 

seen as an age of revolutions, and most of them not political ones. 

1 See Jacques Gaillard Rome, le temps, les choses: essai 1995, p. 51, emphasis by Gaillard. 
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Briggs mentions no fewer than three, the 'commercial' and the 'financial' at the 
beginning of the eighteenth century, and the Industrial Revolution towards the 

end. 3 Porter and Langford have stressed how the general affluence resulted in 

confidence, 4 following the established pattern that consumer confidence rises in 

times of economic and social security - and falls during times of perceived or real 

economic instability. Modest affluence became a reality for many layers of society 

and in Langford's view the geographically widening and increasingly integrated 

market was the dynamo for England's success. For much of the eighteenth century. 

most consumers and entrepreneurs acted in an economic climate where skill and 

enterprise could flourish. 

The Industrial Revolution 

Two key debates have exercised social and economic historians' minds: the 
Industrial Revolution and the Consumer Revolution. The roll call of historians is 

impressive. 5 The term foregrounds change, revolutionary changes even, in 

industry, but its students have not overlooked the concomitant developments in 

transport, commerce, media, and consumption. If we take the industrial revolution 

2 See, for example, Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 1982, and Paul Langford A 
folite and commercial people. England 1727-1783 1989. 

Asa Briggs How they lived. An anthology oforiginal documents written between 1700 and 1815 
1969, p. xiv. The gap, according to Briggs, was occasioned by a lack of inventiveness and enterprise. 
The century also boasts a political revolution, albeit foreign, and a colonial revolt, both of which had 
far-reaching consequences for the structures of societies and states. Further pretenders to a claim of 
revolutionary change are transport and communications, and trade and technology, though these two 
might find themselves subsumed in industry. And, neither last nor least, there is the consumer 

. revolution. Criticism has been levelled against the number of revolutions witnessed by successive 
generations between 1650 and 1850. The inflationary use of the term has reduced it to a mere 
intensifier, saying more about the current state of academic minds than the period(s) to which it is 
applied. For an example of a general work see Philip S. Bagnall The Transport Revolulionfrom 1770 
1974. Bagnall, however, is more interested in the nineteenth century, and his observations about the 
mid- and late eighteenth century are somewhat sketchy, and supportive of preconceived ideas about 
early-modem transport rather than exan-dning these critically. 4 Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 1982; Paul Langford A polite and commercial 
geople. England 1727-1783 1989. 

For literature on the Industrial revolution, see, for example, Peter Mathias 'The industrial revolution-* 
concept and reality' in Peter Mathias and John A. Davis (eds) Thefirst industrial revolutions 1995; 
Pat Hudson The industrial revolution 1992; Maxine Berg The age of manufactures 1700-1820. ' 
industry, innovation and work in Britain 1996. For a historiographical essay on consumption see Paul 
Glennie 'Consumption within historical studies' in Daniel Miller (ed. ) Acknowledging consumption: a 
review of new studies 1995; and for a work more focused on the matter in hand, Sara Pennell The 
material culture of food in early modem England ca. 1650-1750' in Sarah Tarlow and Susie West 
(eds) Thejamiliar past? Archaeologies of later historical Britain 1999. 
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to be a helpful concept from which to approach the study of commodities, then the 
benefits of adopting it warrant spelling out. Firstly, it introduces a number of key- 

points: production, commercial activity, and consumption. Secondly, it provides an 
approximate, if flexible, timeframe. Thirdly, it offers insights into how scholarship 
must respond, not only to standards of truth and correctness, but also to the need 
for a greater 'sense of sense' with regard to the past. 

Production and the industrial isation of productive means has been the favoured 

contender for revolutionary change. A substantial historiography testifies to its 

relevance for historians' charting change and continuity in the economic system. 

The literature treating these phenomena, of course, draws a picture as much of the 

charted developments as of the debates surrounding their interpretation, and no 

consensus has emerged. They are not central points of contention here, but the 

view of Britain as 'workshop of the world' as mentioned earlie? has coloured 

perceptions of what production means. Conceptually the industrial revolution in 

England has been a mint and a minefield for historians, and the debate over its 

gestation, apogee and legacy has been intense. The growth in output is a staple of 

the argument that England's economy underwent significant, portentous and lasting 
7 

change from the mid-eighteenth century to the mid-nineteenth . However, critics 

have not been backward in discrediting the terminology and the event of such 

revolution. Revisionism threatens even to deny there was any development at all. 
This was countered by those who felt, that shortcomings notwithstanding, the 

"industrial revolution" meaningfully circumscribed an important period of change, 

experienced by those who lived it, and identifiable by those studying it thereafter! 

There is not even unanimity on what changes warrant the term of revolution, 

though Hudson still sees the term as both useful and appropriate. 9 

The Industrial Revolution is not a concept that applies readily to eighteenth-century 

metal-using industries. Depending on the criteria, the steep rise in output, mass 

6 See Introduction, P. 2. 
7 For example, Peter Mathias 'The industrial revolution: concept and reality' in Peter Mathias and 
John A. Davis (eds) Thefirst industrial revolutions 1995, and other contributions to the volume. 
8 For a concise summary of the debate and its turns by an insider of the field see Pat Hudson The 
industrial revolution 1992. 
9 See Pat Hudson The industrial revolution 1992. 
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employment of labour, or changing organisation of work, as seen in the rise of the 
factory'O took place in cotton but not metals. Not until the nineteenth century, 

particularly with regard to the organization of works, did the metal-using industries 

qualify on these terms. According to Langford, the "challenge to long-standing 

ideas about the process of industrialization extends beyond the question of 

chronology. The traditional model postulates linear progression from domestic 

manufacture towards a factory system, financed on a capitalist basis, reliant on a 
specialized system of production, and restructuring family organization [ ... ]". This, 
Langford continues, "is highly inapplicable to the eighteenth century. If the 

essential criterion for factory organization is the concentration of a number of 
processes under one roof, there were few such by 1783, and virtually all of them in 

the cotton and silk industry. But the teleological assumptions involved in adopting 
such criteria are themselves somewhat dubious, [ ... ] Technological change did not 
automatically produce factories. It affected different trades and different areas 
diversely [ ... ]". 

11 

It has been stressed that the eighteenth century saw the intensification of existing, 
traditional methods of production rather than radical changes. Important 

developments, such as coke-smelting or steam power took hold only gradually. 
Most manufacturing remained in workshops, with subcontractors or workers 
harnessed together by the putting-out system, requiring little capital investment. 

The growth in size and number of manufactories was not related to important 

changes in entrepreneurship or technology. 12 Some industries, and particularly the 

metal industries, did not fit readily into the format of expansion from small 

workshop to large-scale manufactory. In the case of the metal industries, small 

workshops and small foundries persisted, in Birmingham and elsewhere, and it was 

on these, and the skilled workers able to diversify as well as specialise, on which 

metal industries relied for growth. This focus in turn guaranteed the continuity of a 

skilled workforce, small capitals and generally a low threshold of entry. 

10 For example Paul Mantoux The industrial revolution in the eighteenth century. An outline of the 
beginnings of the modernfactory system in England 1983. 
11 See Paul Langford A polite and commercial people. England 1727-1783 1989, Chapter 13: 
'Opulence and glory - Commercial optimism and early industrialization', pp. 647-652, specifically 
pp. 650-651. 
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In the context of the history of metals, so important to industrial development, the 

eighteenth century, with its numerous technological advances in metal production, 
offers itself for a Whig-analysis as precursor to the nineteenth century, a new iron 

age, which Derry and Jarman pitch around the timing of the Industrial Revolution 
in Britain from the mid-eighteenth century to the last third of the nineteenth 

century. Like earlier divisions into stone and bronze age, tendentious and faulty 

though they are, it "would be just as reasonable to make a further division at the 

time of the Industrial Revolution, when iron first became adaptable to its 

innumerable modem uses, and to say that after about 1800 civilized man was living 

in a New Iron Age. "13 

The industrial revolution, then, is not a concept, which applies comfortably to 

eighteenth-century metal industries. According to Mantoux's criteria, 14 the 

revolution took place in cotton, but not metals. Not until the nineteenth century, 

particularly with regard to the organisation of works, did the metal-using industries 

qualify on these terms. Hudson argues that innovation, perhaps rather than 
invention, is central to most concepts of the industrial revolution, namely, new 
forms of proliferation, and the changing nature of advertising. 15 

The century saw substantial developments in the metal industries, with an increase 

in expertise and raised outputs. 16 Industrial isation meant rational i sati on, the 
division of labour and the de-skilling of some workers. The overall trend was 
towards lighter products, each using less primary material. Such factors may have 

12 See, for example, Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century The Pelican History of 
Britain Series, Penguin: Harmondsworth etc. 1982, pp. 210-211. 
13 T. K. Deny and T. L. Jarman The making of modern Britain. Life and workfrom George III to 
Elizabeth 11 John Murray: Plymouth 1956, p. 82. 
14 See, for example, Mantoux who suggests that the necessary criteria were an explosion in output, 
mass employment of labour, or changing organisation of work, as seen in the rise of the factory. See 
Paul Mantoux The industrial revolution in the eighteenth century. An outline of the beginnings of the 
modernfactory system in England Foreword (1983) by John Kenneth Galbraith. Foreword (1961) by 
T. S. Ashton, University of Chicago Press: Chicago and U)ndon 1983,1' 1928 translated from the 
French by Marjorie Vernon. 
15 See Pat Hudson The industrial revolution 1992, p. 3. 
16 For the development of the industries see, for example, H. Hamilton The English brass and copper 
industries to 1800 1967; Joan Day Bristol brass, the history of the industry 1973; and for a summary 
account of the iron industry John R. Harris The British iron industry, 1700-1850 1988. Joan Day and 
R. F. Tylecote (eds) The industrial revolution in metals 1991 is also relevant. 
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been the driving force behind the developments in casting and eventually in 

stamping iron into vessels. The trend towards cheaper products is also visible in a 
shift from the more expensive copper and brass to iron. The repercussions were felt 
in metallurgy and in the technology of cooking, but they were also aesthetic; 
kitchen utensils changed their colour from red and gold to grey. 

The term 'production' carries a lot of baggage and tends to be shorthand for a great 

number of associations, and several assumptions, primary amongst them about a 
'modem' system with factories, and large scale turn over. 17 This study, which 

approaches 'production' obliquely through the product itself, is not the place to 

take on the issues of this discussion. However, it does take on board its essential 
lesson; namely, while a given model may not hold satisfactorily in every instance, 
it may yet provide a forum where may gather a host of approaches and 
interpretations. 

The consumer revolution 

McKendrick, Brewer and Plumb place the wake-up call on the opening page of 
their book: "There was a consumer revolution in the eighteenth century. "" But 

even before them, Asa Briggs suggested the eighteenth century holds particular 
interest for both the scholarly and lay observer alike, because of its 'Brechtian' 

element - the juxtaposition of elegance and squalor, tradition and enlightenment, 
communal life and the spirit of individualism. 19 Briggs regards the period as of 
$strategic importance' because of its technological progress and material 'wealth'. 
Such, that by 1815, he finds that British manufacturing ascendancy was received 
wisdom. 20 The increased material wealth was unequally distributed and therefore a 

17 In June 2002, the stock market and followers of the news witnessed the collapse of three giant 
enterprises (Enron, World. Com and Xerox), and perhaps a reassessment of entrenched views that big 
is successful may ensue as a result. 
18 Neil McKendrick, John Brewer and J. H. Plumb The birth ofa consumer society. The 
commercialization of eighteenth-century England 1982, p. 1. 
19 Asa Briggs How they lived An anthology oforiginal documents written between 1700 and 1815 
1969, p. xii. 
20 Briggs in the introductory foreword to Asa Briggs How they lived An anthology of original 
documents written between 1700 and 1815 1969, p. xi. At the time of his writing, Briggs felt justified 
in saying that this was a "curiously neglected period", something he intended to redress by drawing 
attention to the social history of the period. 
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cause for social friction, but overall life and the wherewithal to sustain it became 

19 

more reliable and increasingly available. For the first time perhaps, the standard of 
living of the relatively poor could be equated with possessions in ways hitherto 

possible only for the socially elevated. The social conflicts in a culture that primed 
material wealth, but endorsed its unequal distribution, had been long in the making, 
indeed for as long as Western culture turned worldly and material in its outlook. 
The breaking point and the time when they were finally addressed, in Briggs' view, 
however, did not come until the 1820s. 21 

Consumption is a concept that has formed and informed a variety of approaches to 

the eighteenth century. The idea that human beings derive much of their sense of 
being from using and consuming matter into their person and their personal life- 

style has seen a number of developments. It has been extended from the mere 
barter for necessities to the rarified consumption of objects of great emotional or 

cultural value. It is a commonplace slow to be abandoned that conspicuous 

consumption of the socially less exalted was based on emulation of those socially 

superior. A generally hostile assessment of 'consumption' turns an important 

aspect of consumption into a pseudo-activity. Consumer choice is mocked as a sad 

proxy and substitute for engineering and influencing the physical world, by giving 

them the semblance of power. This view assumes that human beings, when it 

comes to choosing objects for their consumption turn into puppets of those who 

sell the goods. Yet individual consumers do not necessarily perceive nor 

experience themselves as part of a group. This, arguably, is a further sign of their 
helplessness, but from a psychological standpoint, it may well be a source of 
strength and personal freedom. To conceive of oneself as an individual, exposed to 

certain pressures, but at the very least able to reflect, resent or embrace these, most 
likely creates those nuances of untypical behaviour that broad quantification does 

not register. A further option seems likely: even where individuals make the same 

choices, they may make them for varying reasons so that consumers encourage the 

21 Asa Briggs How they lived An anthology of original documents written between 1700 and 1815 
1969, pp. xi - xii. 
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diversification as well as the proliferation of goods to be consumed, while also 
enforcing the reverse, standard isation. 22 

Miller points out that there is a considerable literature on what is wrong with 
consumption and only little constructive writing on what such an activity, "which 
is integral to all industrial societies, ought to be like. 943 One noteworthy shift has 
been from art objects and their representational hegemony to material objects of a 
lowlier nature, though neither the timing nor precise progression of the shift is 

certain. Not the prized, unique art(e)fact but the object picked from a group of 
mass-produced, almost worthless objects has begun to find appreciation. 24 

Consumption means different things to different investigators. 25 Consensus appears 
to centre on its function of ensuring effective social relations - to be, and indeed 
how to be, part of a certain group - through the use of objects. Though Slater does 

not stress it, the act of consumption is both conformist and self-assertive at the 

same time. In consequence it is both a stabilising and a disruptive factor in any 

given culture. McCracken writes of the close relationship between culture and 

consumption, between abstract ideas and their material expression. Design and 
26 

production are a single cultural enterprise. Western consumer culture is based on 
the assumption that change is the norm, while continuity is not desired. This 

creates a strong belief in progress, placing the imperative on continuous change to 

sustain viability, and reffied expressions, manufactured objects have to undergo 

continual change to support this paradigm. On the other hand, continuity is 

psychologically necessary. Slater offers a lucid assessment of the wide range of 

arguments that have formed around the issue of consumption from the 

22 The shift towards greater output is a shift towards squeezing margins, which in turn leads to 
sacrifices in 'quality' to maintain profit margins. Mundane goods of relatively low price or low 
Erestige value exemplify this trend. 

Daniel Miller 'Appropriating the state on the council estate' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading things 
1993, p. 83. 
24 Neil Cumn-drigs 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cumrnings (ed. ) Reading things 1993, p. 
15. 
25 See, for example, Don Slater Consumer culture and modernity 1997, Chapter 6: 'T'he uses of 
things', pp. 148-173. 
26 Grant McCracken Culture and consumption. New approaches to the symbolic character of 
consumer goods and activities 198 8. 
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Enlightenment to the late 1990S. 27 His chapter on 'The Uses of Things' presents a 

succinct summary of the social mechanisms that involve goods, and that expand 
the range and level of uses any given object can assume beyond the purely 
functional. 28 

"When does a society of consumers become a consumer society? 9t29 IS the 
30,? Consumer Revolution the 'making of the English middle class' . Critical mass is 

the keyword that best encapsulates the need for a sufficient number of human 

actors - as makers, vendors, audience and buyers, and users - and critical not 

merely in terms of absolute numbers, but also in terms of proportion. Relative to 

the masses of human actors precluded from participation by virtue or fate, or lack 

of resources, the upper echelons were ineffective and too small in number. It may 
be that a vigorous market really depends on the participation of a critical number, 

or mass. This is bome out by late twentieth century examples where economies of 

countries with intensely rich but small elites and extremely poor but vast groups of 

population fail to build stable economies. It is clear that a large number of 

contributing factors influences success or failure of economies, and this would 
have been the case for other periods, too. Nevertheless, for the purpose of assessing 

consumption and production it is helpful to conceive of them in terms of the 

balance or relative homogeneity. Some demarcations of higher and lower are 

usefully retained to maintain that vital ingredient of titillating inequality that is 

possible to overcome, to stimulate and fan dreams of aspirations. 

How far can mundane items be used to investigate the dynamic of consumption? 

How was the consumer revolution manifested through them? For Slater, the 

meaningfulness of goods is only a starting point, not an end, since there is a 

27 Don Slater Consumer culture and modernity 1997, provides a convenient and legitimate shortcut to 
the field, given that an understanding of consumption and modernity and their relationship with one 
another is pertinent, but the field of consumption studies in its detail ancillary to the theme of this 
study. 
28 Don Slater Consumer culture and modernity 1997, pp. 148-173. 
29 Christopher Hosgood asked the audience on the occasion of his Plenary Lecture at the Centre for 
the History of Retailing and Distribution Conference, University of Wolverhampton, 14'h September 
2001. 
30 Peter Earle The making of the English middle class: business society andfamity life in London 
1660-1730 1991. 
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process whereby objects are turned into commodities, and then into possessions. 31 

He questions how free consumers are in 'making their own meanings' when they 

choose the objects that are to represent and express themselves. He stresses that the 
freedom of choice is neither infinite nor arbitrary, since "... the meanings of things 

remain socially structured". 32 For, although there is in theory any number of 

meanings that could be assigned to an object, in practice the number that will be 

assigned is limited; circumscribed and determined by the societal-cultural context 
in which the assigning takes place and in which both object and human exist. In 

other words, social pressures are working on the individual to arrive at an 

acceptable interpretation, be it a text or an object, just as there is pressure on, for 

example, historians to arrive at a convincing interpretation of their sources. 

Consumption as a "flow of information"33 

Scholars within a number of disciplines have contemplated and analysed the 
human use of objects. Forty and Miller, 34 though dated, are still ports of call. 
England's progress from agricultural to industrial, and from self-subsisting to 

consumer, indeed consumerist, society remain staples of historical debate. 35 More 

than two hundred years ago, William Blackstone called his contemporaries a 
'polite and commercial people 936 and this remains the tenor among social historians 

assessing the period. The eighteenth-century English were an increasingly affluent 

31 Don Slater Consumer culture and modernity 1997, p. 148. 
32 Don Slater Consumer culture and modernity 1997, p. 167, specifically, and pp. 163-172 for the 
wider context and an analysis of the argument. 
33 Don Slater Consumer culture and modernity 1997, pp. 151-152. 
34 Adrian Forty Objects of desire: design and society, 1750-1980 1986; Daniel Miller Material 
Culture and mass consumption 1987. 
35 Texts that grapple with this transition are T. S. Ashton, The industrial revolution 1948. Other 
suggestions of text that have 'the great change' in mind are: Charles Wilson Englands apprenticeship, 
1603-1763 1965; L. A. Clarkson The pre-industrial economy in England 1500-1750 197 1; Maxine 
Berg The age of manufactures 1700-1820: industry, innovation and work in Britain 1996. 
36 it is Blackstone's phrase that informed Langford's choice of title for Paul Langford A polite and 
commercial people. England 1727-1783 1989, Chapter 1: 'Introduction' p. 1. William Blackstone, 
amongst other things, was the author of William Blackstone Commentaries on the laws Of England. 
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people. 37 Indeed, the language of class, which later came to be associated with 
Marxist terminology, has its roots in the rnid-eighteenth century. 38 

Material goods, and the act of acquiring and possessing them, as well as the 

motivation behind the act have led historians from the mid-1970s onwards to 

investigate, to debate and to theorise the phenomenon of 'consumption'. 

Historians, and others, have tried to set stakes in the field of human existence and 

experience within the context of consurnables, and have investigated material 

culture from the exclusive to the common, from earliest times to the present day, 

within and across cultures. The research has engendered deep discussions on the 

nature of consumption, resulting in increasingly theoretical concepts about 

consumers, markets, and consumerisrn. In 1995 Glennie reviewed the resulting 

body of literature, discussing its significance and the shifts in historiographical 

fOCUS. 39 Yet Douglas and Isherwood in the re-publication of their work in 1996 

could restate "no one knows why people want goods". 40 

23 

The early modern period has received its share of attention, exemplified in the 

three volumes on 'Consumption and Culture in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
41 

centuries', most notably here Consumption and the World of Goods. It has not 

escaped the labels either. 'Consumer society', 'mass consumption', and 'consumer 

revolutions' have in turn been (al)located to the eighteenth century, though they 
have not remained unchallenged. Thus the bold statement on the 'birth of a 

37 See, for example. Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century The Pelican History of 
Britain Series, Penguin: Harmondsworth etc. 1982; Paul Langford A polite and commercial people. 
England 1727-1783 The New Oxford History of England Series, Clarendon Press: Oxford etc. 1989. 
38 Langford points to an eighteenth century development of 'classification', for example, in the 
observations of scientists such as Carl von Linnaeus. See Paul Langford A polite and commercial 
people. England 1727-1783 1989, Chapter 13: 'Opulence and glory - Class and interest', pp. 652-655, 
seecifically p. 652. 
3 3 Paul Glennie 'Consumption within historical studies' in Daniel Miller (ed. ) Acknowledging 
consumption: a review of new studies 1995. 
'0 Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood 7he world of8oods. Towards an anthropology of consumption 
1996, p. 3. 
41 John Brewer and Roy Porter 'Introduction' in John Brewer and Roy Porter (eds) Consumption and 
the world ofgoods 1994. 
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consumer society' by McKendrick, Brewer and Plumb 42 has been counterbalanced 
by the more cautious and critical voices of Fairchilds and StyIeS. 43 

Because of its meanings in common usage, the term consumption has by some 

scholars been found wanting when applied to durable material objects, which are 

not in the strictest sense consumed, or used up. Thus food is a consumable, while 
bricks and cloth are less obviously 'consumed', though they can be said to 
disappear since their use will usually result in transformation. In the case of cloth - 
cloth, particularly when exposed to extensive use, wears thin and disintegrates 

within an appreciable span of time. We are left realising that it is simply that some 

consumption of material objects is more recognisable consumption, and that to 

equate consumption with destruction is unhelpful. Gell stresses that in sociological 

terms all goods are indestructible in that they produce social relations; in other 

words consumption is the transformation of value into a different kind, form and 

manifestation of value. The important feature of consumption is its effect of 
incorporating the consumed item into the personal and social identity of the 

consumer. More usually this effect, however, is associated with the ownership and 

possession of items that do not vanish, for example, when a person is described as 

possessing objects that mark her or him out as having a certain status, which 

camouflages the act of consumption. " Indeed, as Gell puts it, consumption "is part 

of a process that includes production and exchange, all three being distinct only as 

phases of the cyclical process of social reproduction, in which consumption is 

never terminal. " Within the cycle, consumption is "the phase [ ... ] in which goods 
become attached to personal referents, when they cease to be neutral "goods, " 

which could be owned by anybody and identified with anybody, and become 

42 Neil McKendrick, John Brewer and J. H. Plumb The birth ofa consumer society. The 
commercialisation of eighteenth-ceniury England 1982. 
43 For a historiography see, for example, Glennie's bibliography in Paul Glennie 'Consumption within 
historical studies' in Daniel Miller (ed. ) Acknowledging consumption: a review ofnew studies 1995. 
For research on eighteenth-century consumption see, for example, John Brewer and Roy Porter 
'Introduction' in John Brewer and Roy Porter (eds) Consumption and the world ofgoods 1994 and 
other volumes of the series. For cautionary and critical voices see, for example, Cissie Fairchilds 'The 
production and marketing of populuxe goods in eighteenth-century Paris' in John Brewer and Roy 
Porter (eds) Consumption 1994 and John Styles 'Manufacturing, consumption and design in 
eighteenth-century England' in John Brewer and Roy Porter (eds) Consumption and the world of 
rods 1994. 

Alfred Cell 'Newcomers to the world of goods: consumption among the Muria Gonds' in Arjun 
Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of1hings. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 112. 
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attributes of some individual personality, badges of identity, and signifiers of 
,, 45 

specific interpersonal relationships and obligations. 

Commerce, trade and retail 

25 

In a market society the availability of commodities and goods, be they objects or 

services, is regulated by a consumer's ability to pay. In principle, no one who has 

the means is denied the right to acquire a given commodity. 46 Any given society 
"makes use of four primary modes of exchange corresponding to its four functional 

subsystems, and each employs these modes in a combination of emphases and 

elaborations appropriate to its value system, the degree of differentiation of its 

social structure, and the imperatives of its general internal and external situation. "47 

The four modes of exchange are reciprocity, redistribution, mobilisation and 

market exchange. Wheatley stresses that the boundaries of these functional 

subsystems are not fixed, and that as a society develops, so does the sphere of 

operation of each of its subsystems. Shifts in extent and intensity, or preponderance 

occur, rather than the development of an entirely new system. 48 

Trade is effectively 'action at a distance' . 
49 Although the development of culture 

and cultures has frequently been seen either in material terms or in spiritual or 

abstract terms, the "relationship between these two arbitrarily separated areas has 

been more fully appreciated, as we have become aware of their total and integral 

interdependence. " Trade is the missing link that relates thern. 50 The developments 

in production and consumption as the respective start and end points in an 

45 Alfred Gell 'Newcomers to the world of goods: consumption among the Muria Gonds' in Adun 
Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 113. 
46 Leiss et al discuss this aspect of market society in connection with the concept of 'consumer 
society'. See William Lciss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhafly Social communication in advertising. Persons, 
products and images of well-being 1990, p. 3 13. 
47 See Paul Wheatley 'Satyanrta in Suvamadvipa: from reciprocity to redistribution in ancient 
southeast Asia' in J. A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds. ) Ancient civilization and trade 
1975. 
48 See Paul Wheatley 'Satyanrta in Suvarnadvipa: from reciprocity to redistribution in ancient 
southeast Asia' in J. A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds. ) Ancient civilization and trade 
1975, p. 228. 
49 Colin Renfrew 'Trade as action at a distance: questions of integration and communication' in 
Jeremy A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds) Ancient civilization and trade 1975. 
so Colin Renfrew 'Trade as action at a distance: questions of integration and communication' in 
Jeremy A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds) Ancient civilization and trade 1975, pp. 34. 
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economic exchange are better understood if they are supported by investigations 
into the nature and development of commerce and trade. The processes involved in 

trade are part of the mechanisms of dealing with the expanding world of goods in 
both the literal and the metaphorical sense, while simultaneously contributing to 

mechanisms that 'shrink' the physical world, in other words transport and 
communications. During the eighteenth century, England's markets grew internally 

and abroad. Competition for markets increased in tandem with the number of 
material possessions owned by the individual, and advertising as a means of 
overcoming the challenges of competition turned from being largely aural-oral to 

print, paper and pictures. 

Trade and all its concomitants were essential factors and constituent of the wealth 
that Mandeville saw originating in the private vices of wanting more, and Adam 
Smith in production. Shops, markets and fairs, as well as itinerant traders were the 
interface between customers, retailers and producers, both national and local. 
These aspects of trade have received a fair amount of attention from historians. 51 

With regard to metal industries attention has been directed to the metals rather than 
the products made from them, with nails and cutlery the salient exception. 52 Yet 

metal hollowware was part of the well-established international, national and local 

trade-chain in metals that was developed by the beginning of the eighteenth 

century. 

Trade and transport revolutions? 

Eighteenth century trade and trading practices have not yet been allocated a 

revolutionary tendency of their own. Economic historians have tended to focus on 

external trade, though a few pioneers like Willan, Wanklyn, Wakelin, and Hussey 

s' See, for example, Dorothy Davis A history of shopping 1966; D. Alexander Retailing in England 
during the Industrial Revolution 1970; T. S. Willan The inland trade: studies in English internal 
trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 1976; Hoh-Cheung and L. H. Mui Shops and 
shopkeeping 1989; Nancy Cox The complete tradesman. A study of retailing, 1550-1820 2000. 
52 See, for example, David Hey Packmen, carriers and packhorse roads. Trade and communications 
in north Derbyshire and south Yorkshire 1980; H. Hamilton The English brass and copper industries 
to 1800 1967; Joan Day Bristol brass, the history of the industry 1973; Charles K. Hyde 
Technological change and the British iron industry, 1700-1870 1977; Marie B. Rowlands Masters 
and men in the West Midlands metalware trades before the industrial revolution 1975. 
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have opened up the field of internal trade. 53 More recently the interest has become 

more diverse. Studies on the trade in bulk commodities so cherished by economic 
historians, together with modes of transport such as river trade have been 

supplemented by work on local networks, retailing and advertising, spanning the 

gamut of responses to the ever-evolving wheel of demand and supply. The 'nation 

of shopkeepers' did not leap into being around 1800, as studies on shop design, 

shop interiors and advertising strategies reveal. 54 

Considerable research has been carried out on trade routes and communication 

networks; 55 but more attention has been paid to transport arteries than to the flow 

of goods along them. Interest in distribution has largely focused either on food 

retailing and new groceries, for instance tea and sugar, 56 or luxury items and 

clothes. 57 The ways in which the goods reached the customer, as may be judged so 
far, left only the faintest traces in terms of historical evidence and have to be pieced 

together from what is often inconclusive evidence, possibly to a less satisfactory 
degree of depth. 

There can be no civilisation without permanent central places that act as hubs in 

which systems of exchange and the structures and substructures supporting it can 
develop. This includes structures that ensure a minimum level of safety and 

security required for building and developing the systems of exchange. 58 

53 See T. S. Willan The inland trade: studies in English internal trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries 1976; Malcolm Wanklyn 'The impact of water transport facilities on the economies of 
Eng] ish river ports, c. 1660-1760' Economic History Review 1996; Malcolm Wanklyn 'The Severn 
navigation in the seventeenth century: long-distance trade of Shrewsbury boats' Midland History 
1988; Peter Wakelin Pre-industrial trade on the River Severn: a computer-aided study of the 
Gloucesterport books c. 1640 - c. 1770 199 1; David P. Hussey Coastal and river trade in pre- 
industrial England 2000. 
54 For example, Claire Walsh 'Shop design and the display of goods in eighteenth century London' 
Journal of Design History 1995. 
55 See, for example, Philip S. Bagnall The Transport Revolutionfront 1770 1974; T. S. Willan, The 
inland trade: studies in English internal trade in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries 1976; Gerard 
Turnbull 'Canals, coal and regional growth during the industrial revolution' Economic History 
Review 1987. 
56 See, for example, D. Alexander Retailing in England during the Industrial Revolution 1970; J. 
Chartres Agricultural markets and trade, 1500-1750: chaptersfrom the agrarian history of England 
and Wales 1.500-17.50 1990. 
57 See, for example, H. Margaret Spufford The great reclothing of rural England: petty chopmen and 
their wares in the seventeenth century 1984. 
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Death of distance" is a relative, not an absolute, result of human achievement. The 

ingenuity and determination of human beings to trade has impressive examples like 

the world trade networks of the thirteenth century. 60 Eighteenth-century roads, by 

contrast, have not always received favourable comment. The country may be mired 
in boggy roads and dysfunctional networks while simultaneously engendering an 

expectation of regular and reliable communications. Received wisdom about the 

notorious state of the roads stands alongside Richard Ford's expectations for his 

correspondence with the works' master Goldney. 61 Advertisements, though almost 
certainly exaggerated, promised supply to anywhere in the country. Even further 

along the road to killing distance lies 'virtual supply', which tackles ignorance, the 

greatest hindrance to selling; a feature that will be discussed in chapter four. 

Social historians accord turnpikes considerable importance in increasing passenger 
travel, and giving greater access to the metropolis. 62 Their economic significance, 
however, is less readily assessed. Trusts were most viable in industrial areas but 

compared with the canals, whose building boom succeeded turnpikes, they 
remained an expensive form of transport, particularly for bulk commodities. 63 On 

the other hand, the cultural context was of a society accustomed to difficult 

travelling conditions judged by today's standards. For the most part therefore 

contemporaries' experience did not lead them seriously to question the rationale of 
using packhorse and cart for much inland transportation. Contemporary opinion of 
turnpiked roads and their commercial benefits was favourable, and they, more than 

any other form of transport, encouraged a national pricing pattern. 64 

58 Colin Renfrew 'Trade as action at a distance: questions of integration and communication' in 
Jeremy A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds) Ancient civilization and trade 1975, p. 11. 
59 See G. M. Whitehead Commerce made simple 1969. 
60 See. for example, Nils Hybel 'The grain trade in northern Europe before 1350' Economic History 
Review 2002. 
61 See chapter five for an analysis of Richard Ford's Letterbook, held at the Ironbridge Gorge 
Museum Trust, piece number LABIASSOC/10; see also P. K. Stembridge The Goldneyfamily. A 
Bristol merchant dynasty 1998. 
62 See, for example, Paul Langford A polite and commercial people. England 1727-1783 1989, 
Chapter 9: 'New improvements - Turnpikes', pp. 391-410. 
63 Paul Langford A polite and commercial people. England 1727-1783 1989, p. 396. 
64 See Paul Langford A polite and commercial people. England 1727-1783 1989, Chapter 9: 'New 
improvements - Turnpikes'. pp. 3914 10, specifically p. 369; but see also, for example, Lynda 
Holland's findings concerning the combination of different forms of transport. 
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Historians' portrayal of eighteenth-century Britain shows a nation firmly embarked 
on the path to consumerism, industrialisation, and technological and scientific 
exploration; it was also intent on financial and commercial success. Exulting in 

consumption, revelling in variety, feting innovation, however, does not make sense 
without the very stuff and materials sustaining it. From the overarching narratives 
centring on production and consumption and the very grease of commerce, the 
discussion moves to a particular approach to the material world the above activities 
created. The second part of the chapter presents the field of material culture studies 

with regard to eighteenth-century material culture, and positions manufactured 

objects within it. It argues for treating manufactured objects as building blocks that 

serve to structure rather than fill the spaces provided by architecture, and that this 

process of active consumption in turn determines the uses of objects, and the user 

routines that will arise from them and around thern. 

Material culture studies 

Insights into materialism and increasing consumption to be gained from mundane 

tools have not been exhausted, and the second part of the chapter turns to the 

broader contexts that make this study relevant to historians' continued interest in 

the industrial and consumer revolutions and in the eighteenth century as their 

showplace. 

Material culture studies entered the intellectual arena in the 1970s and 80s, and 

much of the investigative drive into the broader, but also the specific fields of 

material culture dates from these years. What has been investigated as material 

culture may justifiably be treated as part of the 'built environment', in so far as all 
human productions are essentially structuring devices that help human beings to 

handle space. Human organs of perception know space through its markers, and the 

objects that indicate to them, visually and tactilely, that this is where a certain area 

or space ends or starts. The manufactured object appertains to the arsenal of 
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devices human beings have devised to divide and structure physical space, and as 
such it is as important as the more abstract devices, which structure temporal and 
conceptual space. 

Rathje describes material culture as a "critical component in the understanding of 
any cultural systenf', having proliferated from the modest earliest tools known to 

archaeologists into economic, social and ideological systems which depend on it, to 

a present where human actors find themselves, quite literally, encapsulated in it . 
61 

He also observes that it is our "present precarious position [which] makes it 
increasingly apparent that material culture is not a static or even passive system 
component; it is a dynamic component that changes rapidly in ways which [ ... I are 
[both] affected by and affect our patterns of behavior. ', 66 The observation supports 
the argument made in this study for the relevance of transposing a present concern 
to a past period, and the need for research to bear relevance to the period during 

which it was carried out. Only then is research able to contribute to an 
understanding of the period investigated. 

The study of material culture aims to learn from all the things people make and the 

ways people have acted upon the physical and visible world by exploring the 

relationship between objects and social relations, usually drawing on a range of 
disciplines such as anthropology, archaeology, design studies, museology and 
history. Its aim is to analyse the ideas, the social relations, and the work routines 

embodied in material objects and specifically, unlike art history, to look at physical 

objects in their contexts, since this permits insights into the culture that produced 
them. Glassie, an important name in the field, postulates the following: 

A method based on the document is prejudiced; fated to neglect the 
majority of people, for they were nonliterate, and, within the boundaries of 
literacy, to neglect the majority of people, for they did not write. Even 
today in societies of almost universal literacy, it is a rare soul who 
bequeaths to future historians a written account of his thought... How can 

65 William L Rathje 'The last tango in Mayap5n. A tentative trajectory of production-distribution 
systems' in Jeremy Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds) Ancient Civilisations and Trade 
1975, p. 440. 
66 William L. Ratfije 'The last tango in Mayapan. A tentative trajectory of production-distribution 
systems' in Jeremy Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds) Ancient Civilisations and Trade 
1975, p. 440. 
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you study a society if you attend only to the expressions of a small and 
deviant class within the whole? 67 
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Material culture represents the objects that are created and used on a daily basis, in 

other words the 'material' products of a culture. They range from the clothes in the 

closet to the dishes in the kitchen, from large and expensive items such as coaches 

and even houses to less expensive, mundane artifacts like wooden spoons and 

extend as far as those objects rejected and thrown away. Whatever the mode of 

production and the sentimental or monetary value attached to them, whether 
indicating social status or primarily serving as functional objects, the material 

products of a culture, in other words, its material culture, bespeak of a place and a 

time, and of the people who created and used the artifacts, and of the changes and 

continuities that took place. Human beings create material culture and are in turn 

shaped by it. 

As an approach, material culture studies have not gone unchallenged. How can it 

be studied? Is the argument that artifacts can "speak", not as fraught with problems 

as a purely document-based approach? What are the limitations of using artifacts? 
In what way does the approach assist in addressing some of the larger questions 

that historians have wanted to answer, for example the industrial revolution and the 

consumer revolution? 

To make sense of human actions, interest has turned to 'process' rather than 

progress. To turn to commodities for this purpose may seem odd. However, the 

story of objects, where human-made objects are concerned, is entirely a reflection 

of human effort, human skill and human aspiration, and frequently, human failure 

and fallibility, too. Objects are not merely embodiments of material and emotional 

values that can be translated into pecuniary values. Every object also has a physical 
body, which carries information immediately attached to it such as size, shape and 

weight, and indirect information surrounding it, which allow the owner or users to 

integrate it into their material world or material system. Since every human-made 

object required the operation of some thought, it is fair to assume that the object is 

a reflection of such thought. Thoughts and ideas, however, are shaped by the 

67 Henry Glassic Folk housing in middle Virginia 1975, pp. 8-9. 
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culture that surrounds the individual who is having them. Objects consequently not 
only reflect just any thoughts or ideas, but ideas and thoughts specific to the culture 
that produced them. Moreover, many of the ideas and thoughts of a culture are not 
ever expressed in any other way than through objects, and have left no written 
records. By a detailed investigation of the objects themselves, some of these may 
be retrieved. 

Manufactured objects 

Manufactured objects bespeak of value, skill and creativity. Tangible and visible, 
they satisfy the senses. They have texture, colour, smell, and in the case of metals, 
lustre. They can be tantalisingly foreign or endearingly familiar. They baffle with 
sheer variety or through uniqueness. It is perhaps only natural that the creators of 
objects should also be the most susceptible to their charms and potential. 

The efforts of studies in material culture have shown on thing above all: the fact 

that human beings need objects to express themselves and their value systems. 
Objects make mental systems (immaterial constructs) manifest and give them 

expression. Any material object of human making reflects human agency and thus 

can be used to investigate the nature of this agency: the actions leading to creation, 
those involving the object, and finally those leading to its obsolescence and its 
destruction. 

The sheer volume of human creations suggests that the human mind and human 

ingenuity be subject to little definitive limitation. Human ingenuity delights in the 

sensual variation: form, shape, colour, and texture. This is eminently the reason for 

making objects and for wanting objects. Human beings want objects, and they want 

them for as many reasons as there are individuals wanting them. With those who 

cannot make but who can afford to buy and who have experience to judge, they are 

an expression of connoisseur-ship. Their criticism is as essential to the continuance 

of creation as is talent. Makers and users exist in reciprocal dependency. This 

relationship adds considerable complexity to the simpler status-wealth-rank 
argument commonly deployed by social historians. 
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They are essentially different from objects that exist naturally, for example rocks 
and sand, and things that exist as concepts - the products of thought. Objects of 
value and merit tend to be the domain of art history, but on a less exalted level, 

mundane objects matter. The works of Roche 68 and Petroski69 are pioneering 
expositions from an historian's and an engineer's perspective respectively on why 
small objects matter. But they do not go far enough and like most look at the static 
'world of lesser goods'. The dynamic 'world of lesser goods' that takes account 
their uses contributes to the clutch of explanations that has been assembled in order 
to explain the acceleration of demand for material objects in the eighteenth century. 
This model goes beyond arguments of emulation, betterment and personal 

possessions that prop up the individual. Mundane objects differ in the scale of work 
routines that they create and this is a fundamental point: work routines and routine 
work constituted the great majority of activities for the great majority of people 

most of the time. 

Manufactured objects intended for the adornment or protection of the human body, 

such as shoes, clothes, hats, and jewellery, appertain to the sculptural and 

choreographic work performed upon and through the human body and achieve 
their primary mode of use through wearing. This large group of manufactures was 
complemented by objects that assumed their place and function through being apart 
from the human body, and through structuring the physical space in which human 

beings act out their lives. Most actions, in fact, took place around objects and 
through objects. Letter writing, tea drinking, admiring the display in a picture 
gallery, but also filing down the seam on a casting, used and needed the physical 
structures and strictures imposed by the requisite tools to perform and facilitate 

these actions. Consumers attained a sense of security through knowing where an 

object came from and what its purpose was. 

68 Daniel Roche Histoire des choses banales. Naissance de la consommation XVIle - Me sikle 
1997. 
69 Henry Petroski The penciL A history of design and circumstance 1990, and Henry Petroski To 
engineer is human. The role offailure in successful design 1985. 
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'Mundane' denotes the implements small and large that were on the whole a little 

too generic, a little too tool-like, and a little too everyday not to be treated as the 
lesser children of material culture. Most specifically, this applies to kitchen 

utensils. The term 'mundane' has attracted criticisrrL On the occasion of a seminar 

at the Institute of Historical Research (5/3/1999) Amanda Vickery questioned its 

negative baggage and the desirability of its bias. Daniel Roche on the other hand 

employs it in his monograph L'histoire des choses banales 70 explaining its 

appropriateness. To shun a bias may run the risk of ignoring the fact that human 

beings in their interaction with their material context do classify and categorise. 
The term also enters into another minefield: the question of necessity, decency, and 
luxury. The pots and pans "furnishing kitchens" (see chapter four) were used 

throughout the country to prepare food and meals. Not everyone had the same 

range or quality of cooking vessels, just as not everyone ate the same range and 

quality of diet. But within the context of each household, these were everyday 

objects in everyday situations, effectively mundane tools for mundane tasks, and as 

such primarily inconspicuous. 

Manufactured objects embody information and meaning and act as signals. They 

also embody choices, and not merely the choice of the buyer or the person 

acquiring the object, but also those of the person making, advertising and supplying 
it. In other words, at any given stage in their life cycle they express choices made 
by those people handling and dealing with them. Unlike fine art, where each 

masterpiece may be treated as a point of culmination, mundane, and even more so 

bulk-produced, objects for everyday consumption cannot be so treated, at least 

from a design standpoint. The fine and per force unique object is perfect unto itself 

and to its owner. Whatever its role or functionality, its uniqueness is its main 

purpose, and in that it is its own superlative. A humble object of use and 

consumption in the sense of use and use up, on the other hand, may never reach 

that point of perfection. Its design will always leave some user-consumer 
dissatisfied; its use will result in its demise, leaving its owner to seek new. The 

point of satisfaction is forever withheld, since the act of using is always also an act 

M Daniel Roche Histoire des choses banales. Naissance de la consommation XVIle - XIXe siOcle 
1997, 
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of either finding or creating fault or default. It has to be said with caution then, and 
aware that this case study is at best an indicator but not proof that the world of 
trade and consumption this study and others have drawn it, shows a society at a 
time when notions of availability and access as we understand them today as 
consumers were only beginning to form. 

In the preface to Material of invention, a book treating of materials and design by 
Ezio Manzini, Franqois Dagognet deplores the scarcity of writers who 'ally' 

themselves with materials and objects to write "materiological books" to remind 
themselves and their readers that "[mlan cannot free himself alone. He must turn to 
'objects' for assistance, even if they are 'miserable objects. "' Dagognet insists 

perhaps a little too much on the superiority of these tools, which to him are 
concrete and objective, as against subjective and fanciful preoccupation with 
abstract ideas. His distinction between technological innovations and what he calls 
'humanitarian struggles' does not allow for a connection between the tWo. 71 

Nevertheless, Roland Barthes' diatribe against plastic (a graceless material' 72) is a 
reminder that materials evoke strong and also highly emotional reactions. Wood or 
metal on the other hand is invested with far more positive attributes. Dagognet 

recognises the connection between critical rejection and the relative newness and 

unrefined nature of the material. And yet, roughly fifty years on, general preference 
does not plumb for plastic wineglasses where glass is available. There is 

universality to the feeling that change is hampered not by the available 
technologies or the materials but by the habits of society and "excessively 

repetitious" manufacturing structures, that matter is advanced over mind(s). To 

give up attachments to established materials and tools in his view would be to enter 
the 'modern world'. 73 

By virtue of the processes that shape production, manufactured objects may also be 

viewed as units of information. They contain production information, shapes, 

suggested functions, aesthetic values, evidence of skill, which are themselves the 

71 Frangois Dagognet in Ezio Manzini 7he material of invention 1989, p. 11. 
72 Cited from Roland Barthes Mythologies 1957 by Franqois Dagognet in Ezio Manzini The material 
o 
7f 

invention 1989, p. 12. 
7 Frangois Dagognet in Ezio Manzini 7he material of invention 1989, p. 13. 
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summary of many decisions and processes. Of these some are more evident than 

others. Information, of course, is constitutive of knowledge, and knowledge in turn 
is the ingredient for understanding, once that information or knowledge has been 

put into context and structured. In this way manufactured objects tell us about the 

world and communicate to us information about that world. 74 In sum, objects 
embody choices long before the end consumer enters the stage. The choices of the 

makers will of course be influenced by the anticipated choices consumers are going 
to make, and before them those of the wholesaler and retailer. All the same, in this 

triangle of expectation and response, none can neglect the givens already present in 

the materials available to create the goods upon which all interaction concentrates. 

Mundane versus luxury: objects of use 

Amongst the important debates of historians of consumption and of the history of 

ideas is that of luxury. The luxury-necessity debate raged in the eighteenth 

century" and as Berry shows, is a set of shifting, mutable qualifications, and has 

moreover carried moral over- and under-tones throughout the long history of its use 
76 from Antiquity to today. Anyone who follows Berry's argument as he gingerly 

picks his way through the maze of shifting categories and overlaying meanings 

comes to realise that luxury forms the basis for a particularly powerful cocktail of 

political, economical and moral interests. At a more concrete level, the distinction 

between luxury-decency-necessity to characterise a person's possessions, and more 
frequently than not to make a statement about status and the state of consumerist 

attitudes, continues to present problems: when was a commodity a luxury item, and 

under what circumstances did it become a decency? How essential were 

necessities? Weatherill points out that circumstance determines the meaning of 

these terms, 77 so that any existing notion of a standard is the result of temporary 

74 See for example William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. 
Persons, products and images of well-being 1990, pp. 308-313 of Chapter 11: "Goods as 
communicators" and 'Things come alive'. The 'affectives' motivating possession and acquisition 
respectively need not be the same. 
75 For an investigation into the debate as led by some of its prominent theorists such as Mandeville, 
Hume and Smith, see Christopher Berry The idea of luxury: a conceptual and historical investigation 
1994, Chapter 6: 'The eighteenth-century debate', pp. 126-176. 
76 Christopher Berry The idea of luxury: a conceptual and historical investigation 1994, particularly 
Chapter 1: 'Luxury Goods', pp. 3-42. 
77 Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 1996, p. 15. 
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deliberation. They are difficult to define even for the present day, and at best 
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definable only in terms of markers on a sliding scale; views change, times change, 
inflation of tastes sets in, what was a luxury to some, may be a mere decency to 

others, quite apart from varying individual perceptions on the topic. 

Invisible objects as a category of objects that are noted not for their own sake but 

for what they contain, support, prop up, shield, protect, or put in relief. In the 

course of fulfilling these functions, invisible objects can and will become visible 

and noticed. Just as the wrapping around a present is for the most part only 
important for what it hides from view, and will drop out of view once it has 

fulfilled that function, this category will in turn become invisible, that is, 

unnoticed, once more. Packaging itself is in addition a highly ephemeral thing; 

tables, pedestals, and doors are examples of mostly invisible yet durable things. 
Durability when coupled with other qualities can obviate invisibility. Some objects, 

although they are functional in the above sense, in other words, important for what 
is inside, acquire a certain, even a great level of visibility in their own right: table 

cloths, carpets, wardrobes, and chests. Depending on the degree of their 
decorativeness, durability, but also the value attached to them (in many instances 

these two are direct proportional) such objects are prized and noticed as much for 

what they do (contain, protect, conceal) as they are as objects in their own right. 
Cooking vessels, durable and made from base metal, can be assumed to have been 

for the most part invisible. 

Value is never an inherent property of objects but a (subjective) judgement made 

about them by subjects, in other words, human beings. 78 Exchange on the other 
hand, sets the parameters of utility in the broad sense, and scarcity and exchange 

are the source of value; in other words, exchange is the source of the mutual 

78 Appadurai discusses this aspect with reference to Georg Simmel The Philosophy of Money, first 
published 1907 and translated into English 1978. According to Simmel, comprehension of value lies 
in understanding its subjectivity. See Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of 
value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 
3. This reverses the commonsensical order of the process of valuation, or the way in which objects 
begin to be seen and treated as valuable. Objects are not difficult to acquire because they are 
intrinsically valuable. It is in fact their 'resistance to our desire to possess them' that results in their 
being judged as possessing value. 
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valuation of objects, not a by-prodUCt. 79 Although human beings are the agents in 

attributing value to objects, they cannot define their own value without these 
objects. This is the case even when the 'value' or status of a human being pivots on 
her or his not possessing objects but, say, foregoing or abstaining from objects and 
material accoutrements. 80 

All objects are 'used' by their owners or users, irrespective of their commonly 
appointed qualities ('decorative', 'functional'). In so far as all objects are tools 

once they have reached the context or stage of consumption where they serve the 

purpose of effecting something that goes beyond their mere existence within that 

context. The troubled distinction between functional and decorative, for instance, 

comes down not to a difference in quality but in degree. Some objects' intended 

and actual use is decorative; others are mundane objects are intended and actually 
used for inconspicuous uses. Mundane then describes their inconspicuousness, 

their relative low status, and their very limited ability to confer power or status 
upon their user/owner in the esteem of her/Vis contemporaries. However important, 
however necessary, mundane items were the largest category of objects made at all 
times, made to facilitate everyday life and everyday activities, and not to attract 
comment or attention as part of polite conversation; indeed, if anything, they would 
attract comment only when they failed to function well in their allotted task or 
domain. 

There has been a tendency to interpret objects, including household objects, in 

terms of taste and status markers as 'symbolic evidence of a person's taste'. 81 

Tools, on the other hand, which were designed to perform in the context of 
physical labour, likewise express of human actions, needs and wants. A tool is 

commonly understood to be something that a person can carry, wield and 

manipulate - in other words: something that is of the size or weight to function as 

an extension of the human body. Tools suit the user, not the user the tools, and 

79 Appadurai on Simmel in Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in 
Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things, Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 4. 
go See particularly Nancy D. Munn 'Gawan kula: Spatiotemporal control and the symbolism of 
influence' in J. W. Leach and E. Leach (eds) The kula: new perspectives on massim exchange 1983. 
81 See the abstract to 1. Woodward 'Domestic Objects and the Taste Epiphany: A Resource for 
Consumption Methodology' Journal of material culture 200 1. 
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hence the custom of workmen bringing their own tools, or fashioning the tools to 

suit their needs, for example, metal polishers will sharpen and customise their files 

to suit their individual and unique working technique. 82 Tools that are too big or 
too heavy, and commonly the two go together, to be picked up and carried around 
become fixtures, and therewith a form of machine to which the person has to fit. 

The credo 'form follows function' was propagated famously between 1919 and 
1933 by the designers of the 'Bauhaus' group, but it has since been largely 

discredited. A writer of such standing as Pye, for example, dismisses it as 
'doctrine', asserting that 'function is a fantasy. 83 At the heart of the matter, 
however, lie not function and its failure, but the contradictory expectations the 

users of a object have with regard to function. The demands made on a given object 

with regard to 'perfect functionality' are irreconcilable. Ubiquitous failure is 

common to all made objects therefore. It is also the reason why there are so many 
different kinds of what is the same basic thing; function, however defined, or better 

failing functionality, is the driving force behind engineering and design of form. 

Appadurai suggests the insightful distinction between the needs that call for tools 
high in rhetorical or sign value, and those calling for tools high in utility value. 84 

The distinction between humble commodities and more elevated registers (politico- 

rhetorical) is moreover not based on difference in kind but on a difference in 

demand over time and/or space. An example of a commodity that changed over 
time would be sugar, which moved from luxury to everyday value; an example of a 

commodity that changed over space, and this includes both social and geographical 

space, would be cloth. 85 Returning to the case of tools, the melding of form and 
function, aesthetic and functional value defies easy categorisation: 

92 Personal communication from Robert Careless, former bridle maker and bit polisher in Walsall, 
2004. 
83 David Pye's views from David Pye The nature and art of workmanship 1968, are discussed in 
Henri Petroski The evolution of useful things 1993, p. 26-27. 
84 Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 38. His discussion is more 
elaborate and takes its cue from Wemer Sombart 1967. For this see especially Arjun Appadurai 
'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of 
things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, pp. 36-39. 
85 Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 40. 
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"A utensil is created first and foremost for a practical purpose. Artistic 
design and ornamentation must be adapted to its practical function if the 
utensil is not to become useless and pointless. Design and ornament should 
above all never destroy nor even restrict its usefulness, and furthermore 
should not conceal its practical purpose; indeed, they should emphasize it. 
- The most beautiful utensils are almost always the best, too - and they 
appear to be the best precisely because they are the most beautiful. " Otto 
Kuemmel86 

Tool objects of little complexity are as informative regarding the built environment 

as objects of high complexity, because the human action that underlies any 

manufactured object may be straight forwards but it is never simple. Like any tool, 

the cooking vessels of the eighteenth century are representative of a user 
technology or a way of doing things just as refrigerators and microwaves are today. 
Each provides a glimpse in the form of a still image of the changes that 

underpinned the technology. A simple tool may be the outcome of a simple 
technology, which may ask great skills from the user. Equally, it may be the 

outcome of a very complex technology, but which may ask no more skill from its 

end-user than indenting a few metal buttons on a dial. 

In his book The evolution of useful things Petroski devotes a chapter to the 

proliferation of fork and cutlery designs over the course of the last three centuries. 
He points out that it was driven as much by 'need' for specialised items of table 

ware, to render eating more efficient but also make it a more skilled undertaking, as 
it was driven by producers' interest in presenting customers with choice and 

novelty. 87 Petroski's thesis with regard to improvement is that "the form of made 
things is always subject to change in response to their real orperceived 

shortcomings". 88 In other words, it is subjective judgement as to the merits of a 

given object and its performance that drives invention. And since "nothing is 

perfect, and [ ... ] even our ideas of perfection are not static" everything will be 

subjected to further engineering, in other words, its form will change over time. 

The hypothesis also accounts for those cases where things appear to change for the 

worse and those instances where forms and designs have changed little or not at all 

86 Cited in Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p. 25, without further reference 
or date. 
87 Henri Petroski The evolution of useful things 1993, pp. 130-153. 
88 Henri Petroski The evolution of useful things 1994, p. 22, this author's italics. 
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over time. 89 The influence of the precursor and familiarity means that both the 

designer or engineer and the consumer-cum-user draw on their experience, on 

existing forms, existing functions and patterns of use in their choices with regard to 

'change'. As Marx observed: "[e]very useful thing is a whole composed of many 

properties; it can therefore be useful in various ways. "90 

Material culture and use: tools and routine activities 

Routines result from repeated actions that consolidate and solidify into patterns of 

activity, but routines of a very small scale are difficult to re-establish. 91 Routines 

around cooking pots may seem trite compared with those that influenced events in 

a way more evidently important, as for example, the line up and drill of soldiers, or 

the training of apprentices, and more complex. Yet even the most elaborate 

routines, as for example royal protocol for a coronation ceremony, is only 

seemingly more evolved and intricate. It is in fact a composite of many small, and 
taken by themselves insignificant, acts or routines, though masterfully put in 

sequence and performed to synchronise with those that came before and those that 
follow. It is the same with cooking, and indeed with most regularly performed 

activities, except that they are rarely accorded the badge of honour, 'ceremony'. 

Certainly, every routine is a form of organisation of movement abstract or physical 
(thought or body), whether it can be retrieved or not. Routines are developed 

through repetition, but are rarely described. Indeed, there is an interesting 

contradiction in that patterns of activity are elusive and highly ephemeral with 

regard to documentation and leaving traces, but the seeming fluidity does not apply 

to the times during which these tasks were carried out. The force of habit is strong, 

and habits and routines are resistant to change. It is a conservative influence that 

mediates fashions and the pressures for change. Domestic fashion and industrial 

design, on the other hand, relate to another, very different priority; 92 whereas 
household consumption will pay attention not only to the immediate functionality 

89 Henri Petroski The evolution of useful things 1994, p. 22-23. In Petroski's view there "can be no 
such thing as a 'perfected' artifact <sic>". 
90 See Karl Marx Capitol. A critique oftolitical economy vol. 1,1990, p. 125. 
91 Pennell uses a model describing routes of access to rooms and work offices based on floor plans. 
See Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early modem 
England' Journal of Design Risiory 1998. 
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and its related design aspects but also to relatively more aesthetic matters such as 
decorativeness, the industrial user of a utensil will be more likely to focus on 
straightforward functional aspects and expend far less concern for aesthetic detail. 

Building blocks 

Instead of being the mere result of an industrial or a technological revolution, a 
materialist culture that is oriented towards incorporating ever more and ever 'new' 

goods into its system of exchange (economic and social) was also the prerequisite 
for the technological revolution that resulted in the production of goods, and this 
includes the services related to goods such as packaging and transport. In fact, a 
predisposition for the one was necessary to develop the respective other and a 
prime instance of a symbiotic relationshi P. 93 

A fruitful way to treat objects, their variety and mass is to conceive of them as 
being part of the built environment, part of the material structures and 
constructions humans put in place to divide, structure, manage and make 
meaningful what would otherwise be empty, unused, unusable space. Culture, 

society, community and activity cannot begin before some basic, preliminary, 
malleable, changeable delineation as to where this should be and take place is not 
in situ. The term 'building blocks' stresses the materiality of manufactured objects, 
and their ability to provide the physical matter with which and through which to 

construct the lived environment, or 'built environment' around people. These 

material structures, whether they be domestic arrangements or architectural 
masterpieces of public display, whether they be temporary and ephemeral or 
durable and lasting like the pyramids, contribute to the construction of the abstract, 

92 Henri Petroski The evolution of useful things 1993, pp. 154-170. 
93 In this point I disagree with Appadurai who champions Chandra Mukedi's critique of the Weberian 
hypothesis about the role of Puritan asceticism in providing the cultural context for capitalist 
calculation which turns the old adage of supply-led demand on its head, in Chandra Mukcrji From 
graven images: patterns of modem materialism Columbia UP: New York 1983. In other words, 
Mukerji does not depart from a reliance on chronology, and instead of technological and productive 
revolution as preceding materialist culture and a new attitude to consumption, Mukedi argues for the 
opposite. In my view this constitutes a bold reversal, apt to shake up entrenched views, but in its 
simplification it does not do justice to the complexity of reality. 
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94 ideal structures and the cultures, of which they are a part. In a small yet 

significant way, the objects of everyday use are consequently the bricks of 
everyday architecture, albeit a less static, more dynamic architecture; an 
architecture of action and activity. This extends the meaning of the term 

architecture, which commonly denotes the con-structural side to material 
productions. " 
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The building blocks model is in keeping with arguments about extending the 

material world through making new objects and developing new patterns and 

routines around them and with them. Concepts such as 'home' and 'kitchen' did 

not exist outright but had to be constructed as real physical spaces that surrounded 
human beings, bounded them, and that gave their actions focus and support. 

Conclusion 

McCracken's final, concluding argument is partly that the "very objects that 
Braudel suggests helped launch us [Western societies] on a career of reckless and 

constant change may indeed be important instruments in the processes by which we 

survive this change. 06 The important points made in this chapter are that objects 

are a material link with the past. Objects and how they are used are amongst the 

most dramatic instances of essential continuities running through human life. The 

example of vessels of use will illustrate the way the same concept gets translated 
into different materials, creating subtle changes to 'traditions' that link back to the 
'original' but gradually obliterating them. Once the earlier forms are lost to 

94 Other, less concrete, more abstract, 'building blocks' exist, but this study is concerned with the 
material side of human productions. It looks in detail at the 'building blocks' and locates, describes 
and analyses them within the different contexts. 
95 The word derives from the Greek words for 'chier and 'building' and as such it relates to 
overarching construction. Its connotations are structure, material structures in a literal sense, which 
determine and are determined by human activity and actions. It includes the "art or science of 
building or constructing edifices of any kind for human use". In this wide application, architecture is 
divided into civil, ecclesiastical, naval, military, which deal respectively with houses and other 
buildings (such as bridges) of ordinary utility, churches, ships, and fortifications. In some quarters it 
is regarded solely as a fine art. In both an abstract and a concrete sense, the term can be used to refer 
to a construction or structure generally. Based on the Oxford English Dictionary Online, 2"d edition, 
Oxford UP 2004. 
96 Grant McCracken Culture and consumption. New approaches to the symbolic character of 
consumer goods and activities 198 8, p. 13 1. 
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collective human memory, the evidence provided by surviving objects is 

effectively our only way of assessing change. Strong traditions that resist changes 
of practice over time tend to be those that exert a coercive influence on human 

creativity. On the other hand, continuity also has a positive side to it in that it gives 
those engaged in it a sense of security, of given and reliable patterns that guide and 

aid the individual. 

Objects have a two-fold service to render. They serve as instruments of continuity 
in that they permit safeguarding consistency in the face of overwhelming change. 97 

They have, on the other hand, an innovative capacity, each object being not merely 
an object with an exchange value (money) and a function (employ/tool) but also a 
three-dimensional advertisement for itself, its use value, and any cultural meaning 
that a viewer may attach to it. 9' In so far as each object is only a small particle of 
the whole edifice called material culture, its individual impact may be small. 
However, objects are rarely used in a vacuum but usually in connection or 
combination with other objects. The resulting cumulative potential is huge. 

Humble and mundane objects of manufacture were the material culture of the 

majority of people most of their lives, and their working lives in particular, most of 
the time. Instead of focusing on the object as a static possession, the study of 

material culture needs to include the dynamics involved in use, and the materials 
from which the objects were fashioned. Combined, the two functions arrive at the 

question of 'design' and ergonon-fts for the context of the eighteenth century. 

The discussion has raised important points about the nature and role of 

manufactured objects. It stresses that all manufactured objects, regardless of 
intended purpose, function as tools structuring physical spaces and patterning 

activities. In doing so, they perform a crucial role in reifying change or continuity, 

and they have an intrinsic capacity for maintaining a balance between the two. The 

argument for treating manufactured objects as building blocks both of spatial and 

97 Grant McCracken Culture and consumption. New approaches to the symbolic character of 
consumer goods and activities 1988, p. xv. 
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use structures adds a distinctly dynamic element to the study of material culture. It 

will be reprised in chapter six, when the investigation will show what role cooking 

vessels played in eighteenth-century England's interior architecture. The related 

questions of how far they changed or resisted change, and what influenced the 
balance between change and continuity will be the theme of chapters three and 
four, where the effects of the materials, the techniques of making, and the strategies 

of advertising will be discussed. 

Manufactured, functional objects fit awkwardly into the framework of overarching 

explanatory models and investigations. This is at least in part because the 'reader' 

of material culture is in only the rarest of cases a user. On the other hand, however 

difficult it is to harness the diffuse and factious opinion on production, distribution 

and consumption into a coherent whole, and however debatable the applicability of 

the term 'revolution' to them has proved to be, as historical events and as 
historiographical interpretations they point to an important element of assessment: 

the scale of things. The important and relevant feature of all these developments is 

that they represent attempts at explaining important shifts and change at a greater 

and global level. They are for that very reason less sensitive and less able to deal 

with incremental changes at a more microscopic level, which, as this study hopes 

to show, is nevertheless informative. 

98 For a discussion of this dual, seemingly contradictory quality see Grant McCracken Culture and 
consumption. New approaches to the symbolic character of consumer goods and activities 1988, 
Introduction p. xv and Chapter 9: 'Consumption, change, and continuity', pp. 130-137. 
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2. METHODOLOGICAL AND EmpiRiCAL CHALLENGES 

"The presence of an artefact, its relations, contexts, functions and 
associations, in short its rich life, concretely exists and simultaneously 
participates in a discursive [ .. J space. No object is an island - even 
the smallest grommet is named - its properties are catalogued and 
printed, its efficiency orfunction can be discussed in magazines, its 
values and uses are swapped in bars, we could argue over its beauty, 
in effect it enters discourse. There is no autonomyfor things however 
desired; an artefact inevitably grows a textual appendage. This 
parallel yet connected textual space intervenes in the realm of 
material things, itfirames physically and conceptually at any given 
moment what may be possible. "' 

Introduction 

Chapter two presents the analytical and empirical challenges of investigating metal 

cooking vessels. It starts by making a case for adapting and using a model derived 

from environmental studies, the life cycle model, as the analytical tool for the 

historical investigation of objects. It then identifies the empirical materials used in 

this research in preparation of the four empirical chapters to follow, making the 

case for a more creative approach to sourcing the investigation of historical 

material culture. The second part presents an overview of the empirical material 

used in the investigation, highlighting both the general challenges besetting the 

study of everyday objects, and those specific to investigating metal cooking 

vessels. The overview complements the discussion of established historical 

contexts of chapter one, and together they set the scene for the subsequent four 

chapters, which look at four different stages of the objects' life cycle. 

The life cycle model for the investigation of objects 

Human beings, it has been said earlier, use objects to furnish and create social 
spheres, and each social sphere is characterised by its own specific range of 

2 
objects. They are the expression of human will and creativity, and are in 

1 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading things 1993, p. 
15. 
2 An anthropological approach and a classic study is Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood 71e world 
of goods. Towards an anthropology of consumption 1996, first published in 1979. For gender-related 
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themselves the manifestations of human endeavour and activity, not only as objects 
of production, but also as objects of subsequent use and interpretation. 

Objects, and especially common, everyday things, are not generally made the 
3 

protagonists of historical accounts, yet they are important to human existence. 
Their investigation, moreover, can be problematic. A serious problem faced by 

historians of material culture is the loss of context, because an object that appears 

as a word in a probate inventory or in a letter, or as an artefact in a museum display 

is far removed from its original context. While the inventory, letter or find-spot 

provides some information as to what that context may have been, this was most 
likely not the only sphere of action in which the object existed in the course of its 

existence. Historians deal essentially with questions of context, but while most 
handle at least some of the contextual questions about the past with wonderful 
dexterity, few reflect on its various levels. The problems and challenges of multiple 

contexts, for example, are rarely acknowledged, 4 and there is no model aiding a 
5 

systematic approach. In this context, the life cycle approach should be seen as a 

tool that suggests an answer to the methodological challenges inherent in an object- 
focused historical enquiry. In the present case, it helps the investigation of an 

eighteenth-century commodity, cooking vessels made from metal, a category of 

objects that well typifies the aforesaid problems. 

Sociologists, anthropologists, archaeologists and historians have identified a wide 

range of 'existences' for objects: as possessions, as exchange values, as tools, as 

acquisitions, as signiflers of status, as output, and as 'masterpieces' whose meaning 
may moreover change over tiMe. 6 The concern that some artefacts yield more 

studies see, for example, Moira Donald and Linda Hurcombe (eds) Gender and material culture in 
historical perspective 2000. 
3 Exceptions exist. See, for example, Henri Petroski 7he evolution of useful things 1993, and Henri 
Petroski The pencil. A history of design and circumstance 1990. T11e focus is not new to 
archaeologists whose primary material consists predominantly of material objects, and who 
traditionally have seen their task in describing and classifying material objects. 
4 In terms of life cycle stages of an object historical investigation tends to focus on a particular stage 
and its attendant context, while other stages, or contexts are either neglected or subsumed. 
5 But see Anon. 'Research reports: towards a material history methodology' Material Ifistory Bulletin 
1985. for an attempt at a practical model. 
6 See, for example, C. Holtorf 'Notes on the life history of a pot sherd' Journal of Material Culture 
2002, who discusses life history approaches in archaeology, namely short life histories (the lives of 
things in the past until they are discarded) and long life histories study (the lives of things until the 
present) to demonstrate that the material essence of an object is far from eternal, but subject to 
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information than others, and that small, 'utilitarian' objects have less 
"communication value between the observer and the original producing culture"7 
has been replaced by enthusiasm about the information they offe? as well as by 

recognising their importance in creating context. 9 

Retrieving historical context, however, is not easy. In a literal sense, context'O is 

that which comes before and after the word or phrase, or piece of text that has been 

singled out for analysis. In a figurative sense, it denotes the circumstances in which 

an event occurs. In both cases context is understood to affix meaning to the 

expression or event, while something that is 'out of context' or 'without context', is 

as a consequence also without a secure meaning. Where the surrounding words or 

circumstances are missing, the meaning becomes doubtful and deceptive. 
Contextual investigation aims to describe, analyse and restore context, though the 

extent to which this is feasible is subject to debate amongst historians. " Historians 

of material culture are familiar with the feeling that an object is 'someTHING that 
has stepped out of its original context' and recognise the dilemma. While the 

analytical tool for handling objects does not overtly stress context, 12 it goes some 

way towards addressing the difficulties raised by its seemingly monolithic, yet 

somewhat amorphous nature. Ultimately, to study context is to study impact, and in 

order to make it manageable, context requires breaking up. 

interpretation. Far from being essential properties of objects, their material identities are the result Of 
the relationship of people and objects and consequently ascribed to them. 
7 Discussed in Anon. 'Research reports: towards a material history methodology' Material History 
Bulletin 1985, pp. 32-33. 
a Petroski, for example, insists that to study simple examples of engineering is as helpful. if not more 
helpful as studying complex ones, such as space craft, because the principles of their development 
apply in either case, but are more easily be demonstrated for simpler objects. See Henry Petroski To 
engineer is human. The role offailure in successful design 1985. See also Susie West 'Introduction' 
to Sarah Tarlow and Susie West (eds) Thefamiliar past? Archaeologies of later historical Britain. 
1999. 
9 See Malcolm Gladwell The tipping point: how little things can make a big difference 2000. 
'0 Based on the Oxford English Dictionary Online 2d edition, Oxford UP: web 20W. 
11 Particular opposition to the idea of context comes from post-modernist historians. See, for example, 
contributions to Brian Fay, Philip Pomper and Richard T. Vann (eds) History and theory. 
Contemporary readings 1998. 
12 See W. John McIntyre 'Artifacts as sources for material history research' Material History Bulletin 
1979, p. 7 1, for reference to E. McClung Fleming's article 'Artifact study: a proposed model' 
Winterthur Portfolio 1974. This model was further developed to enhance its usability and reflects the 
level of importance accorded to each quality through order of listing: material, construction, function, 
provenance, value. See also Anon. 'Research reports: towards a material history methodology' 
Material History Bulletin 1985, pp. 31,35 and 36. 
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Sciences such as biology recognise two basic ways of modelling reality13 in the 

sense that a given model will either aim for generality or for realism. For historians 

there may not be such a "basic, 'all-purpose' model", but instead an uneasy 

compromise between perceived realism and generality. In the present context, the 

life cycle approach seeks to improve the way contemporary material and the 

narrative task of presenting it is frequently handled. It is a tool that interposes itself 

between the 'contemporary material' and the descriptive narrative on the one hand, 

and the interpretative and representational aspect of historical writing on the 

other. 14 Its merit lies in the fact that it helps to develop a sense of scale and an 

appreciation of the important messages concerning impact and context that 

mundane objects impart. 'Micro-history', as in the case of cooking vessels, takes 

on a new level of importance, once it has been demonstrated that within its scale 

relative impact is of absolute importance. 

The topicality of the life cycle model 

An early twenty-first-century observer from the so-called developed world looking 

to the material world of the early modern period would notice foremost the relative 

absence of objects and the limited availability of goods and materials. He or she 

would be struck by the care taken over preserving and making last, and become 

aware of the moral imperative attached to not wasting. The contrast is heightened 

by the fact that his or her contemporary culture takes a very different approach to 

material things. It is surnmarised by the expression 'throw-away society'. 15 

13 -1be following paragraph draws on Rees and Lawton's defence of using models for biological 
studies. See M. Rees and J. H. Lawton 'What can models tell usT in Leslie Fowden, Terry Mansfield 
and John Stoddart (eds) Plant adaptation to environmental siress 1993, pp. 65-67. 
14 See C. Behan McCullagh, The Truth of History 1998, pp. 167-169. 
15 A loan translation from the German "Wegwcrfgeselischaft", an expression coined in the 1970s. An 
example of its use is the following message sent via the Design History list: From: Tim Cooper 
[mailto: t. h. coopcr@SHU. AC. UK] Sent: Thu 13/03/2003 15: 34 To: DESIGN- 
HISTORY@JISCMAIL. AC. UK Subject: 1. PRODUCT LIFE AND THE THROWAWAY 
SOCIETY: CALL FOR PAPERS 
1. PRODUCT LIFE AND THE THROWAWAY SOCIETY - CALL FOR PAPERS: We live in what 
is often described as a 'throwaway society'. Many types of product do not last as long as their 
predecessors. Some are disposable whereas previously they were intended for repeated use (pens, 
nappies etc). Items previously considered investments for life are typically replaced rather than 
repaired (sofas, appliances). Some products have a fashion element that quickly dates them (watches, 
clothes). Others become technologically obsolete (phones, computers). High quality, long lasting 
products increasingly appear unaffordable. As product acquisition and replacement accelerates, there 
are important implications for sustainability and the quality of life. 
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From the mid-twentieth century onwards, materialism has been exposed to shock 
waves of environmental concern with pressing questions about sustainability and 
the threat of long-term environmental destruction that have challenged western 
ideals of comfort and culture. Such contemporary concerns force the observer to 

re-exan-ýine ideas about material progress and consumption, and to question 
consumers' right to consume and producers' and suppliers' freedom to provide 
whatever the market will bear. Post-millennial consumers appear set to take 

consumption back to the origin of the word: using up all the world's resources. In 

the context of such a socio-ecological climate, the desirability of assessing a 

product's ecological impact is self-evident. The life cycle model, however, lends 

itself to more. 

The observer of eighteenth-century consumption is obviously looking not at over- 

consumption but at nascent consumerism. The question what makes people want 

material objects, however, is fundamental to either scenario and the answer is 

complex, as has become clear in the discussion of the historiography presented in 

Papers are invited for a workshop entitled Product Life and the Throwaway Society, at which these 
issues will be discussed. It will be held on WEDNESDAY 21 ST MAY at Sheffield Hallam 
University. In order to explore the economic, technical, socio-cultural, environmental and behavioural 
dimensions to this important debate, papers from a range of disciplinary approaches will be welcome. 

It is hoped that papers will focus on product life cycles while making link to other subjects on the 
sustainability research agenda, for example, resource productivity, factor 'x', sustainable 
consumption, environmental labelling, environmental marketing, producer responsibility, product- 
service systems, responsible consumption, ecological footprints, sustainable product design, 
sustainable technology, green consumerism, integrated product policy, waste minimisation. 
2. PROPOSED PRODUCT LIFE NETWORK: Expressions of interest are invited for a new 
multidisciplinary network that will develop, undertake and promote research into the life span of 
consumer durables. Participants from industry, academia, government and NGOs are welcome. 

If you are interested in finding out more, please contact Dr Tim Cooper, Centre for Sustainable 
Consumption, Sheffield Hallam University, Howard Street, Sheffield SI IWB (Tel: 0114 225 4838, 
Email: t. h. cooper@shu. ac. uk) 
3. PLANNED OBSOLESCENCE ANECDOTES: Tim Cooper is currently seeking anecdotal 
evidence of planned obsolescence, particularly from designers and others responsible for product 
specification. Information will be handled on a strictly confidential basis. If you can provide any such 
anecdotes, please contact him. 
15 See, for example, Eurosac 'Life cycle analysis of industrial paper sacks' web-published by Eurosac 
Paris and Stockholm, adapted for use on the Internet by Mark Tamis Idee Online, May 1998, 
httI2: //www. eurosac-orL, /Ica/intro. htm pagination n. a.; Stephen Evans and Tim McAloone 'The 
economic life cycle' web-published by The Interdisciplinary Journal of Design and Contextual 
Studies - Green Design, httl2: //www. co-design. co. uk/economic. htm pp. 1-6, n. d. (available 
04/12/2000). 
15 'Definitions of life cycle assessment' (1991) from Guidelinesfor life-cycle assessment- a 'code of 
practice' SETAC (Society of Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry) Brussels, 1993, internet- 
available 4 th December 2000: htti): //www. cfd. rmit. edu. au/dfeAcal. htmi. 
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chapter one. Objects, it has been argued there, are material expressions of change 

and continuity, and as such lend themselves to being used to express an 
individual's preferences with regard to these two forces. The availability and 
accessibility of objects, however, are not the result of decisions made by individual 

consumers. They are instead the result of more global, at times gradual and uneven, 

and at least from the perspective of the individual consumer highly elusive 

processes at work in the different arenas or stages, which form an object's 

trajectory from product to tool. It is here that the life cycle approach can aid a 

detailed investigation into the triangle of influences between production, supply 

and consumption in order to help explain the need and desire for material objects 

so highly relevant to an understanding of consumerism and its expansion during the 

eighteenth century. 

A holistic approach from creation to obsolescence 

The life cycle is known from other contexts of investigation, namely biology and 

sociology, and historians have employed the model of the human life cycle to 

investigate past societies. Kopytoff points out that objects can usefully be regarded 

as having life histories. His particular focus is the process of commoditisation, 

which he compares with that of a human slave, as moving into the 'commodity 

stage' and therefore having commodity status, and upon acquisition, losing the 

commodity status, whether temporarily or permanently. Nevertheless, like a human 

slave a thing usually remains a potential commodity for the rest of its existence or 

life. 16 In both cases, the commoditisation process is essentially a product of cultural 

shaping. The owner's decision to enter or withdraw, to admit or ban an object (or a 

human being) from being or becoming a commodity is subsequent to the 

producer's decision to fabricate or manufacture a product for sale. It is moreover, 

not merely a personal decision but frequently a societal one more tied to the 

16 Igor Kopytoff 'The cultural biography of things: commoditzation as a process' pp. 64-91 in Arjun 
Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective Cambridge UP: 
Cambridge UK, New York, Oakleigh Australia reprinted 192,1' edition 1986. In order to highlight 
the process and concomitant phases of commoditisadon Kopytoff compares the effect of 
ownership/commodity status on things with that of slavery with regard to human beings. His 
objective is not to emotionalise and dramatise the ownership of things by using a form of ownership 
that has become unacceptable within the Western cultural sphere, but instead uses its more readily 
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specific values the members of the society in question hold. Kopytoff then explores 
the 'stages' of an object's biography, and finds that depending on the age of an 
object, this might mean different, culturally acceptable uses. 17 

The concept of 'product life cycle' began to be used by ecologists interested in 

sustainable production growth, and by manufacturers wishing to assess the success 

or failure of a product. 18 So-called 'life cycle assessment' (LCA) has the specific 

aim of highlighting waste within the life cycle of a commodity. It was defined as "a 

process to evaluate the environmental burdens associated with a product, process, 

or activity by identifying and quantifying energy and materials used". An LCA sets 

out to examine the entire life cycle of the product including extracting and 

processing raw materials, manufacturing, transportation and distribution, use, re- 

use, maintenance, recycling, and final disposal. 19 Initially used to compare 

products, applications of LCAs came to include government policy, strategic 

planning, marketing, consumer education, process improvement and product 
design. The author of 'Life cycle of a Steel Cooking Pan', for example, identifies 

ten stages, from the mining and transportation of raw materials to the cooking 

pan's use in the kitchen until its eventual consignment to the dustbin and the waste 

collection system. The model does not include transport from the retailer's to the 

user's premises. 20 Users and detractors have noted that LCA can be taken too far by 

accessible 'stages' of status to sensitise his readership towards ownership within the realm of things. 
See in particular pp. 64-65. 
" Kopytoff's examples are a Suku hut and a car. Depending on geographical and cultural arena, the 
biography of a car in Africa will be different from that of the same kind of vehicle in Europe. The 
Suku, on the other hand, have strong feelings about appropriate use of a hut depending on its age. 
Thus using 'too old' a hut to house guests is deemed inappropriate. See Igor Kopytoff 'The cultural 
biography of things: commoditzation as a process' pp. 64-91 in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life 
of things. Commodities in cultural perspective Cambridge UP: Cambridge UK, New York, Oakleigh 
Australia reprinted 192,1' edition 1986, pp. 66-68. 
18 See, for example, Eurosac 'Life cycle analysis of industrial paper sacks' web-published by Eurosac 
Paris and Stockholm, adapted for use on the Internet by Mark Tamis Idee Online, May 1998, 
httl2: //www. eurosac. org/icalintro. htm, pagination n. a.; Stephen Evans and Tim McAloone 'The 
economic life cycle' web-published by The Interdisciplinary Journal of Design and Contextual 
Studies - Green Design, httr): //www. co-desilzn. co. uk/economic. htm pp. 1-6, n. d. (available 
04/12/2000). 
19 'Definitions of life cycle assessment' (1991) from Guidelinesforlife-cycle assessment: a 'code of 
practice'SETAC (Society of Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry) Brussels, 1993, internet- 
available O'December 2000: htti): //www. cfd. rmit. edu. au/dfeAcal. htmi. 
20 John Wright 'Sustainable resource management: the life cycle of a steel cooking pan' in Tipping 
the Balance: sustainable management of world resources 1998, p. 42. 
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including more and more 'stages' of the product's impact, making investigation 

and assessment unwield Y. 21 The number of stages is in fact a potentially infinite. 
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The demand for standardised mass assessment meant that the more organic 

conceptual i sation of the life cycle with its tendency to stress rise and decline 

changed to a model in which all stages are assessed separately in their own right as 

well as part of a whole cycle. Applied to an historical context, this means that the 

life cycle model should facilitate access to past events and assessments about the 

causal relationships informing them. Within the organising framework of the life 

cycle model the amorphous 'context' and its attendant problems can be broken 

down into a number of more tightly bounded sub-contexts that take the place of the 

stages used in the conventional model. 

Life cycle models are used in a wide range of disciplineS22 and are based on the 

observation that biological life has a beginning and an end, with an intervening 

period of growth and decline. 23 Start and finish respectively mark a generational 

change. 24 In this form the life cycle study has a well-established tradition and 

company and business history are two of the areas of historical writing where the 

approach is used. 25 Neither the life cyc le model nor its relation, the life cycle 

assessment study (LCA), however, can simply be transferred from industry to 
history. Both are designed to deal with much shorter periods of time than an 
historical treatment would require, and both postulate a linear development, or 
better, they both reduce the life cycle to linearity and to a linear interdependence of 
its stages. In their treatment, few of these stages come close to the depth and 
breadth expected of contextual analysis. Since full access to the evidence is 

21 See, for example, Rob Goldberg 'The big picture: life cycle analysis' (1992) and web-published by 
The Academy of Natural Sciences: Philadelphia/Pennsylvania/US, last modified 16 Ih May 2000, 
pagination n. a. 
22 For example, in medical research and chemistry, but also in history. 
23 For example, a plant's life cycle (grass: from seed to seed-producing plant); an animal's life cycle 
(frog: from spawn to fully grown frog, itself capable of reproduction); the human life cycle 
(biological: from birth to procreating adult or from birth to death, marked by rites of passage such as 
baptism, communion/confirmation, marriage, parenthood, death) but life cycles also exist in medical 
research and chemistry. 
24 See the definition given in the Oxford Paperback Dictionary Yd edition Oxford UP: Oxford etc. 
199 1: "the series of forms into which a living thing changes until the first form appears again". 
2s See, for example, Philippe Jobert and Michael Moss (eds) The birth and death of companies: an 
historical perspective 1990, and here in particular Stana Nenadic "Me life-cycle of firms in late 
nineteenth-century Britain'. 
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assumed, it is no surprise to find that many of the stages suggested in industrial 
LCAs cannot be reproduced for an eighteenth-century context. 

The greatest degree of uniformity in the life cycle of a product is naturally found at 
the point of production, where technical knowledge of making tends to be 

relatively standardised, whilst the greatest variation is found at the user end of the 

career path or life cycle, where users' individuality, their freedom of choice, and 
the specific parameters within which they use an object will determine a great 

range of uses, or performances. At the 'production pole' an object is least likely to 
follow an idiosyncratic career, deviating from that of other objects of the same kind 

and make, since the place of production itself is likely to be the most culturally 

standardised, in so far as recipes for fabrication tend to be thus, and workshops and 

manufactories act as repositories storing such technical production knowledge. 26 

Evaluation of the approach 

In order to make a valid assessment of the impact of complex interactions the 

researcher requires stage-specific information. 27 Models are used to represent 

reality in form of a simplified abstraction, and in order to be functional they must 

make compromises. By simplifying complex interactions and inter-connections 

models render these accessible whilst at the same time drawing attention to the 

complexity that underpins thern. 28 

Adapting the life cycle model addresses the important issues of historical writing; 

context and evidence of context. In order to handle context and its evidence it 

proceeds in three steps. Firstly, it forces identification of life cycle stages or 
'areas', effectively dis-aggregating and disassembling the various contextual 

26 Appadurai gives examples of production loci where greater trends towards variation. See Aijun 
Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Aijun Appadurai (ed. ) The social 
1ýýe of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 42. 
2 See M. Rees and J. H. Lawton 'What can models tell usT in Leslie Fowden, Terry Mansfield and 
John Stoddart (eds) Plant adaptation to environmental stress 1993, p. 80. 
28 For biology, Rees and Lawton found that it is "theoreticians who have the more complex view of 
nature" in other words, models while designed to simplify and make obvious are not "too simple to 
capture anything close to the 'truth' ". See M. Rees and J. H. Lawton 'What can models tell us? ' in 
Leslie Fowden, Terry Mansfield and John Stoddart (eds) Plant adaptation to environmental stress 
1993, p. 65. 
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elements of the life cycle, forcing the researcher to confront her or his assumptions. 
There follows secondly the discussion of those stages or contexts that permit such 
detailed treatment and thirdly, the model re-assembles or re-integrates these into 
the projected life cycle. This process considering both the whole and its component 
parts assists in the identification, description, and ultimately analysis of such 
stages. While the life cycle approach provides a consistent way of conceiving of 
objects in their various past contexts, and of processing these aspects, it also offers 
a way to use and present what is never complete and often fragmentary, frequently 
biased contemporary data. Historians are obliged to make decisions as to what to 
include on the basis of what is available in terms of contemporary material. 
Because of the incomplete nature of historical evidence, treatment frequently has to 
be patchy, uneven, and unequal, but rather than handling absence of data 

constructively, the underlying reasons for the 'choices' made by the investigators 

tend to receive a gloss that, wittingly or not, conceals and camouflages the gaps. It 
is however desirable that all conceivable though (as yet) unavailable contexts be 

acknowledged. The model provides a framework that accommodates the effect of 
the broken time-line and offers the flexibility to integrate as few or as many stages 
or contexts as become accessible or useful with the flexibility to draw conclusions. 
This flexibility has implications for the way conclusions are treated and what they 

are designed to do. Conclusions in a flexible model need to demonstrate awareness 

of new influencing factors and are ultimately never finite. They are themselves 

only a stage in the life cycle of historical analysis and a step towards the next. 

The empiricaI challenges 

The second part of the chapter considers the nature and potential of the materials 

used in the empirical chapters as well as the empirical challenges and opportunities 

of the investigation more generally. It emphasises the value of combining artefact 

and re-enactment with documentary and pictorial material. Mundane objects did 

not enter the written historical record to any great extent, and they were rarely 

made the focus of paintings or sketches. As for artefacts, of the doubtless 

substantial numbers of specimen that must have existed in the course of the century 

only a relatively small, hardly representative selection found its way into museums 
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and collections accessible to researchers. Whether documentary, pictorial or 

artefact, even those materials containing information tend not to foreground 

cooking vessels. A rare instance of cooking vessels taking centre-stage are the 

tracts of a small number of polen-ftists whose wrath they attracted and who 

expressly targeted the use of copper and brass vessels in the preparation of food. 29 

By their very nature, these tracts focus on the use-stage in the life cycle. The other 

exception is the again fairly small number of observations describing the 'art' of 

making the vesselS. 30 For every stage in the life cycle and in particular physical and 

virtual distribution the evidence is uneven and by and large does not sustain a 
diachronic approach. No type of source material exists that would permit a long 

view of developments. The Blochian ideal of longue durie can only be attempted 
by using a range of sources permitting glimpses rather than panoran-dc views of the 

life cycle of domestic hollowware. On the other hand, while circumspection is 

required with regard to the challenges of interpretation and reconstruction of the 

past from word and object, this should not result in unfettered professional 

pessimism. 31 

Artefact and documentary materials relating to early-modem kitchenalia32 tend to 
be both disparate and ephemeral, and frequently inconclusive. For historians 

concerned with aspects of the eighteenth century in general, digs are more likely to 

take place in libraries and archives than in the ground, 33 a situation further 

aggravated for mundane objects by the fact that up until fairly recently, the 

29 See, for example, Anon. Serious reflections on the manifold dangers attending the use of copper 
vessels. And other untensils of copper and brass, in the preparation of all such solids and liquids as 
are designedforfood to human bodies: in a letter to afriend M. Cooper: London 1755. The danger 
was still topical in the middle of the nineteenth century. See J. H. Walsh A manual ofdomestic 
economy: suited tofamilies spendingfrom 1100 to V000 a year. Including direciionsfor the 
management of the nursery and sick room, and the preparation and administration ofdomestic 
remedies by J. H. Walsh, F. R. C. S. assisted in various departments by a committee of ladies G. 
Routledge & Co.: London and New York 1858, new edition. 
30 See, for example, Robert Plot ne natural history of Staffordshire The Theatre: Oxford 1686, 
facsimile 1973. 
31 Absence of reliable evidence is of course a problem frequently encountered by historians, but the 
frank acknowledgement tends to be ill received. Investigators are encouraged to focus in positivist 
style on what is there, and on areas of investigation for which good sources exist. The approach 
carries undeniable advantages, but its drawbacks should be equally obvious: lack of adventurousness 
and enterprise in overcoming the challenge of the evidence. 
32 For the use of this term see Sara Pennell ' 'Pots and Pans History': the Material Culture of the 
Kitchen in Early Modem England'Joumal of Design History 1998, p. 201. 
33 The finds of almost complete contexts for artefacts in Colonial WilliamsburgtVirginia/US, mostly 
for the seventeenth century, are the exception rather than the rule. 
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artefacts themselves were not considered collectibles. Those that are available at 
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present are mostly pieces 'out of context' in collections and museum exhibits, with 

all the attendant problems that such deliberate collections and their self-conscious 

motivation pose. 34 A rough time-line for the availability of documentary material 
highlights a further empirical problem. Possession can be documented using 

probate inventories, but these are not available for the second half of the eighteenth 

century. Information about distribution and supply exists in the form of a company 
ledger but equally only relates to the early part of the century. Advertisements 

referring to cooking utensils, an important aspect of the trade, do not start until the 

late eighteenth century. While a model constructed on the basis of this evidence 

contains four stages or contexts - production, distribution, advertising, domestic 

possession - it also has four different layers of time. 

Documents and epliemera 

The starting point and comparative corrective for this project was provided by the 

archival materials of the Dictionary ProjeCt, 35 a research undertaking that 

investigates the goods and substances in circulation throughout the early-modem 

period. Its corpus of primary materials represents a range of sources from around 
England. To facilitate the life cycle investigation of hollowware additional sources 

were identified, and the nature of these materials warrants further discussion. The 

selection was aimed to extend extant accounts, and in particular the limited record 

of the distribution stages. The discussion of their merits and demerits illustrates the 

difficulty of covering a topic (cooking vessels) that lacks an extensive body of 

evidence and has to be constructed from ephemeral and incidental materials. 

34 A. D. Morrison-Low is one of those to note the problems with 'items lovingly preserved by 
collectors and institutions' in 'The role of the subcontractor in the manufacture of precision 
instruments in provincial England during the industrial revolution' in Ian Blanchard (ed. ) New 
Directions in Economic and Social History. Papers presented at the "New Researchers" Sessions of 
the Economic History Society Conference in Edinburgh, 31' March-2"d April j995, p. 14. 
35 The 'Dictionary Project' at the University of Wolverhampton will result in the publication of The 
Dictionary of traded goods and commodities, 15.50-1800 (anticipated publication date 2006). The 
Dictionary's database makes use of a number of source types considered useful for researching 
cooking vessels. These are extracts from diaries; a selection of tradesmen's probate inventories; 
newspaper advertisements; industrial patents; recipes extracted from contemporary cookery books; 
acts relating to the regulation of manufacture and trade; and shopkeepers' bills documenting traders' 
wares. Its wider geographical focus has the additional advantage of providing useful contrastive 
material. 
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Production: patents and records of litigation 

Three types of documentary evidence have been used to glean information about 

the ways in which domestic hollowware making was affected by changes in terms 

of the processes involved and in terms of design. The first set of documents is also 

the most disparate: the chance comments on aspects of metal technology, in 

particularly casting, made by contemporary observers. Secondly, patents relating to 

metalworking, and in particular domestic hollowware, registered with the Patent 

Office. Finally, materials relating to three cases brought before the Court of 

Chancery at the start of the eighteenth century permit insights into skills and their 

relative value in the process of making. 

For the most part, neither makers nor users were likely to have left extensive 

written commentaries on their work. The metal industries are notoriously 

problematic with regard to information about their workings, and small-scale 

workshops in particular did not generate quantities of paperwork, and the little that 

there was to start with, was frequently not preserved by later generations. "' Larger 

works using new and innovative practices, on the other hand, received a keen 

interest from industrial spies, although the surviving reports show that spies rarely 

gained more than partial insight. Careful control of access to the works meant that 

they could not observe the processes over a period of time, but for the most part 

could only gain very brief access to the works to look at the machinery and tools. 

For information on the secret work processes and metallurgical know-how they had 

to rely on reports from the workmen. Size and innovative methods, by the same 

token, suggest that whilst larger or successful works were in the vanguard of 
innovation and commercial success, they cannot be assumed to have been 

representative of the unremarkable but not necessarily unsuccessful enterprise. 
Almost entirely unrecorded, with the exception proving the rule, such as a foreign 

36 For her study of labour organisation, Masters and men, Mary Rowlands grappled very successfully 
with the problem of documentation. See Marie B. Rowlands Masters and men in the West Midlands 
metalware trades before the industrial revolution 1975. 
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industrial spy's report, 37 went the small, routine practices that formed the backbone 

of workmen's success, and which occasionally turned from empirical skill to a 
breakthrough in metallurgical understanding and a commercially viable, repeatable 
manufacturing process. 38 

The material relating to metal vessels, 'potts', consists of three bills of complaint, 
two filed by Abraham Darby, filed in 1709 and 1716 respectively, and one filed by 
Roger Downes in 1709, with altogether five 'answers' by defendants named in the 

relating Bill of Complaint. Darby's Bills are related and represent a case that has 

gone through different stages with a re-filing of an amended bill. For Downes only 
the one Bill is known to exist, together with the defendant's, Downing, answer. 
The cases are not linked in the matter of 'complaint', however, they are proximate 
in time, and there is an interesting cross-over of names, in particular Downing and 
Downes are mentioned in the responses to Darby's bill, and Abraham Darby's 

name is mentioned in Downing's response to Downes' bill. The four sets of legal 
documents contest Abraham Darby's 1707 patent for casting pots in sand. None of 
the above has much stirred historians' reception of the Darby-story. Their debate 

was largely focused on figures of production for pig iron and bar iron, networks for 

its sale, and furnace capacity. These were the answers sought by those whose 
broader concern lay with the Industrial Revolution. The case of Darby was 

moreover shrouded in the mythical achievement of a great man and pioneer whose 
role and importance as an historical figure had come to reside in fact and fiction 

39 
alike. 

The plodding language and formality of legalese can camouflage the degree of 
detail. It is moreover important to distinguish between fact and fiction; the court 

case materials are the recorded accounts and arguments of interested parties. For 

the sake of obtaining help from the Court of Chancery, and that of obtaining the 

desired outcome of their case, the material had to be presented in the prescribed 

37 See R. R. Angerstein Illustrated travel diary 1753-1755. Industry in England and Walesfrom a 
Swedish perspective 200 1. 
38 See below for the discussion of 're-enactment' and historical smithies and their finding in this 
regard. 
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form and in an acceptable manner. The question is not so much whether lies were 
told, but if the present researcher will be able to discern presentational ruses from 

straightforwardly usable empirical information. The purpose was not necessarily 
faithfulness to 'real' events but effectiveness at Law. For example, for cases to be 

accepted in Chancery4o they also had to be shown to seek redress for an injustice 

that affected the Crown's interests, such as not being able to pay the duties or 

taxes. In Darby's case the argument seems to lie with the 'general usefulness and 
benefit to this Kingdom'. 

The material makes for an interesting starting point, in that it relates to a 

'beginning' (of the Dale Company; a 'new way' of casting) as it has been treated in 

the historiography, and challenges its relevance. The material does not permit 

'post-hoc' judgement on the researcher's part as to whether, for example Darby's 

patent was a fraud, and no record of the Court's decision has been found to 

reconstruct the contemporary decision-making process. Nor will it be feasible to 

assess the various claims of the defendants. However, the fact that they were made. 

how they were made and presented, and how they relate to one another is 

revealing. 

Physical and virtual distribution 

Perhaps most difficult are the stages related to distribution, both physical or actual 

and virtual, in which case not the object but an idea or information about the object 

is being distributed. As part of internal trade goods were not subject to official 

control and recording procedures. Movement itself and likewise the movement of 

objects are transitory, ephemeral events, and even at the crudest level plotting it 

would require at least two points of recording: departure and arrival. As a 

consequence, movement and the precise movements of objects tend to be ill 

documented and ephemeral. To demonstrate at least some of the points of interest 

regarding the physical movement of hollowware a case study for the early 

39 See, for example, R. A. Mott Ibe Coalbrookdale story: facts and fantasies' Transactions of the 
Shropshire Archaeological for a discussion of the myths that had grown around the 'Coalbrookdale 
story' and the Darby family. 
40 See Henry Horwitz Chancery equity records andproceedings 1600-1800. ý a guide to docunlents in 
the Public Record Office c 1995. 
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eighteenth century has been included. A discussion of the virtual distribution of 
hollowware has been attempted using materials relating to the late eighteenth and 
the early nineteenth century. 

Virtual distribution: shopkeepers' bills and newspaper advertisements 

The promotional literature at the time included newspaper advertisements and 

shopkeepers' bills or handbills, which also served to write out the bill itself. The 

study relies on the Heal and Banks Collection at the British Museum for a 
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collection of handbills, so-called tradecards, and provincial and London 

newspapers for examples of metal workers and tradesmen advertising hollowware. 
The rapid growth and proliferation of newspapers, magazines and periodicals, and 
handbill advertising, which reached new dimensions in the second half of the 

eighteenth century4l and probably replaced oral and other, even more ephemeral 
traditions of advertising, provides material to study the object as advertisement. 

The selection process for the sample is influenced by the relative scarcity of such 
material. The drawback of 'ephemera' such as shopkeepers' bills is their patchy 

survival. Dating them may pose problems and taken by themselves they cannot 
provide a comprehensive picture of the number of people engaged in the metal 
trades or manufacture. 42 The overwhelming London bias in the sample may seem 
perforce to preclude any sustained effort to compare orjuxtapose city and country. 
In reality, the main reason for this is the largely unexplored area of how 
information passed around. In the absence of reliable assessment as to how, for 

example, newspapers were read, used, and handed on and to whom, with whom 
discussed, and how often re-read. This aspect of geographical variation, has 

remained under-explored, except for some illuminating material about country and 
hub as advertising and selling grounds, coming from the promotional material 
itself. 

41 See, for example, Michael Conway 'Trade cards and bill heads' in L. C. G. Ramsey (ed. ) The 
concise encyclopaedia of antiques 1959, and Ambrose Heal 'Hardware trade cards. How craftsmen of 
bygone days announced their services and their wares - examples from the eighteenth century - Lamp 
Tenders in Cocked Hats' TheBardware Trade Journal, April 25 1924, pp. 177ff, and Ambrose Heal 
London tradesmen's cards of the XVIII century. An account of their origin and use. 1925. 



62 
2. Methodological and empirical challenges 

On the whole shopkeepers' bills were a sophisticated way, combining pictorial and 
linguistic devices, to attract potential customers' attention. Shopkeepers' bills 

depict the world of metal goods, domestic and professional. In many instances, 

particularly where wholesale and retail are advertised, they show the point where 
the two worlds met. Handbills permit a qualitative analysis. Billheads are more 
uniform in their layout. They contain 'bought of, and a date line. They too usually 
contain a graphical element - shop-sign, symbol or item for sale - as well as the 

essential information on tradesman, business and address. Some tradesmen had 
both handbill and billhead. The frequency with which the backs of handbills were 
used to note the details of a purchase, or, the card was cut out with a substantial 
strip of paper left below the printed part in the same way as billheads were. 

Advertising, in one sense, is the act of severing an object from its material 
presence, and flattening it into a system of visual signS. 43 The aim of advertising is 

to regulate and control the production of meaning at the moment of the objects' 
appearance into a given or expected field of vision. 44 Promotional materials may 
have stressed the latest and newest fashions, but these were commonplace 
statements and part of the standard package of exhortations to buy, and to have 

what everybody had to have. All the same, advertising matter should be seen as 

more than merely the 'puffs' of a product and interpreted as evidence of 

manipulation found in and associated with consumerism, since advertisements are 

also tantalisingly elusive material relating to the exchange of information. 45 

Shopkeepers' bills were frequently the work of a commissioned artist. 46 As regards 

newspapers, the government imposed a tax on advertisements, per advertisement 

42 The foremost collector, see Heal's introduction to Ambrose Heal London tradesmen's cards of the 
XV111 century: an account of their origin and use 1925. 
43 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading Things 1993, p. 
18. 
44 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading Things 1993, p. 
18. 
45 See Colin Renfrew 'Trade as action at a distance: questions of integration and communication' in 
Jeremy A. Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg-Karlovsky (eds) Ancient civilization and trade 1975, pp. 22-24 
for the discussion on the flow of information. 
46 In the later part of the century it was more frequent to see engravers' names on handbills, and the 
number of engravers and etchers increased in the course of the century, particularly in London, but 
also provincial artists. Art and craft historians and collectors, however, judge the provincial handbill, 
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and per insertion, 2 shillings in 1772.47 In that year the printer of the Shrewsbury 
Chronicle, Shropshire, asked for 3 shillings and 6 pence per advertisement of 
'moderate length', while the Salopian Journal between 1794 to 1800 inserted them, 
"not exceeding fifteen Lines", at 5 shillings each "and Sixpence for every six Lines 

thereafter. " At, on average, 2 pence, increasing to 4 pence per copy, newspapers 
were relatively expensive. Where and how adverts were placed in the paper, 
suggests that they were regarded as part of the news. Indeed in certain ways, they 

were the news or news, helping people to find and to establish knowledge of what 
was 'going' on the market, what goods there were and what they were called. It 

was one way of becoming a proficient consumer. Given that weekly papers from 

all counties could be had provided an agent existed for the area, readers cannot 
have been entirely blind to the fact that most 'news' were re-hashed stories, copied 
out from last week's national paper, or even spun out a bit more. The editor of the 
Shrewsbury Chronicle was confident that his paper will please because it so clearly 
has the commercial/financial interests of the public in mind, and on Saturday 60' 
November 1776 his address to the 'Gentlemen who send their advertisements to 
him for insertion" is to inform them of circulation figures: "upon a moderate 

computation they [the ads] are read by TEN THOUSAND PERSONS: The 

advantage therefore of advertising herein must be obvious. " 

Of necessity, the picture is as fragmentary as the ephemera from which it is 

constructed. The serious problems with dating the material, and indeed the 

apparent willingness to continue using the same copperplate template over many 

years, and in some instances decades, give the impression of stasis. It seems 

reasonable to deduce from it that eighteenth-century advertising in the two media 
discussed moved at a much slower pace than the equivalent industry does today. 

for example, Birmingham provincial shopkeepers' bills to be of inferior quality as regards the 
engraving or etching techniques. See Michael Conway '7rade Cards and Bill Heads" in L G. G. 
Ramsey (ed. ) The concise encyclopaedia of antiques 1959. 
47 To indicate the cost that the advertising tradesmen incurred per insertion of their advertisement: the 
opening article in the Shrewsbury Chronicle number 1.23 Nov 1772, by the printer Thomas Wood is 
an address to his readers and repeated including the fourth issue. In the article he stresses the 
usefulness of his publication for "the Inhabitants [of Shrewsbury who have so far had to rely on] 
Printer of other Counties for [news and] the publication of their Advertisments, which could not fully 
answer the ends for which they were inserted". A printer's index/hand at the foot of his address points 
to "ADVERTISEMENTS of moderate length will be inserted in this Chronicle at 3s. 6d. each, and 
others in proportion; which is the lowest Charge that can be made, as Two Shillings Duty is paid to 
Government on every one inserted. " 
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All the same, this does not necessarily mean that there might not have been media 
of even greater ephemerality that supplied the desired dynamism. 

A case study based on ledger and letter book 

The key sources for this chapter are the daybook of a Shropshire-based iron works, 

the Colebrook Dale Co., in which the sale of hollowware was recorded and the 

letter book preserving drafts of the works manager Richard Ford. 48 Physical supply 

is tackled through the form of the case study of a Shropsifire foundry for the early 

eighteenth century. The legitimacy of the approach: might be questioned, but the 

value and limitations of the small, tightly circumscribed study of an example lies 

not merely in its practicality in terms of availability and quantity of material, but 

also the immediacy, the specificity of the particular. Within the Humanities 

subjects, even large numbers of examples (cases) can at best give approximate 
satisfaction with regard to representative conclusions drawn on their basis. In sum, 
in the Humanities cases do not yield results, they suggest conclusions. 

Use: eighteenth-century cookery books as sources for prescribed use 

Kitchens were places where tough physical work took place and not as a rule the 

place for introspection and reflection. Kitchens, like other workshops, were the 

domains of practitioners rather than authors, and the maids and cooks like the 

craftsmen and metal workers working there were not the most likely to document 

their work. 

Cookery bookS49 were part of the expanding book trade, and no single cause 

explains their proliferation. For one, there were economic and technological 

reasons that combined to make book printing and selling a faster, simpler and more 

profitable business and undertaking. A gradual increase in overall general reading 

skills, which in turn fuelled a greater demand for reading matter, a greater 

48 See Coalbrookdale Company stock book 1728-1738 (piece number CBD MS 1) CBD 59/82/5 and the Ford 
Letter book LAB/ASSOCIIO both with the Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust (Coalbrookdale), and see chapter 
three for an analysis. 
49 A recent and comprehensive study of the genre is Gilly Lehmann The British housewife. Cookery 
books, cooking and society in eighteenih-century Britain 2003. 
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propensity to 'invest' expendable income in books and printed texts, itself a 

stimulant and incentive to learn and acquire the skill. They may have become more 
numerous, editions bigger, and re-editions more frequent but the pricing of cookery 
books nevertheless presented a formidable obstacle to leaner pockets, and limited 

their acquisition to the middling sorts. It was their interest and demand for books in 

general which fuelled the book market, and which in turn led to the permeation and 
percolation of 'culture', even high culture, down to the many if not as yet the 

50 
masses. It is difficult to know to what extent the mistress of a household would 

share the wisdom she gleaned from her cookery book, or to what extent servant 

girls and cooks themselves owned, or were able to access such books, even though 

some of them, see for example Martha Bradley's The British housewife and 
Hannah Glasse's The art of cookery, made plain and easy, specifically claimed to 
have been written for the use of servants. 51 

At least in part, cookery books inform through absence as they not only leave out 

most of the basic routines, but also the objects involved in carrying them out, but 

however imperfectly, at least to some extent the world of the household is reflected 
in the genre of cookery books. Contemporary cookery books, whether written for 

publication 52 or compiled and kept in manuscript form as household heirlooms 53 

show the ingredients and how these were to be used in the preparation of a dish. 

The evidence suggests a concern for balance between spit-roasted, fried and boiled 

dishes, most often implying where vessels came in use, but frequently, though not 
consistently, the writer mentions or directs the use of other utensils. It is not clear 
to what extent cookery books must be treated as prescriptive yet frequently ignored 

literature, with books owned used to stimulate the mind rather than the hands of the 

50 A development noted by Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 1982 p. 248. 
51 Martha Bradley The British housewife: or, the cook, housekeeper's, and gardiner's companion. 
Calculatedfor the service both of London and the country [ .. j The whole (which is deducdfrom 
practice) compleating the careful reader, from the highest to the lowest degree, in every article of 
English housewifery [ .. 11756, and Hannah Glasse The art of cookery, made plain and easy [ .. 1 
1747. For an in-depth discussion of the authors and readers of eighteenth-century cookery books, see 
Gilly Lehmann The British housewife. Cookery books, cooking and society in eighteenth-century 
Britain 2003, part II. 
52 See, for example, Virginia Maclean A short-tide catalogue of household and cookery books 
ublished in the English tongue 1701-1800 198 1. 
.3 See, for example, Karen Hess Martha Washington's booke of cookery 11981, Appendix 1. 
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cook, when it came to their use and application. 54 Cookery books approach full 

coverage and cover the entire period. But since utensils are not a priority within a 

given recipe, or with their authors, cookery books tended to be conservative, only 
55 reluctant recorders of change. 

The authors of the eighteenth-century cookery books made a successful bid for the 

status of sympathetic advisor or expert friend whose knowledge was never 
intended to threaten but instead to encourage the novice and the experienced cook 

alike. Throughout the eighteenth century cookery books acquired more of the 

elements of how-to books. Compared with earlier works, eighteenth-century 

cookery writers included more and more detail on how a dish was made, taking the 

reader through the stages of its making, as opposed to providing mere lists of 
ingredients. Compared with the culinary works of later times, they were far off, and 
leave much of the process to the skill of the prospective cook, but their authors' 

prefatory assertions and promises to teach and train their readers in the art of 

cookery deserves some credit. At a time when society was onlyjust beginning to 

abandon the seven-year apprenticeship with its foremost trait, that of learning by 

doing, authors did not have at their disposal the developed textual structures, which 

would have facilitated effective transmission of manual skill and knowledge via the 

printed page. It is indeed doubtful that this state has ever been reached. It is their 

relative, rather than their absolute success, an author's relative rather than absolute 

achievement in breaking down the process of a recipe, and in including references 

to the requisite arsenal of tools that is notable for eighteenth-century cookery 
literature. The advance of technical detail, of course, like with any body of 
literature, is difficult to measure and present in hard figures. 

54 Gilly Lehmann emphasises the difficulty in tracing owners of cookery books and information as to 
how they used their copies, in Gilly Lehmann The British housewife. Cookery books, cooking and 
society in eighteenth-century Britain 2003. 
55 See Gilly Lehmann The British housewife. Cookery books, cooking and society in eighteenth- 
century Britain 2003. 
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The use of artefact sources 
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In his introduction, Warren spells out the collector's incentive: "ro acquire even 
one old kitchen utensil or implement is to possess a piece of local and social 
history, of craftsmanship and, often, of beauty. "56 He comments further that eating 
"has always been one of man's <sic> primary needs and cooking one of his 

primary occupationS. tM Tool-using homo sapiens, as Warren explains, has always 
had to process foodstuffs to obtain the nutrients needed to survive and thrive, and 

one of the ways to release nutrients and in addition flavour, is to pre-digest - cook 

- food. Fire requires utensils that permit manipulation and judicious appliance of 
, 58 heat to food, and cooking vessels are part of the array or "impedimenta'. And 

these tools, with their quaint and yet familiar feel, have attracted collectors' 
interest. 

To visualise and describe is to fixate, to immobilise; to be able to picture, 

movement has to go out. The act of observation changes that which is to be 

observed. The act of looking and scrutinising places the subject of the investigation 

into a new and inauthentic context, and suspends time. This applies particularly to 

mundane objects that would not have received overmuch attention from 

contemporary users. It is a dissecting and fixating gaze that historians have directed 

at the past. Researchers look and focus in order to discern and assess. To focus is to 

pin down and to magnify; to take stock of a moment. As we focus on something in 

order to study it, we pin it to that momentary state of being. As we bend over it, we 

see with greater clarity the area of focus, but lose sight of all else. 59 This 

phenomenon may belong more into the context of experimental sciences, but 

paper-based sciences, too, have to confront and accommodate it. In the current 
instance, an object is neverjust one thing but the composite of every investigator's 

glimpse of it, as a playing field of uses and projection. Objects, like words, have no 

fixed meaning. And this phenomenon, the advantage and disadvantage of scrutiny, 

56 Geoffrey Warren Kitchen bygones. A collector's guide 1984, p. 9. 
57 Geoffrey Warren Kitchen bygones. A collector's guide 1984, p. 9. 
58 Geoffrey Warren Kitchen bygones. A collector's guide 1984, p. 9. 
59 This is a physical trait: the human eye has only a very small space where the sensory nerves end. It 
is here that eye can focus. This is why we move our eyes when reading. It is impossible, therefore, to 
read a page, if one keeps ones eyes firmly fixed on the centre of the page. 
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is not limited to visual and artefact sources. 'Through a glass darkly' is a sober 

assessment of how well the historian may see. In the current context, consequently. 
the term artefact is not limited to specimen of hollowware but includes such objects 

as paintings and drawings, which show scenes involving hollowware and provide 
artists' interpretation and indeed use of such objects. 

Investigating objects through images and other graphical depictions 

Images of domestic hollowware and cooking vessels exist showing industrial use, 
interior scenes, still lives, canvas/oil paintings and pencil drawings and sketches. 
However, artistic licence and contrived settings that never existed the way they are 

shown, put paid to too literal an interpretation, indeed mining of the image. On the 

other hand, it is artistic vision and skill that condenses the forms and settings of all 

cooking vessels into its essence and that brings to the eye the essential shapes of 

rounded vessels with the play of shadow and light giving them substance and 

verisimilitude. The gold and red hues of highly polished copper and brass or the 

solidity of black ironware, which lacks brilliance and colouring, or any 
appreciation of the decorative qualities does not come across readily in written 
documents. Whether seemingly incidental depiction or focus in a still life, artists 

make the conscious decision to execute the image of a cooking pot because they 
feel that it furthers their design for the overall work. Artistic work exists to be 

interpreted by its audience, and by definition welcomes fluidity of meaning and 
interpretation. The seeming absence of definite meaning has no doubt prevented 
historians who endeavour to answer questions not pertaining to the picture but who 

would use the image to inform their understanding of scenes and things depicted in 

it, to make use of images. Unfixed meanings do not support the quest for truth and 
facts. 

Investigating objects through surviving specimen 

Artefacts can tell us something about such matters as weight, size, shape and form. 

But metal is recyclable and many objects did not survive. Surviving specimens, of 

course, are unique artefacts, survivors by chance and accident, and for reasons that 
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can be very idiosyncratic. An added difficulty is that in the eighteenth century 

small, tool-type articles rarely received the name or mark of the maker to help 
identification. The practice only became more widespread in the nineteenth 
century, and particularly in America. 60 
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Documented objects are those for which some form of reference or documentation 

exists, preferably contemporary to one or more of their life cycle stages. The 

maker's stamp on a piece of silver ware, for example, helps to identify this object 
as having come from a specific workshop, dating to at least the time period during 

which this maker who can be verified from further sources, such as masters rolls. 
With the exception of pewter ware base metal objects rarely have marks. For the 
dating of brass, elaborate techniques have been developed. Specialists differentiate 
between invasive and non-invasive techniques. From the point of view of 

reference, the difference between the documented and the undocumented object is 

considerable. An undocumented, non-authenticated artefact has to be treated with 
great circumspection, at least partly because dating metal objects is extremely 
diff icult. 

The museum context 

Museums are the repositories of the material survivals of the past. Their collections 
include pictures and documents, but these, too, are treated as artefacts and are 

valued for their three-dimensional physicality. However, the exhibition cases are 
little more than well-structured storage rooms, and even the most meticulously 

assembled period room merely approaches the real thing. Crucially, the work and 

the routines of use have purposefully been removed to protect the artefacts from 

further wear and damage. 

The problem has been located in the phrase 'torn from context' or 'denuded of 

context'. To some extent this is a simplification when effectively an entirely new 

6SO In Ames' view American iron founders would have their names, or the names of their businesses or 
firms moulded into all, including the small articles. See Alex Ames Collecting cast iron c1980, p. 13. 
In America, the industry began to develop in the mid-eighteenth century but was credited with being 
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context has been substituted. The argument for the erstwhile and 'proper' context is 

also in danger of simplifying since it assumes that this context or these contexts 

were knowable. How else would the writer be sure that this is not the right one? 
Still, there are challenges. Although one may safely assume that a pot found in a 
field filled with coins was despite its re-assigned role of a safe really intended to 
function as a pot for boiling, the new context of 'hoard' has also to be taken into 

consideration. 

Rather than bemoaning 'decontextualization', which is a way of saying loss of 
6original' or 'authentic' context, it is more helpful to talk about the new context. 
Both these terms are problematic, for what is the original context? When the object 

was made, when it was sold or when it was used? To what extent do we tend to 

confuse authenticity with representative and therefore generic? 

Practical knowledge and re-enactment 

A fundamental problem of historians trained exclusively in the analysis of 
documents is that they rarely have practical training in the crafts and technologies 

they set out to describe, analyse and assess. They are not practitioners who 

understand the techniques. As a rule they write as informed and interested 

laypersons, trained in processing the material produced by and relating to the 

practical art in question. Indeed, if they are or were practitioners, the history side of 

their investigation and presentation is likely to suffer in terms of reliability. It will 

not do to acknowledge this situation and to move on; it is important to approach the 

subject with humility while wanting and aiming for the best of both worlds. 

Historians are not normally practitioners of metallurgy, or any other activity they 

choose to observe, but instead focus on the information available via the medium 

of print, and perhaps images and artefacts. This is by and large enough for their 

role as disinterested yet sympathetic investigators who have only direct access to 

the events and practices of the period. The choice of armchair witness, however, 

significant only from the end of the American Civil War (1861-1865) onwards. See Alex Ames 
Collecting cast iron c 1980, p. 12. 
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frequently means that they observe specialists at work of whose work they have at 
best an amateur's knowledge and understanding. Their work of observation is both 
helped and hindered by their practice of intelligent or informed guesswork. Helped 
because their specialism is to communicate to a broad audience who normally is 

equally non-specialist. Hindered because they will judge past human action by 

general standards rather than upon the specific standards of the field, in which their 

case studies took place. As reporters on the past, though their insights are second- 
hand per force, they are rarely specialists in the particular aspects of the event on 
which they report, although their training and experience furnishes them with a 
general understanding of the context. To a considerable extent, such understanding 
is adequate to produce a good account and assessment of the aspect studied and 

reported, but some areas of assessment will remain closed to them. 

Living history museums as a concept were originally conceived to preserve as 

much of the material context of a past way of life, but they mostly focused on 
labourers, peasants, and rural life more generally. Leaders in the field in Britain are 
the Museum of rural life, Blists Hill Museum, and the Black Country Museum; in 

the United States of America, Colonial Williamsburg and Old Sarum. The huge 

popularity of these places is evident in creations of total re-enactment, which have 

lately moved to television, such as The Channel 4 TV Series aired June-JulY 2000 
in which a family of 1999 lived like a family probably would have done in 1900. 
Although many aspects of life proved difficult for the cnactors, food and diet 

presented the biggest struggle. 

Food wayS6 1 are programmes run by museums, using replica utensils with 

traditional ingredients and technology to demonstrate the cooking process and the 

61 The section is based on discussions with demonstrators at the Odessa Houses, Delaware/US and the 
Colonial Williamsburg Living History Museum in 2000. Debbie Buckson came to Odessa in 
Delaware/US twenty-five years ago and has worked for Winterthur since 1981 for nineteen years. Her 
background is art history, but she became increasingly involved in 'running' the Odessa House- 
Museums, and in ensuring that visitors would find their experience interesting and attractive. 
Together with Susan Schmitt, she practices "Hearth Cooking", dressed in period costume, including 
shift, stays, and skirt. Much of their knowledge of how kitchens and cooking worked was acquired 
through experiment and through trial and error. Girls at the time would have learned the skills 
required for cooking for a family through being around, through observation, just as boys would learn 
their father's trade, and from being given increasingly greater responsibility. Debbie herself, with no 
prior knowledge to bring to the task, trained with Harriet Stout at Jamestown Festival who practices 
and demonstrates open hearth cooking there, and Susan Lukas in Pennsylvania. 
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final results to visitors. The concept of food ways is a prominent feature of 'living 

history' museums and involves actors or demonstrators, frequently dressed in 

period costume to enact the work routines of people of a given period. In essence, 

the programmes help to recapture practices and skills related to the use of domestic 

hollowware, which for the most part went unrecorded. For example, in down- 

hearth cooking, women would frequently not wear shoes, but they would wear their 

long and fairly wide skirts. The present-day observer spots the fire-hazard present 
in a billowing skirt and the potential danger of bums to naked feet on hot bricks 

surrounding the fireplace. What easily escapes attention is the in-built sensory 

alarm: naked feet sense when they get too close to the live fire, and their owner is 

likely to keep her distance from the flames therefore. Wide, layered skirts protect 

the legs from the heat. Demonstrators working at "Colonial Williamsburg", an 
living history museum in Virginia, and those at the Odessa Houses in Delaware 

found that they felt the heat radiating from the fire much more on occasions when 

they practised wearing a pair of trousers orjeans. 

Because food ways aim to present a 'lived experience' they also aim to 

demonstrate within the right material context. Kitchens are reconstructed, or, if an 

original location is used, the kitchen furniture is displayed in such a way as to 

suggest the appearance of a working kitchen. The objects themselves may be 

originals or replicas, or a combination of the two, and in many cases the stock of 

utensils is an interpretation based on the collation of a number of kitchen 

inventories deemed representative for the type and size of kitchen to be 

reconstructed. Realism may go as far as a demonstrator picking a replica item out 

of the available array of utensils and proceeding to use it. Under these 

circumstances, display becomes a combination of preservation and frozen existence 
(originals) and fiction (replicas) to create a better impression of what it might have 

been like, but also, as the manager at the Odessa Houses points out, to create an 

'experience'. This, after all, is what visitors rank as the most satisfying return for 

their entrance fee. It comprises elements of academic research, guided tours, and 
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'hands-on' or 'touch it' sessions. Food, with its appeal to taste, smell, sight, and 

touch, can play a powerful part in the creation of this 'experience'. 62 

7.3 

Food ways is more than a visitor attraction, however. Buckson points out how in 

her experience, in the literal sense of the term, nothing can compare with the 
hands-on, physical experience of the objects and the cooking methods. At the 

Odessa Houses she and her colleagues cook for demonstration twice a week using 

reproductions of original utensils, in a house structure especially set up for this 
63 

purpose, to comply with regulations. To practice "costume interpretation" is to 

perform tasks and activities in costume not merely for the benefit of visitors, but to 

put oneself into an environment that resembles as closely as possible that of an 
eighteenth-century actor. This way it is possible to experience the "landscape of 
living", with all the caveats for which such an approach calls. 64 Buckson uses the 

phrase of 'thematic approach to interpretation' in other words, they choose a theme 

which will be brought to all their exhibits/houses and influence what the 
interpreters do, the cooks cook, the caterers offer and the gift shop sellS. 65 

Historic smithies, like their domestic counterpart, the kitchens, reveal much the 

same challenge. Alongside the educational objective, their aim is to rediscover old 
techniques, since the minutiae of everyday work and practice were not recorded. 
The training of apprentices, though a serious business for the master, took place as 
a matter of course and received reflection only through the pieces that the 

apprentice would produce. Not only were smiths less likely to describe and record 

what they knew from experience, the smith's work, like the cook's relies on the 

62 14/3/2000 Interview with Debbie Buckson, manager of the Odessa Houses in Delaware[US. As 
with all locations open to the public, a good number of constraints upon 'authenticity' arise from 
today's standards of health and safety. Authenticity may never rank above the safety of staff and 
visitors. 
63 14/3/2000 Interview with Debbie Buckson, manager of the Odessa Houses in Delaware/US. The 
times for demonstration are 10am to 4pm, and Debbie Buckson and Susan Schmitt pointed out that 
this panders to visitors' viewing preferences rather than eighteenth century cooking practices. In an 
experiment with Susan Schmitt, roasting a chicken on the spit, and boiling squash in a cast iron pot 
suspended over the fire, dressed in a long cotton skirts and barefoot, Schmitt commented on the fact 
that visitors preferred to see the roasting in operation. For this reason the chicken would tend to be 
left over the fire for longer than would be necessary for its optimum cooking. 
64 14/3/2000 Interview with Debbie Buckson, manager of the Odessa Houses in Delaware/US. 
65 14/3/2000 Interview with Debbie Buckson, manager of the Odessa Houses in Delaware/US. 
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right timing for each step, making it impossible to interrupt a process to record it, 

or for an observer to dissect it into its constituent parts. 66 

Traditions and customs, experience and the economies of well-honed actions are all 

products of time spent in carrying out physical tasks and the development of 

physical skills. Skill can only be imperfectly described and retrieved through trial 

and error of a method, because it is largely the result of a more generous time 
factor. Time-space-movement analyses and an assessment of the ergonomics for 

the eighteenth century can only be approximations. They elude precise 
investigation because we no longer have the precise conditions in which to carry 

out tasks. Thus Peter Ross observed that since the apprentices, whom he trains in 

his workshop, an historic smithy at Colonial Williamsburg, because they are 

apprentices in the 2 Vý-century sense, he cannot exercise the amount of control, nor 
does necessity impose the same pressure on them to perform, and to perform well, 

the tasks he gives them. He cannot recreate the conditions under which skills 
immediately related to efficiency would have developed. More, he himself cannot 
hope to retrieve the exact work processes that they would have learned observing 

67 
their masters. Much the same applies to the cook's workshop. 

What are patently absent from the recovery through re-enactment scenarios are the 

stages of distribution. The routines involved in supplying goods, in maintaining 

networks of middlemen and customers are too intangible, too reliant on a whole 

social fabric to be readily enacted. Even the virtual supply, the advertising of goods 

cannot be fully re-lived because again the system of social references that made it 

work cannot be recreated. In other words, the value of re-enactment is limited to 

concrete, physical actions - activity processes and technologies. As Ross pointed 

out, even in this domain, there are problems. Even the routine action of beating 

metal into a shape is conditioned by the fact that the worker had to do it right 

whilst the actor does not. Actors can be trained to perform patterns of actions that 

66 These insights into the challenging task of retrieving past work processes was gained from talking 
to Peter Ross, Master Metalsmith and demonstrator at Colonial Williamsburg Living History 
Museum, Virginia/US. 
67 Personal communication from Peter Ross, Master Metalsmith. Ross worked for 25 years in the 
'James Anderson Blacksmith Shop' at Colonial Williamsburg Living History Museum, Virginia/US 
until 2004. 
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will lead to the making of a cooking pot or frying pan, or the making of a particular 
dish, but even when plunged into a context approaching totality as for example was 
the case in television shows like the 'Forties house' or the 'Victorian house', 

everything they do is imbued with the choice of doing it, not the necessity. 

Conclusion: pieces in a mosaic 

The important conclusions to arise from the chapter is the methodological tool, the 

life cycle model, although as the section dealing with empirical challenges had 

made clear, it cannot be applied to any one example, or indeed for all examples 

throughout the eighteenth century. The unconventional use of the model should not 
detract from its viability, however, and as with most instances where primary 

evidence becomes a problem merely highlights that the present study is a foray 

into the field. In the absence of a continuous succession of material to support this 

research there is therefore no continuous story to be told. Instead, the investigation 

is able to open windows onto the past through which to take insights into the 

complex process of making material culture and its meanings for western society. 

Activity and actions are of course what is gone. History is the past without the life 

and the movement that kept ideas, objects and events in motion. Gone not without 
trace, though, as objects tell us: the work marks of the lathe, the hammer marks on 
the battery ware bowl, and the soft edges and fading inscription on the silver dish 

worn away through years of care and polishing. 

The discussion has shown the empirical feasibility of this research and explains 

why the study will result in opening windows onto the past akin to spot-checks 

rather than produce a diachronic view with a continuous timeline. The life cycle 

model as the analytical tool, on the other hand, not only stresses the organic 

element embedded in all manufactured objects, it also makes visible the generic 

trajectory that purposefully produced objects are intended to undergo. The ensuing 

four chapters each deal with a stage in the trajectory of metal cooking vessels, 

tracing it from the place of production to the domestic kitchen, in other words from 

workshop to workshop, from being a product to becon-ting a tool. 
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3. THE MATTER OF MAKING: MATERIALS, TECHNOLOGIES AND SKILL 

"The shape of an object has its roots in the kind of raw material and its 
properties on the one hand, and in the purpose andfunction of thefinished 
product on the other. "' 

Introduction 

This chapter deals with the stage of making. It positions the focus study within the 
history of metals and metalworking in eighteenth-century England and looks at the 

properties of the metals and the techniques of working them. It focuses on two 

names that can be identified with the design and make of hollowware in the 

eighteenth century, Abraham Darby I, around the start of the century and Count 
Rumford, towards the end. The two men serve the discussion as markers, 
underpinning the argument for a gradual trend towards dernaterialisation in 

production. Importantly, for the discussion of change within production and 

production methods, the chapter looks at material relating to three cases in the 
Court of Chancery that provide insights into the complex relationship between 

technology, innovation and skill. 

Braun-Feldweg, with whose quotation this chapter begins, was a craftsman in 

metals from the early twentieth century. He stressed the essential connection 
between the material origins and the end-purpose of an object. Its role and meaning 
depend on the gestation process of production: inception, skills and technologies 

involved. Historical investigations interested in production and output, if they 

consider the product at all tend to marginalize the detail of skill and design 

contained in 'making' and these aspects of material objects are more commonly 

considered the domain of historians of the decorative arts. 2 This investigation into 

1 Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p. 9. 
2 Most investigations are in fact more concerned with technological innovation, labour organisation, 
labour relations, or growth of output. See for example R. A. Mott 'Abraham Darby (I and 11) and the 
coal industry', Transactions of the Newcomer; Society 1957-1958; WXV. Gale The British iron and 
steel industry. A technical history David & Charles: Newton Abbot UK 1967; Marie Rowlands 
Masters and men in the small metalware trades in the West Midlands 1975; Charles K. Hyde 
Technological change and the British iron industry, 1700-1870 1977; A. E. Musson The growth of 
British industry 1978; R. F. Tylecote 'Iron in the industrial revolution' in Joan Day and R. F. Tylecote 
(eds) The industrial revolution in metals 199 1. The exception is Joan Day Bristol brass. A history of 
an industry 1973, who considers the great skill in making brass battery ware. 
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the making of cooking vessels opens the discussion to the wider concern with 
progress and the variable success of design features, namely form and function, on 
the one side, and technology on the other, and their respective roles in shaping the 

material world. 

Metals and metalworking in eighteenth century England 

The metal industries divide into those primarily concerned with metal-extraction 
from the ores and those mainly concerned with the subsequent use of metal(s) in 

manufacture. The distinction is technical, not organisational, for the two branches 

were frequently combined on one site, and the dividing line is blurred further 

where semi-finished goods such as wire, plate, and tin plate are concerned. Both 

branches thrived on the succession of technological discoveries and advances that 

were made with regard to the understanding of the metals in the course of the 

century. A further distinction concerns the different metals. Cast and wrought iron, 

copper and brass widely differ in their respective properties, and consequently 
demand specific metallurgical skill and technology. On the other hand, there are 

also important similarities, and a considerable amount of overlap and transfer of 
knowledge contributed to the progress of early-modern metallurgy and metal 

manufacture. 

The literature on the history of metals and metalworking may be grouped 
into two categories: those works interested in technological advance and 

those interested in the organisation of the operations. The first group focuses 

on the developments, really the advance or progress, of metallurgical 
knowledge and the attendant development of ways to extract, process and 

exploit metals. The second focuses on the social and economic implications 

and interprets them within the framework of developing capitalism, social 
inequality and the exploitation of human labour. 

For the extractive aspect of metallurgy, Day and Tylecote note that the 
Industrial Revolution "started very much earlier in the production of metals 
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than in other fields of industry", whilst the "great surge" in developments 

generally did not commence until the latter part of the eighteenth century. 3 

The processes specific to metalworking in the eighteenth century relied on 

skilled workers, and therefore encouraged gradual improvement based on 

skill. This feature meant that the Industrial Revolution in metals was not 
solely one of rapid, revolutionary change (metal making) but also the total 

of the sum of many small improvements (metal working). 

For the most part historians have investigated the fundamental developments in the 

metal-making sectors. These are the introduction of the blast furnace, which 

effected the change from the direct method of making wrought iron to the indirect 

method of producing cast (pig) iron and converting it subsequently. This includes a 
lively debate over the change from charcoal to coke smelting, the invention of the 

puddling furnace to convert the pig into bar iron, and that of the rolling mill to 

work the bar into sheet iron. Other developments consisted of harnessing of 

waterpower to drive battery hammers and rolling mills, and the reverberatory 
furnace, which separated the charge of fuel and the ore, or the metal, removing 
obstacles to using fossil fuel. Despite the fact that the obvious indicator of success, 
the increase in output in metals, remained comparatively unspectacular until the 

end of the century, 4 the history of eighteenth century iron making has been written 

as a success story. 

By attempting to probe into the subject matter, the presentation has to bridge the 

gap between what are now quite separate fields of academic work: art and design 

history and the history of industrialisation and progress. Interest in other stages of 

the life cycle of cooking vessels, such as cooking technology, food and meals has 

produced a body of literature that is as often academic as it is popular and 

antiquarian. Extant and valuable for its attention to detail, it has to be incorporated. 

For most of the eighteenth century technological innovations did not revolutionise 

production or output, despite the fact that it could have done, because its potential 

was not fully unlocked. Thus the development of coke smelting by A. Darby I "was 

3 See Joan Day and R. F. Tylecote (eds) The industrial revolution in metals 1991, p. 1. 
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of course vital in facilitating mass iron-casting,,, 5 but technological innovation per 
se was not a guarantor for widespread, competitive, implementation. Technological 
development takes place where demand goes from occasional to sustained demand, 
translated into things. This is the move from the novel, extraordinary demand at 
which stage the object is primarily desired because it is novel, to when the things 

6 the technology produces become useful or indeed functional. This thought is 

worth retaining. Any made object, and in particular any object of use, will start as a 
novelty. If successfully integrated, adopted and disseminated, it will move from 

novelty object that is liked for novelty's sake, to useful object, which is liked 
because of what it permits the user to accomplish. On this trajectory an object can 
move to the ultimate point of usefulness and utility, when users feel that they could 
not do without it; the object becomes indispensable, in other words, a necessity. By 
defining necessity in this way, the discussion can move away from the somewhat 
dead-ended debate that has engaged historians' minds, the question of what was 
luxury and what a necessity. Other terms that entered the arena were decency, 
frivolity, essentials, all of them expressing the fundamentally moralising bent of 
the discussion that historians have not been altogether successful in avoiding. 

For the brass and copper industries, the two authorities on production and use are 
Hamilton 7 whose work is a treatment of the industry and its organisation as a 
whole, and Days who focuses on the Bristol brass companies from their inception 

at the end of the seventeenth century onwards to the twentieth. Somewhat eclipsed 
have been the intermediate industries, such as the production of sheet iron, which 

at first was battered under the water-powered helve hammer, but later rolled into 

sheets, and subsequent processes such as tinning to produce tin plate. 9 Of the 

4 Cyril Stanley Smith (ed. ) Sourcesfor the History of the Science of Steel 1532-1786 1968, p. Viii. 
5 Thus formulated by Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 1982, p. 212. 
6 Renfrew draws the line at useful or functional objects, and decorative, display or ceremonial objects. 
This division has its weaknesses in that display and decoration within their context are of course 
highly functional, highly useful, and making an object a tool of manipulation of the first order, 
something Renfrew acknowledges elsewhere for items of use. The shift in emphasis from demand to 
need, and subsequent shifts recasting 'demand' as 'desire', and 'need' as 'demand', sustains and 
furthers the acculturation of an object of use. Use and functionality do not necessarily equate with 
useful. See Colin Renfrew 'Varna and the emergence of wealth in prehistoric Europe' in Arjun 
Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 144. 
7 H. Hamilton The English brass and copper industries to 1800 1967. 
8 Joan Day Bristol brass. A history of an industry 1973. 
27 W. E. Minchinton British tinplate industry 1957. 
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secondary industries cutlery, pins and nails have attracted interest; one suspects 
mainly for their interest to histories of labour organisation. 10 

The first one to accord metal hollowware a place is Schubert, whose history of the 
English iron industry across the ages from before the so-called Bronze Age to the 
last quarter of the eighteenth century, deems pots and pans to have been the most 
important articles to have been cast for domestic use. " Largely, one suspects, this 
was because pots and pans were the only items which appeared to fit neatly his 

category of 'domestic' while other objects may be more arnbivalently 'agriculture'. 
Schubert's references include a request for a cast iron pot to a founder, Charles, at 
Buxted in Sussex in 1548.12 Sixteen iron pots were found at Dyffryn furnace, 
Glamorgan, in 1578 on the death of the founder Edward Cavell among the 
'household stuffe'. For the seventeenth century, Schubert cites John Browne of 
Brenchley furnace in Kent who in 1635 obtained a patent granting him the 
exclusive rights to casting iron pots, kettles, chimney backs, saltpans, pitchpans, 
and iron weights. 13 It is worth noting that the range of cast iron hollowware types, 
namely pots, kettles, saltpans and pitchpans, appears unchanged in account books 

one hundred years later, as if to suggest that these articles formed what might be 

called the stock or essential iron hollowware products. 14 Schubert notes that all 
these articles (cast iron hollowware) were still fairly heavy at the beginning of the 

eighteenth century. Cast pots shipped from Bristol to north Lancashire in 1715 

weighed on average 183/4 lb, kettles on average 18 lb, and a large pan one 
hundredweight and 72V2 lb. 15 The production of domestic cast-iron articles 
increased, Schubert notes, during the first half of the eighteenth century at the two 
furnaces of Backbarrow and Leighton, rising "considerably" between the 1720s 

10 For example, Marie B. Rowlands Masters and men in the West Midlands metalware trades before 
the industrial revolution Manchester UP: Manchester 1975. 
1111. R. Schubert History of the British iron and steel industryfrom c. 450 B. C to A. D. 1775 1957, P. 
268. 
12 To judge from his writing, Schubert appears to have concluded from the later date of the request for 
a pot, 1548, to founder Charles who started gun founding at Buxted in 1543 that pot founding started 
after gun founding had been established there. 
13 11. R. Schubert History of the British iron and steel industryfrom c. 450 B. C to A. D. 1775 1957, P. 
268 and footnote no. 4 for reference. 14 Compare If. R. Schubert's list with the Coalbrook Dale account book for 1729 to 1736. 
13 11. R. Schubert History of the British iron and steel indusiryfrom c. 450 B. C. to A. D. 1775 1957, p. 
268 and footnote no. 5 for reference. 
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and 1730s. 16 Schubert's explanatory model applied to the conditions and context in 

which Darby's patent for casting could come into existence, or rather, the processes 
and method of casting which it secures for its patentee was based on demand. The 
increase in demand for pots, kettles and pans led to demand for an improved 

method of casting them, and thus dry-sand moulding in flasks or boxes was 
substituted for moulding in clay or loam. 17 

The eighteenth-century innovations in furnace design and operation that enabled 
the increase in production of iron were the products mainly of the English 

ironmasters, but it was in Sweden, France and the German states that science 

advanced. 18 Hollowware production depended on both the developments in 

metallurgy and in the primary sectors, and on improving skill in smelting and 

manipulating the various metals. For most of the eighteenth century both these 

areas remained outside the influence of the developing abstract sciences, 

particularly chemistry. 19 English brass and iron industries relied on empirical skill 

rather than scientific understanding, and their further development was both helped 

and hampered by the main contributing factors: experience and practice. Darby's 

breakthrough in the production of cast iron vessels left aside, many of the 

inventions and innovations relating to metal manufacture were comparatively small 
in nature, and often essentially improvements to existing methods. 20 Arguably 

then, they were simply not of the scale to receive much attention from historians of 
the 'Industrial Revolution' proper. Yet the investigation of secondary manufacture 

16 H. R. Schubert History of the British iron and steel industryfronic. 450B. C to A. D. 1775 1957, p. 
268, and footnote no. 6 for reference. From about one percent of the total furnace output between 
1713 to 1725; by 1752 the furnaces cast a total of 19000 cast-iron pots, kettles and pans were cast 
from 190 tons of pig iron. The founder working there was Isaac Wilkinson, employed as a 'pot 
founder' until 1748. Note that Ford's lettcrbook does not contain any reference to this rival in 
Lancashire. 
17 See H. R. Schubert History of the British iron and steel industryfroin c. 450 B. C to A. D. 1775 
1957, p. 268. The argument for such a Iinear story of progress is less strong when taking other 
evidence into consideration. The method of sand moulding is described by Plot, a source Schubert 
uses in connection with battery ware. 
18 Cyril Stanley Smith (ed. ) Sourcesfor the History of the Science of Steel 1532-1786 1968. p. viii. 
19 See Archibald and Nan L. Clow The chemical revolution. A contribution to social technology 1992, 
onginally 1952. 
20 See, for example, Richard Bissell Prosser Birmin8ham inventors and inventions 1970. 
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yields a clearer picture of the advances in industry than aggregate data of output 
totals of, for example, pig and bar iron. 21 

Metal hollowware has to be seen as part of Britain's successes in the metal- 
working trades in general, and its transformation from an economy that imported 
brass vessels to one that exported iron ones in particular. Large-scale production 
such as the Bristol brass works and the Dale Company in Shropshire, 22 were 
conspicuous centres of production. A good deal more difficult is any assessment of 
the level of manufacture undertaken by individual braziers and metal craftsmen. 
The debate evidenced in the materials relating to two cases in the Court of 
Chancery, 23 however, suggest that independent workmen attached, physically with 
their workshops, and financially for their materials, to bigger ironworks, or metal 
working centres receiving their supplies from the ironmaster or brass founder were 
the rule rather than the exception. For these workmen output figures, or rather, a 
reliable and meaningful quantification of the commodity is not possible. Figures 

can be given, or indeed produced, for the output per workman or for the output of a 

single furnace, but because large-scale businesses of this kind relied on a host of 
networks and arrangements, it is difficult to assess their viability in terms of 
hollowware production alone. 24 

None but the biggest players with some or extensive records have remained 
accessible to historians and their investigations. Given the importance of relatively 
small enterprises the overall picture of success and failure, impact and 
representativeness is consequently seriously flawed. 25 Metallurgy has been used 
and treated as an important indicator and measure of human (technological) 

progress. In the light of the above (use and application of a technology rather than 
its inception) the application of bronze/brass and copper working technology and 

21 See Maxine Berg The age of manufactures 1700-1820: industry, innovation and work in Britain 
1996, p. 22. 
22 See, for example, Joan Day Bristol brass. A history of an industry 1973; Arthur Raistrick Dynasty 

2 of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989. 
2 See PRO Chancery Depositions C 7/89/4 nd (1709-10); PRO Chancery Deposition CII/1721/15 
(1716); PRO Chancery Deposition Cl 1/1726116 (1716); PRO Chancery Depositions C 11/1726/18 
(1709). 
24 In chapter six, which deals with 'use', it will be argued that possession, the ownership of 
hollowware per household, is equally problematic to producing both reliable and meaningful figures. 
23 See for example, Alex Ames Collecting cast iron c 1980, p. 13-14. 
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these metals to producing useful or everyday and functional objects is a significant 
development. Archaeologists, because of their direct and more intensive contact 
with material things, are more conscious of this transition than historians would be. 
Thus "new and [therefore] attractive materials" are usually first employed in 

contexts of display, and then associated with high prestige and high value, and only 
26 

eventually do they find application in more mundane productions. 

In many sectors the metal industries remained labour-intensive therefore skill- 
intensive. No finished casting was likely to be the work of one craftsman. Co- 

operation was required between four key players, each in possession of a set of 
specific and essential skills. These were the patternmaker (skilled in woodcarving) 
who would turn the design into a three dimensional model, the mould maker (in 

charge of preparing the sand moulds in their wooden boxes), the foundry-man 

(who knew how to fill the mould with metal of the required quality, at the right 
temperature and at the required speed of pouring) and, finally, the finisher who not 
only removed all remnants of sand from the mould, but also filed and ground off all 
excess seams and smoothens uneven surfaces. 27 

Metals - the material of Invention 28 : techniques of making hollowware 

Materials matter because human ingenuity and endeavour translate eloquently into 

the objects made from them. Today plastics, and more recently still, ceramics, have 
become the 'new iron' in that they are ubiquitously applied and employed for the 

gamut of purposes to make objects that furnish human existence. 29 In his book 7he 

material of invention Manzini celebrates the versatility, adaptability and creativity 
of plastic the properties of which seem far from defined, meaning that it can be 

almost all things to all people with seemingly endless possibilities for development. 

There are parallels between plastic and metal. Plastic has been to the twentieth 

26 Colin Renfrew 'Varna and the emergence of wealth in prehistoric Europe' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992. p. 144. 
27 Alex Ames Collecting cast iron c 1980, p. 9. 
28 Manzini's opening sentence is "Every object made by man <sic> is the embodiment of what Is at 
once thinkable and possible. Something that someone was able both to think of it <sic> and 
physically create. Every object made by man <sic> is situated at an intersection of lines of 
development [ .. ]" in Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 17. 
29 This is noted in die introduction to Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p, 9. 
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century what metals and in particular iron were to the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries; a type of material with great potential that could be deployed in ever 

more circumstances. Metals' main characteristics are versatility, durability, and 

recyclability, and the history of their deployment shows both a trend towards 
dernaterialisation that continues to this day and a trend to diversification: more and 

more uses while reducing amounts used per item, and faster and cheaper 

production of metal implements. In terms of their respective qualities, cast and 

wrought iron, copper and brass differ widely and consequently demand specific 

metallurgical skill and technology. 

Cast and wrought iron, copper and brass widely differ in their respective properties, 

and consequently demand specific metallurgical skill and technology. On the other 
hand, there are also important similarities, and a considerable amount of overlap 

and transfer of knowledge contributed to the progress of early-modem metallurgy 

and metal manufacture. Copying was used as the most efficient and quickest (most 

efficient use of labour, skill levels, time, and metal), and as the least problematic 

way of 'repeating' or 'copying' a pot. Less important were any points of 
improvement in design whilst it was most important to recycle the proven shape, 

turn it, literally, into a pattern, and therefrom form the 'new'. This way the shape 

and type of 'pot' was perpetuated. Mould casting effected this. Change came in 

with competitors such as battery ware and later spinning and pressing, which 

permitted greater flexibility. 

Objects embody and therefore can be made to reveal a fair amount of insights into 

design, the skill of the makers and the priorities and customs of the users. Whilst 

many of the features are and were not directly decided by those who bought or 

used them, a given set of features determined practices and customs, providing the 

potential for routines, customs and great continuities. Moulding and casting 

practices suggest fascinating continuities and potential for archaisms of design to 

survive over long periods of time. 

General advantages and shortcomings of metals for use in making kitchen utensils 

and cooking vessels in particular are hardness, solidity, toughness, and resistance to 
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mechanical damage. Relative hardness, i. e. relative to the tools available at the time 
for grinding, carving, engraving, meant that cast iron would receive fewer finishing 
touches than metals that were softer, such as copper. Later, of course, with ever- 
tougher steel tools available, the perception of hardness changed. Still, surface 
work at all times represented a cost-factor, which had to be balanced against the 
viability of the asking price. Rust in iron and oxidation in copper and brass were 
shortcomings, which imposed limitations on the usability of iron and other metals 
liable to this reaction, particularly for kitchen utensils. Smell, taste, and the dangers 

attendant from verdigris, yet tin was relatively scarce and a perpetual cost-factor 
for even if the vessel was sturdy and resistant to damage, its tin coating was not, 
and required constant repair or replacement. 30 

A matter of making: the "tactile landSCapeg'31 

Metals have tactile, sensory qualities of smell, taste, weight, and like all materials, 
they influence and determine human beings' experience of the real world. From an 
early age onwards, the learning process includes making connections between 

material and sensory experience, such as wool equalling warmth, steel equalling 

cold. 32 The lustre of metal, especially polished metal, and its attractiveness are 
readily appreciated when looking at decorative objects ranging from gold and 
silverjewellery to brass coffin handles and metal saddle studs, with the plethora of 
objects usefully decorative and usefully usable as tools in between. Polished, 
burnished, buffed, gilded, inlaid or otherwise treated and embellished. metals of all 
kinds have been valued for their appearance, their working properties and ductility, 

their durability and versatility, in short their amenability to human aesthetic 
tastes. 33 Though base metals, copper, brass, tin and iron, had recognised currency 

" According to Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p. 30, the softness and 
brittleness of tin, which would ensure when overheated - easily done over an open fire, ultimately 
made it unsuitable to the demands of 'modem' kitchens. Without tin as a protective layer, however, 
meant that a range of metals, liable to oxidation, became unsuitable and less desirable as materials for 
kitchen utensils. 
31 The expression has been borrowed from Ezio Manzini 7be material of invention 1989, p. 20 1. 
Manzini is concerned with the imitation of tactile qualities, and ultimately their transposition from the 
onginal material to another, arti ficial ly/hu man-made material. 
32 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 3 1. 
33 Renfrew recognises the relative value of materials in his discussion of the Varna burial grounds, 
and is careful to test Western present-day assumptions about the high value of gold against the 
evidence obtained from the excavation. See Colin Renfrew 'Varna and the emergence or wealth in 
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value, this was only in part the result of use in coinage. More importantly, they 

were valued for their recyclable properties. Not only would they last, their valued 
characteristics would be reborn like Phoenix from the ashes when they would 
return from the smith's fire which could restore a smooth surface, lost spring, and 
make new from old. 

The 'tactile landscape' of the world is fundamental to human experience of the 

environment. It determines the sense of enjoyment and security within it, and 
provides the points of reference and, ultimately, of control. The tactile landscape is 

enlarged and enriched by human ability to extend the natural world as it is found 
by adding the artificial or human-made environment, in other words things of their 

own making. 

Objects are mainly experienced at the level of their surface, or 'skin'. The quality 

of a surface contains a lot that can be leamt about an object. 34 Touch, according to 
Manzini, "is the most analytic of senses, the furthest from sight. The messages that 
it sends serve as a background to our system of representation". 3' Binary pairs of 

adjectives describe the tactile experience of objects: cold - warm, hard - soft, 

smooth - rough, flat - textured. The experience of handling objects, their 

roughness or smoothness to the touch, their unevenness, cracks, their shape and 

weight, every square inch of surface is a mine of texture-al and tactile information. 

Far from being a two-dimensional area that is part of an object, however, the 

surface of an object is a highly complex point of transition "where an object's 

material ends and the surrounding ambient begins. " It is in reality a "final layer of 

atoms and molecules called upon to encounter operating conditions that are quite 
different from the conditions operating [on] the inner layers. " This "front-line 

matter" has to be able to withstand stresses and mechanical, physical, chemical, 
and biological attacks, and even more importantly, it is this outermost layer that 

communicates most of the information and qualities of the object to the eye and 

prchistoric Europe' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural 
vrspective 1992, P. 148-150. 
4 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 194. Manzini leaves out important information 

about the combined effect all three (surface, form/shape and weight) areas have on the perception of 
manipulation and die power vis-a-vis the object. 35 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 198. 
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touch of the observer and user: the visual, thermal and tactile qualities, and the 
36 

symbolic and cultural values. Properties of surface finish effectively act as 
discriminators within an ordering system that arranges properties on a scale 

ranging from smooth to rough where rough means primitive and smooth means 

cultured. The scale and judgement is neither fixed nor neutral, but structured by its 

immediate social and temporal context. 37 

Most metals and metal alloys cannot face the ambient wherein they are used 

without requiring a certain amount of surface modifications, because they are not 
inert with regard to chemical, physical, and biological agents. Despite their relative 
hardness, they are not hard or tough enough to withstand the mechanical actions 
(repetitive) linked to their use (metal fatigue). Given the area of use here 

considered, which is the task of cooking food; they are however endowed with a 

surface workability that allows them to respond to culturally ingrained qualitative 

needs. This means that they had to be worked to acquire the qualities (smooth, 

clean) that the user wanted and expected to find in an object made from such 

materials and made for this purpose. 38 

Manzini argues that the lifespan of an object is decided by tile phenomena that 

affect all or any of its components. It is the surface, however, that displays the 

marks of transformation, and it is through the surface that most of the factors that 
lead to ageing (such as corrosion, oxidation, abrasion, cracking, or damage from 

use) reach the interior. These possible sources of decay may lead to a loss of the 
initial qualities, which will show up in a dropping performance curve. Tile question 
"How long should an object last? " is central to any design process, but it 

immediately leads to a second question - "How much degradation is acceptable 

within a given period of time? " The answer may lie in the strictly technical aspects 

or in cultural aspects as well. In the first area, the answer may be quite simple: the 

initial qualities of the object and its surface should not fall below the performance 
level set during the design phase. In terms of cultural criteria, the way in which an 

36 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 183. 
37 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading things 1993, p. 
24-25. 
38 See Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 184. 
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object moves away from the condition of brand new is far more complex. While 

the decay of some materials hasbeen seen as culturally acceptable, (for instance, 
tradlfional buMing materials take on a special value as they age, the patina of time) 
for many objects this is not so. Surface quality in terms of protection may therefore 
take on a cultural dimension with respect to ageing and the capacity to last over 
time; registering the marks of time without losing quality. 39 

The perfect sphere is the mechanically strongest shape - because it presents equal 
resistance at any point of its surface to forces operating on it. Conceptually, the 

sphere is a "solemn, almost sacred fornf '- eternal, timeless, and it is therefore 
difficult to add ancillary features such as handles, feet which perform their 
function, yet satisfy aesthetically. On the other hand, as Braun-Feldweg points out, 
it is only the handle(s) that make the vessel 'handy'. Ideally they have also to 

combine with the basic functional shape of the object, to produce what Braun- 
Feldweg calls 'an integrated design', an end achieved by contrasting or repeating 
the lines of the body. However, such additional parts were usually formed by 

methods different from that used in forming the body of the vessel, for example, a 

sheet metal or battery ware bowl with solid, forged feet. The clash of cast and 
forged metal is evident in the appearance of a mixed piece, and perceptible in the 
different inner dynamics, for example, in the response to being heated. Both are 
fundamentally determined by the respective structure of the metal and the clash is 

consequently difficult to overcome. 40 

Invention, Innovation and introduction 

The concept of invention sits astride two different acts of making something new; 

on the on hand, it can indicate the discovery of something that operates with law- 

like precision but was hitherto unknown, and on the other, it may relate to an act of 

genuine creativity that brings into existence what had not been there before. As 

such inventions are compromises and always open to ambiguity between discovery 

and creative act that brings into existence something that is original and new. A 

39 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 193. 40 Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p. 143. 
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thing will be called an invention if it is useful, purposeful or otherwise, of some 
benefit to have or to know it. To innovate, on the other hand, is to take a known 

process or thing and to give it some new features, to add to it, to re-new it. The 

underlying assumption is that the innovation is an improvement that takes the idea, 

process or thing and the person using it to new heights of achievement, and to the 
cutting edge of improvement. Invention stands for genuinely new but is not relative 
to its context, whereas innovation relates to the sense of present overtaking current 
practice. 41 

However, the invention or the innovation is by no means the end of the story. 
Renfrew stresses that rather than to assume that an innovation was immediately 

seized upon and therefore spread rapidly, we should appreciate that a new process 
has to develop substantially, through trial and error to build a cumulative body of 
skill, knowledge and experience, before it becomes useful, efficient and reliable. A 

point he particularly associates with metallurgical development and innovation. 42 

Knowledge and strategies to accumulate, preserve and disseminate, but also to 
protect it, are the function of social institutions (formaYinformal) and not 
technology. This, too, in addition to socially created needs and wantS43 is a bridge 
between technology and technological innovation and society. 

The Darby story 

The success of the Coalbrookdale iron foundry goes back to its founder, Abraham 
Darby I. Evidence suggesting that Darby I was an industrial pioneer with far- 

reaching designs for lateral integration notwithstanding 4ý historians' curiosity has 
for the most part not extended beyond his role in coke-smelting. Possibly because 

this was a crucial development in the ascendancy of English iron smelting and in 

the increase of pig iron output, general historical appreciation has paid scant 

41 This paragraph takes as its starting point the definitions given in the Oxford English Dictionary 
online 2"d edition 2004. 
42 Colin Renfrew 'Varna and the emergence of wealth in prehistoric Europe' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social life of ih ings. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992. p. 146. 
43 Some of these will be discussed in chapters four and six respectively. 44 See Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the first Abraham Darby; 
with an appendix on the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725 by Nancy Cox and Peter Wakelin' 
Industrial Archaeology Review 1990. 



90 
3. The matter of ntaking 

attention to Darby's success as a pot founder. 45 In fact it is fair to say that the 

whole (iron) casting industry prior to its rise to importance in the production of 

steam engines has received little attention, amounting to little more than an 

acknowledgement of his patent for casting pots in sand. 46 While considerably more 

credit has been given to his son's success in producing a pig iron that could 

economically be converted into bar iron, the implications of sand-casting for proto- 

mass production and the production of an iron rich in phosphorus for casting thin- 

walled items have largely gone unnoticed. 47 The bias discernible in the 
historiography towards computing statistics of primary output in metals, and of 

exports and imports, may in part be explained by the nature of the data relating to 

the secondary branches of the metal industries. They are even less reliable and 

available than those for gross production. 48 The case of Darby I is nevertheless 

worth revisiting. Although he struggled with technical problems hindering his 

financial success throughout his time in Shropshire, and the vaster schemes of 

working brass and copper as well as wrought and cast iron did not, apparently, 

come to fruition, he is at least as interesting for his more conventional 
undertakings. For example, he concentrated all the processes connected with iron 

founding - smelting, re-melting and casting - in his location in the Gorge. 

Patenting invetion 

A patent protected an invention for a stipulated number of years. It was granted by 

the Crown and registered in London. As a mechanism to encourage 
'industriousness' patenting had a number of distinct disadvantages. Not only did it 

cost the patentee to have an idea secured in this way, patent law stipulated that the 

details and workings of the idea had to be described and revealed. The threat of 

patent breakers and the prospect of protracted litigation may, as Berg points out, 

45 Barrie Trinder The industrial revolution in Shropshire 1973, p. 44. 
46 See, for example, Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, 

21-22. 
Excepting, for example, J. E. Rehder 'The change from charcoal to coke in iron smelting' Journal 

of Historical Metallurgy 1987; Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the 
first Abraham Darby; with an appendix on the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725 by Nancy 
Cox and Peter Wakel in' Industrial Archaeology Review 1990. 
48 See Maxine Berg The age of manufactures 1700-1820. industry, innovation and work in Britain 
1996. p. 24. 
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have meant that many preferred to keep their innovations secret. 49 Postlethwayt 

expresses mid-eighteenth understanding of what patents should do: "concerning 

inventors of new manufactures, &c. it hath been determined [ ... ] that the 

manufacture in such case must be substantially new, and not barely an 
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improvement of any old one, by any addition, &c. thereto [ ... ] it must be such, as 

no other persons used at the time of granting the letters patent; and no old 

manufacture in use before can be prohibited in any grant for any new invention. " 

This does not apply to inventions already in practice in other countries outside the 
jurisdiction of the kingdom. Thus a "grant of a monopoly may be to the first 

inventor, by the 21" of Jac. 1. [James I] and if the invention be new in England, a 

patent may be granted, though the thing was practised beyond the sea before". 50 

Postlethwayt comments on the definition by Savary, acknowledging the need for 

protection. It is here that the distinction between new and improved was blurred: 

"When private persons improve an old art, or invent or introduce from abroad a 

new one, they generally lay claim to the assistance of the public, either by bounty 

or a patent. "51 In Postlethwayt's view, however, patenting may protect the interest 

of an individual inventor, but as a system for promoting industry, he deemed it 

ineffective: "No manufacture can be managed with secrecy. If one person only is at 
liberty to practise it publickly <sic> at home [i. e. in a country], some of the 

workmen or other person possessed of the secret, will rind means to escape and 

carry it abroad, if it is a new invention. " Instead, he suggests, "[w]henever a new 

trade arises, the inventor or introducer <sic> deserves the lionour and reward 

suitable to his merit; his art should be purchased by the public, and laid open, so 

that a number of rivals in the country where it is invented or introduced, may carry 
it expeditiously to a necessary height, and be ready to stock foreign markets as fast 

as possible. "52 

49 See Maxine Berg The age of manufactures 1700-1820: industry, innovation and work in Britain 
1996, pp. 255-79. 
50 Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade and conunerce .. 1757, Vol. 2, p. 424. 
51 Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade andco"Unerce ... 1757, Vol. 2. p. 425 
Remarks. 
52 Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade and conunerce .. 1757, Vol. 2. p. 424. 
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53 This discussion aside, the success of this protective mechanism was varied . 
Contesting a broken patent could take years and for a provincial there was the 

additional expense of dealing with London institutions and courts. Prominent 

claims for 'Letters Patent' in advertisements suggest that it was useful more for its 

promotional force than as a means of protection. The most difficult question was 
the following: when was an innovation an invention? How innovative or inventive 

was an improvement? This was a grey area then as it is now, but it is of great 
interest to historians investigating technological change. Many inventions produced 
'tools' that had a direct impact on user technologies, while others produced new or 
purported-to-be new consumer goods, or improvements to existing goods. 

A patent for bellied cast iron pots 

Darby's method of casting iron pots is in part laid out in the patent, No. 380, dated 
18'h April 1707, granting "Abraham Darby, of our city of Bristol, Smitlf' the "sole 

vse and benefit" of his invention, and protecting it for a period of fourteen years. 

"A NEW WAY OF CASTING IRON BELLIED POTTS, AND OTHER IRON BELLIED 

WARE IN SAND ONLY, WITHOUT LOAM OR CLAY, BY WHICH IRON POTTS AND 

OTI IER WARE MAY BE CAST FINE AND WITH MORE EASE AND EXPEDITION, AND 

MAY BE AFFORDED CHE APER THAN THEY CAN BE BY THE WAY COMONLY VSED, 

AND IN REGARD TO THEIR CHEAPNESSE MAY BE OF GREAT ADVANTAGE TO THE 

POORE OF TI IIS OUR KINGDOME, WHO FOR THE MOST PART USE SUCH WARE, AND 

IN ALL PROBABILITY WILL PREVENT THE MERCHANTS OF ENGLAND GOING TO 

FoRREIGN MARKETS FOR SUCH WARE, FROM WHENCE GREAT QUANTITIES ARE 

IMPORTED, AND LIKEWISE MAY IN TIME SUPPLY FOREIGN MARKETS WITH THAT 

MANUFACTURE OF OUR OWN DOMINIONS" 

The words rendered bold in the above transcript of the text are the keywords of 

Patent No. 380. His way of doing it was 'new', his hollowware was 'bellied' 

meaning that the diameter at the widest part of the pot exceeded that of tile rim, the 

33 For the definitive work on the English patent system, its aims and relative informality see Christine 
MacLeod Inventing the industrial revolution: the English patent system 1660-1800 1988. 



3.7he matter cl'making 
93 

results were respectable, 'fine', and the processes of work were more efficient. A 

basic requirement of early-modem patents was that they laid claim to benefiting the 

public. Darby's patent claimed that efficiencies in making produced cheaper, more 
affordable goods, thus fulfilling this requirement. The other trope of early patents is 

the much-debated balance of trade between England and other countries, and the 

concern over imports bought with gold bullion and not counterbalanced by exports. 
Here, too, Darby's patent sounded the right notes: a deficiency in domestic 

production and the undesirable import of the goods would be remedied by the 

patented method, and furthermore lead to the creation of an export industry. 

Beyond the mere indication, the text of the patent offers little that would explain 
the process itself. Just how sand is used to produce all these results is not said. 
Admittedly, this is only the summary of the patent, and unlike others (mostly of a 
later date) there seemingly were no drawings and no specifications. Instead, the 

remaining text consists of generic phrases that produce the customary declarations 

of the intent of a Letters Patent, and the rights and reservations it entails. But even 

as the remnants of long overhauled practices and having lost much of their 

relevance over time, these assertions still alert the current reader to a number of 
beliefs and a framework of legal assurance within which Darby and other patentees 

operated. The more outmoded this system was, the more likely therefore that 

licence holders did not actually patent a practice but something else. 

The frequency with which successive patents with similar inventions laid claim to 

being 'new', suggests that it was not necessarily a failure of officials keeping up 

with patents registered. Instead, it may be a record of successive failures with the 

processes themselves. Darby's patent was in this mould, though most of the others 
had been long before. In the final analysis Patent No. 380 did not grant its owner 

any more than official recognition of his process. 

Lightness and weight 

A characteristic of his pots, which Darby did not spell out, was that they were 

lighter than previous models, though he may have meant that by his use of the 



94 
3. The inatter of making 

word 'fine'. One of the driving incentives towards lightness in general was 
financial: to reduce the valuable material resources and therewith production and 
distribution and acquisition costs. A by-product was a shift in what were 
considered enhanced qualities of usability - smaller, lighter objects can be 

manipulated more readily than large and heavy ones. Most importantly, it is the 

result of a shift in aesthetics that started in items of fashion and spread to objects of 

use, favouring lightness over durability and long-lasting service. 

Technology, Manzini argues, has always striven for lightneSS. 54 The reduction of 

the material needed to obtain a desired performance is an elementary economic 
tendency but this push factor is in conflict with the basic (Western) aesthetic 

reference system, which gives heavy and large positive connotations of quality, 
longevity, solidity and safety and therewith desirability. 55 Any object used and 

possessed within this cultural framework needs to conform to general though 
56 

unvoiced standards of usability and aesthetics. The evolution of objects or more 

correctly, object types over time towards lightness can take different forms. 

Manzini differentiates between "objects that offer lightness as a primary 

performance", "objects that become lighter as a secondary effect of economic 

advantages provided by improving technology" and "objects that become lighter in 

reality without showing it, because a deeply rooted linguistic code requires that 
,, 57 

they possess an image of weight. 

54 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 97: 'The thing that is new about the current state 
of affairs lics in the precision of the economic quantification, rather than the pressure in and of itself 
Ilia push to uncover ways of making objects lighter is as old as technology itself" 
55 As Manzini points out, the equation of weight equalling importance is not applicable in equal 
measure to all cultures. Japanese culture has a history of being a 'culture of lightness'. In European 
culture, on the other hand, "the value of weight (and the equations that derive from it, such as weight 
- quality, longevity, solidity. safety) is rarely rejected, and has certainly left its mark on the quality of 
our physical surroundings. " See Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 97. 
56 Manzini's example is a king's throne, an object that is "not the result of functional needs. Rather it 
is the product of a need to communicate - it must be imposing and so it must be (or at least seem) 
heavy. " The same applies to other "common and useful objects, each in varying degrees, but each 
laden with symbolic significance. " Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 97. 
57 Ezio Manzini The material of invention 1989, p. 98. 
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Benefits of casting iron pots in sand 
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What does it take to make a pot? There were two technological challenges to be 

overcome in order to produce cast iron vessels. The first lay in the understanding of 
the material itself. A good empirical understanding of the properties of cast iron 

was required to be able to cast successfully and reliably. Given the non-luxury 

nature of the product, and the established market, indeed preference, for the 

visually more attractive brass, this process was only viable if the iron could be 

made hot enough to be run thin. 58 Secondly, the technology of moulding and the 

act of casting had to be mastered to produce a mould that would take the hot metal 

and to fill it without clogging and gas-inclusions. The use of sand moulding instead 

of loam moulding reduced the cost of materials because box and sand could be re- 

used. 

A further advantage of the new Darby pot was that it was thin-walled, used half the 

metal required for a pot cast from less fluid charcoal pig and sold at a higher 

price. 59 The view, however, that Darby's patented method of casting pots remained 

a "weIl-guarded industrial secret" which secured him whatever demand there was 

at the time for quality cast iron hollowware is challenged by evidence that suggests 

an intriguing variation on this theme of progress through technology. 

Standardisation and quantity 

The semi-automatic nature of casting in sand did not require skilled workmen to 

handle and form the metal through all of the production stages. Furthermore, pre- 

prepared moulds permitted batch production, so that in one melting and casting 

session, a large number of items could be made almost simultaneously. Once the 

processes involved had been mastered and honed for the 'new' metal cast iron, a 

58 See J. E. Rehder 'The change from charcoal to coke in iron smelting' Journal of Ifistorical 
Metallurgy 1987 for a discussion of the properties of coke-smeitcd iron with particular reference to 
the Coalbrookdale ironworks. 
59 See Charles K. Hyde Technological change and the British iron industry, 1700-1870 1977, p, 40. 
Hyde's assessment is based on the unpublished MS Mott 'Earliest Use of coke', pp. 6-7. According to 
Mott, Darby I could produce a one-gallon pot weighing 6 V2 pounds. This average is confirmed by the 
data available from the Daybook for the period 1729-1737, the gallon weight averaging between 6 to 
7 pounds. 
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large number of items could be made practically simultaneously in a single 
smelting or melting and casting session from a metal that was available in 

abundance, with the local fuels. Cast iron cooking vessels did not have the texture 

and colourings that made brass and copper implements so appealing, but the sterner 
features corresponded with the need for functionality, versatility, and durability in 

ever-greater quantity. 

The new method produced an increase in output and gave greater uniformity of the 

product, but standardisation is for the most part not a term to be used for 

eighteenth-century manufacture. As Porter avers, it was a "feature of the next 

century" and applied to only a few manufactures of the eighteenth. 60 But the shift 
from handcrafted, expensive manufacture to uniform quantity production is an 

important one. 

Reynard discusses this shift in the French paper indUStry. 61 Changing attitudes and 

expectations on the part of the buyer, Reynard argues, paved the way for the 

transition from craft production with its prime on excellence to mechanised 

production prioritising availability and lower quality but greater uniformity. 

Quality and consistency were as desirable in cast iron vessels as they were in 

paper, and other manufactures. There was less scope, though for what Pye called 

'manufacture of risk'. 62 High levels of output were necessary to make hollowware 

production viable, but the nature of the product made that problematic; for example 
it gave only limited scope for disposing of faulty ware. 63 

60 Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 1982, Chapter 6: Having and enjoying, p. 243. 
61 Pierre Claude Reynard 'Manufacturing quality in the pre-industriaI age: finding value in diversity' 
Economic History Review 2000. 
62 See David Pye The nature and art of workmanship 1968, in particular chapter two. 
63 Entries in the accounts specifying 'ware' pots or 'least' ware at different rates suggest that the Dale 
Company sold some of their 'seconds'. There is in this respect an interesting aspects of a legal sub- 
context in which both producer and buyer operated. Quality was an area left to the good and skilled 
judgement of the buyer. The quality, or 'goodness' of the wares, unlike the vendor's lawful selling of 
them, did not have to be expressly declared by the vendor. The buyer could not claim damage, unless 
the vendor had guaranteed the quality, or unless the vendor was guilty of the following two offences. 
In the first instance, the vendor had known the wares to be faulty, and disguised the fault with the 
intent to mislead the buyer. In the second case, the vendor did not give the buyer the goods, which the 
buyer had seen and over which the transaction was agreed upon. The latter case effectively nullified 
the buyer's efforts to comply with his duty to use good skill and judgement. Beyond that the 
eightcenth-century legislator did not undertake to impose a quality control beyond the case of ill 
intent. See William Blackstone (One of the Justices of His Majesty's court of Common Pleas) 
Commentaries on the Laws of England Book the Second. W. Strahan, T. Cadell: London and D. 
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Compared with the working of wrought iron, the term 'manufacture' is applicable 
more to the preparatory and finishing work than to the actual process of making the 
casting itself. The preparation of the moulds, the act of pouring the metal, and the 
subsequent finishing, or turning the vessels on a lathe to give the inside a smooth 
finish, are in that sense subsidiary work. At the key-stage of production the maker 
cannot intervene at all. Cast objects are form-moulded, not hand-formed, and it is 
important that all is prepared beforehand to ensure sound castings. There is only 
limited scope for salvaging a defect casting, a difference that distinguishes cast 
ware from battery ware on the way from craft to industry. One of Darby's partners 
at Bristol, Graffin Prankard, found himself with the problem of disposing of faulty 

castings and complained about it bitterly. 64 

Another famous name can be associated with the casting of iron pots, that of Isaac 
Wilkinson, potfounder at Backbarrow in Cumbria from 1735 to 1748.65 The 

success of his potfounding, according to Cranstone, built upon twenty years of 
success in founding at Backbarrow, and Backbarrow was indeed known to the 

partners at Coalbrookdale. Although this study pays scant attention to them, and 

points to Rumford for a marker, two other names were important in the 

manufacture of cast iron pots at the end of the eighteenth century: Archibald 

Kenrick (1760-1835) and John Izon. 66 They worked with the patent of John Taylor 
in the 1770s, producing 'improved kitchen furniture' which was tinned on the 
inside subsequent to an improved turning process, which apparently improved the 

quality and the durability of the tinning. Their castings were 'light and convenient 
in use" and "remarkable for (its) sweetness and durability". 67 Taylor's patent was 

Prince: Oxford 1783,9"' ed. Last corrections of the author and continued to die present time by Ri. 
Bum, 1783, p. 45 1. 
64 Dickenson MSS Do/DN/423 Graffiti Prankard's Letter Book, Letters dated 10 7mo and 15 8 mo 
1715. 
65 See W. H. Chaloner 'Isaac Wilkinson, Potfounder' in L S. Presnell (cd. ) Studies In the Industrial 
Revolution 1960; David Cranstone 'Issac <sic> Wilkinson at Backbarrow' Historical Metallurgy 
199 1; and H. W. Dickinson John Wilkinson,, ironniaster Ulverston 1914. 
66 See R. A. Church Kenricks in hardware. A Jandly business: 1791-1966 1969 and W. r- Jephcott 
The house of Izons. 77ze history of a pioneerfirm of ironfounders 1948. 
67 See R. A. Church Kenricks in hardware. A fanzily business: 1791-1966 1969, p. 35. 
Church cites Izon's advertisement. See also Dictionary Project Reference TRADECARDS: 
MY17911ZN&. 
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6an invention of casting oval-bellied cast-iron pots' and 'round cast-iron pots and 
saucepans as are made with a head or rim around the top'. 68 

A mid-nineteenth century assessment of cast pots is not merely interesting for 

commenting on the advantages of iron over copper and brass, but also for making 
reference to the three-legged pot, although admittedly as something on its way into 

obsolescence. The advantage of the Izon-Taylor oval-bellied "kitchen furniture" 

was that it "was light and convenient in use, [ ... ] elegant in appearance - at least, 

compared with the three-leg pot which it superseded to a great extent - and [ ... I 

much cheaper than brass or copper cooking vessels. "f9 The success of this firm was 

such that the Izon Co. had had to extend its capacity by moving premises in 1780.70 

Late eighteenth-century improvements in battery and Rumford's experiments 

The use of coke in the blast furnace and casting in sand were not the only 
improvements made in the production of hollowware. In the making of battery, 

patents for spinning and stamping thin, sheet metal hollowware at the end of the 

period, also represent advances in the direction of mass-production - the ability to 

reduce the shaping of the metal, to the operation of a single blow that would 

produce items with uniform features. 71 

'a See R. A. Church Kenricks in hardware. Afamily business: 1791-1966 1969, p. 35. William 
Kenrick avers that Mr Kenrick was the first to make saucepans with a rim or head round the top "an 
improvement claimed in Taylor's specification, but which had never been carried out - probably on 
account of additional difficulty in casting. " See William Kenrick 'Cast iron holllow-ware, tinned and 
enamelled, and cast ironmongery' in Samuel Timmins (ed. ) The resources, products and industrial 
history of Birmingham and the Midland hardware district: a series of reports, collected by the local 
industries committee of the British Association at Birmingham, in 1865 1967, p. 105. 
69 William Kenrick 'Cast iron holllow-ware, tinned and enamelled, and cast ironmongery' in Samuel 
Timmins (ed. ) The resources, products and industrial history of Birmingham and the Midland 
hardware district: a series of reports, collected by the local industries committee of the British 
Association at Birmingham, in 1865 1967, p. 104. 
70 See William Kenrick 'Cast iron holilow-ware, tinned and enamelled, and cast ironmongerY' in 
Samuel Timmins (ed. ) The resources, products and industrial history ofBirmingham and the Midland 
hardware district: a series of reports, collected by the local industries committee of the British 
Association at Birmingham, in 186.5 1967, p. 104. 
71 For example, Patent No. 935, signed August 28"', 1769 . ..... raising by a stamp & press, scale pans, 
sauce pans, warming pans, basins, plate-covers, kettles, ladles & various other things out of silver, 
copper, & other metals. '. 
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Using some of these new techniques, Count Rumford developed his fuel-saving 

double-bottomed cooking vessels around 1800.72 Unlike most of the improvements 

in metal production, which were based on small step-by-step innovations in known 

processes, the important point about Rumford is that he, like Denis Papin a century 
73 earlier, went about developing hollowware from a scientific point of view. Heat 

and fuel were their interests. However, neither of these scientifically inspired 
inventions had much immediate influence on the metal industries. 

Slowness of change and the gradual supremacy of Iron 

A mid-nineteenth-century assessment suggests that the eighteenth century did 
indeed see the gradual coming of the age of iron in the kitchen: "it is only within 
the last century [ 1865 is the author's point of departure] that iron has taken the 

place of copper or brass for many articles of domestic use. 9,74 Sheet or wrought 
iron, as Timmins points out, needed to be tinned to prevent oxidisation, and this 
'liability' must have been a contributing factor to the long-drawn out competition 

with copper and brass sheet vessels, despite the fact that iron was cheaper and 

copper potentially dangerous. 

In this context it is interesting that reference to the greater safety in using iron was 
still worthy of comment in the late nineteenth century. Alongside this, may be 

placed the recollections of an American copper smith on the willingness of copper 

smiths generally to transfer their skills onto sheet iron. According to these 

recollections the fashion for stew-pans had superceded saucepans, but that they and 
other utensils "were also in good demand before they were supplanted by those 

made of cast iron, which were not only tastefully designed, but were much cheaper 

72 See Benjamin Thomson Count Rumford Collected works of Count Runiford 1968. here particularly 
vol. 3: Devices and Techniques 'On the construction of kitchen fire-places and kitchen utensils, 
together with remarks and observations relating to the various processes of cookery, and proposals for 
improving that most useful art'. 
73 Denis Papin had developed a form of pressure cooker, which he called a 'digester' in the 1670s. 
See Norman D. Cowell 'The contributions of Robert Boyle and Denis Papin to food preservation' 
Transactions of the Newcomen Society 1998-1999. 
74 See Samuel Timmins (compiler) 'Wrought iron hollow-ware, iron braziery, and iron plate working 
trade' under 'The miscellaneous trades' in Samuel Timmins (ed. ) 77; e resources, products and 
industrial history of Birmingham and the Midland hardware district: a series of reports, collected by 
the local industries committee of the British Association at Birmingham, in 1865 1967, p. 64 1. 
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and safer to use, where those made from copper were apt to be neglected and not 
kept clean and properly tinned. The progressive braziers were, however, equal to 

the emergency, and turned their attention to the manufacture of wrought iron 
,, 15 

goods, made in the same way and after the same fashion as the copper goods. 

Change and continuity in shapes and makes: from casting and forging to 

stamping and spinning 

Braun Feldweg makes the distinction between the two processes of casting and 
forging. Whereas he perceives casting as static, solid and solemn, forging is 

dynamic and contains, tension. When considering the qualities of casting as 

opposed to battery with regard to progress, invention and innovation, our interest 

arises from what is known about them. It is not possible to go straight to the 

contemporary, that is early-modem understanding of the technology involved 

because there is a difference between what the makers did and practised (to the 

extent that it possible to access this aspect through the material available) and what 

they thought they were doing, and which may not have made its way into 

accessible records. 

Mould casting was a reproductive technique that perpetuated existing shapes and 

types. Sand casting became a skill more widely available, though only to a degree 

as the record of a case in the Court of Chancery shows. Some down-skilling in 

industries and crafts took place when they were transformed into large-scale 

enterprises and eventually factories. All the more in need of careful note is the fact 

that mould-making for castings remained a highly skilled job up and into the mid- 

twentieth century. Towards the end of the eighteenth century spinning and pressing 

became available, thus removing the need for 'hand-made' battery ware. It is 

wrong to measure these sequences and developments solely in terms of the 

disappearance of a certain form of production. 

75 Sce John Fullcr Sr. Art ofcoppersmithing, A practical treatise on working sheet copper into all 
forins 1993, originally 1894, p. 87. 
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In many sectors industry remained labour-intensive. In present-day terms that also 
means skill-intensive, though the individual worker may not actually need much 
expertise, or experience, but their sum spread across the production process was 
formidable to organise and implement. 

Cast iron, wrought iron, tin plate, copper, brass and block tin were the materials, 
which skilled workmen turned into the legion of items that were part of the 
6material culture' with which contemporaries surrounded themselves. By the 

second half and certainly by the end of the century competition demanded ever 

more ingenuity from the workman to attract customers. As has been noted, the 
different metals had different properties and consequently demanded different 

techniques for working them. Different cooking vessels in turn had different 

advantages and disadvantages both in terms of producing them, and when using 
them. For example, frying pans made under the battery hammer were thin, 

relatively light in weight, and good conductors of heat, while cast iron cooking pots 

were big, and when full, heavy, unwieldy objects despite Darby's lighter castings. 
Whereas casting vessels required skilled mould-making, Darby's patent for sand- 

casting cheapened the process as it allowed for recycling the sand with a pattern 

rather than having to make up new moulds every time. Skillets and saucepans with 
long handles could be manipulated; those made of cast iron were cheaper than 

those of copper, brass, or bell-metal (a form of bronze) but these latter were more 

prestigious and could be made items of display. On the other side of the coin, 

copper and brass were known to be toxic, and copper poisoning was a real threat. 
For these vessels tinning was essential where as iron was only tinned to 'swecten' 

the taste. The cleanest metal would have been pure tin, but this was too expensive, 

and was not sufficiently robust. 

Understanding the chronology of style in metal vessels is extremely difficult. There 

is the added problem of survival. Although more durable than many other 

materials, in unfavourable conditions (the proverbially moist climate) iron vessels 

will be destroyed by rust. But human activity was a more potent destroyer than 

natural decay. Metal objects were made of a valuable raw material that was 
invariably recycled. For brass this was particularly pertinent as it was accepted that 
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new brass could only be made successfully by adding scrap brass to the furnace. 

Ultimately, however, any actual 'difference' in shape or design, though 

competitiveness would recommend it, is not of importance here. The point here is 

that those who made and even more those who sold hollowware, the traders, 

wanted customers to believe that such differences mattered. They used linguistic 

and pictorial devices to communicate such differences. Consequently, these 

existed, if only in the language and pictures chosen by the tradesmen, and in the 

minds of those reading and accepting the message. 

Skill: nature and transfers of techniques 

A new object can be one that in its essential aspects did exist before but which is 

newly' realised in a different material. The transfer of technological know-how 

and skill, and the acquisition of new skills and knowledge related to the new 
material all increased with the degree they were needed to sustain and increase 

output. Technological accomplishment within a productive system set on 
maximising production, will result in various changes as regards this body of 
knowledge. Firstly, the vast increase and specialisation will lead to several bodies 

of knowledge. Secondly, the nature of such knowledge will change from being 

foremost and essentially empirical and manufactual-knowledge to being 

administrative-organisational. Finally, the question of who holds what knowledge 

will be resettled, and expertise will shift from the skilled craftsman to work- 

masters, while some aspects of the work will become increasingly unskilled or 
deskilled. The argument and debate about the shift from eighteenth-century 
craftsman to nineteenth-century worker has occupied numerous minds interested in 

labour-relations and the development in the organisation of labour. Viewed under 
the material culture and commodity aspect, however, de-skilling requires a more 
differentiated argument. It might helpfully be framed in the form of questions 

about the deterioration of quality in the product, the changing nature of the product, 

changes in nature of demand, and changes in the nature and weighting of 

contributory skills, namely services, such as distribution and advertising. 76 

76 See Renfrew who comments on the increase in technical accomplishment in Colin Renfrew 'Vama 
and the emergence or wealth in prehistoric Europe' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of Mings. 
Commodities in culturalperspeciive 1992, p. 152, although the findings and interpretation of 
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"We begin to be now convinced, that we are nearly as much enriched by 
the labours of our fellow-creatures, as by the production [plant, mineral 
etc. ] of the earth; and if we have reason to rejoice at the abundance which 
nature, from year to year, produces for us, we may reap no less reasonable 
satisfaction from all the variety of employments <sic> in human society, 
and especially by means of our manufactured arts. [ ... ] The first proofs of 
this have been taken from the numberless kinds of business, which our 
servants and the very meanest labourers perform for us; Let us consider the 
reasons we have to esteem artizans <sic> of every kind in their industry, 
and find new motives, from the numberless services they do us, to rectify 
our way of thinking concerning them. v, 77 

Little has been written on the increasing skill in handling the material with regard 
to hollowware. Day's Bristol Brass78 is an example of an historian investigating 

and acknowledging the importance of manual skill that goes into shaping a disc of 
brass into a pan or kettle under the battery hammer. In this she echoes Plot, a 
seventeenth-century commentator, who gave a detailed description of how frying 

pans were made from disks of wrought iron. Plot, too, emphasised the skilled 
nature of manufacture; to his knowledge there were only two or three craftsmen in 

the country who had the skill to do it when he wrote in 1686.79 

Producers, it has been noted earlier, depended on empirical skills for success, and 
the efforts of companies in research and development go through cycles rather than 

giving continuous innovation and improvement. The reason for this is that in an 
environment where a technology has to have practical success, the successful 
application tends to prevent further change for fear of failure. Translated into the 
eighteenth-century context, mastery of a set of skills, although it could be 

transferred to other metals and therefore regenerate other branches, would have 

meant a point of stasis. Practice makes perfect, but its obsolescence is more 
difficult to overcome. 

archaeologists such as Renfrew for the so-called prehistorical period have to be treated with care 
when transposed to an eighteenth-century. and especially late eighteenth-ccntury context. 
77 Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade and conunerce.. 1757. vol. 2. p. 130. 
78 Joan Day Bristol brass, the history of the industry 1973. 
79 Robert Plot The natural history of Staffordshire 1686, facsimile 1973, pp. 335-336.7"he Hallen or 
Holland family was mentioned by Plot as one of the few who could create battcry-made vessels. A 
branch of the family operated at Coalbrookdale. See Melanie Anne Marchant 77ie 11allenfamily and 
their association withfrying pan manufacture BA I tons dissertation, University of Wolverhampton 
1990. 
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Personal experience of learning and acquiring skills teaches the individual, along 

with the skills, that progress is a fact. A human being goes from knowing little or 

nothing to becoming someone who can turn, given talent, devotion and time, into a 

great master and expert in their field. Human beings like to think that collectively, 
too, there is such a thing as progress. For example, a given group or society can 

move from humble beginnings to great achievements, given the right conditions for 

its development. Depending on how progress is measured, there is much to be said 
for this model. Historians' discussion on innovation has tended to focus on origins 

and the evidence of 'who came first', based on documentary evidence, the notes 

and drafts, and the patents available to access the inventors' thoughts. The question 
is what happens when the interest shifts from the inventors and their due concerns 
for being 'first' to the impact of the invention? Technological innovation is not a 

monolithic, easily defined entity - an ingredient engendering transformation and 

progress. Some technological innovations, as the archaeologist Renfrew, points 

out, result in new products and new materials, but they are not merely the outcome 

of developments in the technological sphere alone. They are based in developments 

in tile social system of which they are part. A new product and the technological 
innovation from which it arises come into existence at the moment of their 

adoption, that is when they begin to take appreciable effect on the system that bred 

and carries them. This, in Renfrew's view, is the true innovation, not the discovery 

of a new technical process. 80 Renfrew makes a further and related point about 

technological inventions, which calls for assessment of the uses to which an 
invention is put. For economic and social impact it is not the new technology itself 

but issues such as, for example, luxury and occasional production as compared 

with adaptation of a technological process to produce everyday objects in 

quantity. 81 

When later craftsmen and researchers assess the skill of eighteenth century makers 

through reproductions, they find that eighteenth-century castings were thinner than 

6() Colin Renfrew 'Varna and the emergence of wealth in prehistoric Europe' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
Tile social life of things. Commodities in culluralperspeciive 1992, p. 142-143. 
" Colin Renfrew 'Varna and the emergence of wealth in prehistoric Europe' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social Iýre of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, pp. 145-146. Renfrew makes the 
point that 'technological stages' are not per se of economic and productive significance, but the use or 
uses to which they are put are. 
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the castings that have since been produced. Individual specimen showed the greater 
or lesser skill of the craftsman, for example, in the balance of a frying pan through 
the weight and size of the bowl in relation to the length of the handle, which has an 
effect on the amount of effort required in manipulating the item. 82 In the eyes of 
Braun-Feldweg, the eighteenth century was one of unsurpassed, never to be 

recovered skill and achievement in metal craftsmanship in Europe, and perhaps 
more specifically continental Europe. 83 It went hand in hand with a considerable 
amount of specialisation, yet, in Braun-Feldweg's view, the 'whole/complete 

artisan/craftsman' prevailed. The change came in the nineteenth century, when new 
forms of production involving fast and uniform processes and the division of 
labour were developed that broke the process of making into fractions of what the 
process of creating a whole piece would have entailed in terms of skill, planning, 
strategy, and foresight. New specialisms developed (for example, in casting) while 
the demand for skilled battery workers decreased. 

Contemporary concerns about advances in technology are manifested in attempts at 
legislation to protect indigenous manufactures. In particular there were attempts to 

obstruct and prevent activities that were regarded as detrimental, such as industrial 

espionage and the emigration of skilled workmen who took their empirical 
knowledge and expertise with them, thereby strengthening production abroad. Such 

concerns are indicative of the underlying conviction that British prosperity was 
based on the competitiveness of its manufactures, which in turn resided in skill and 

techniques. 84 

The challenge a historian of early-modem crafts and craftsmanship faces is the 

relative absence of written sources. At this point the need for secrecy for fear of 

82 Oral communication from Martha Katz-Hyman at Colonial Williamsburg Living I listory Museum, 
Virginia/US, on the thin walls of eighteenth-century cookery ware exported to the States based on 
unpublished research for the Colonial Williamsburg Foundation. When the Foundation commissioned 
replicas from present-day founders these admitted that they could not do it. For comments on her 
experience regarding the balance and handling qualities the author is grateful to Debbie Buckson, 
Odessa Houses. 
83 Wilhelm Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p. 18. 
84 See Langford's review of these fears in Paul Langford A polite and commercial people. England 
1727-1783 1989, Chapter 13: 'Opulence and glory - Invention' pp. 655-660, specifically p. 658. On 
the issue of industrial espionage, see, for example, John Harris 'Ile Rolt memorial lecture, 1984: 
industrial espionage in the eighteenth century' in John Harris Essays in industry and technology in the 
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espionage, and loss of a monopoly to the competition, both national and 
international, is usually cited as the main argument. Cases of workmen contracted 
to silence, government declaring export of tools, materials and skilled workmen to 

other countries illegal, and the continued concern with England's wealth being 

threatened and depleted suggest no lesS. 85 Who would write books explaining a 

successful method when even patents' texts were carefully phrased to obscure the 

most important details of an application? Whilst it is certainly true that patents lent 

only imperfect protection and that new processes were eagerly snapped up, spied 

out, adapted and exploited, it is only part of the explanation. The skills required 

and imparted by the trade did not find ready chroniclers, and training took place in 

the workshops through observation and practice. Books such as Campbell's 
London tradesman or Diderot's Enciclope'die86 give mere glimpses and summary 

of the reality, and cannot hope, and in Campbell's case never intended to do justice 

to the complexity of the cumulative experience that makes the craftsperson. Even 

assuming that a craftsperson had wanted to note down his experiences with a given 

technique, in practice this would have been a difficult task, as metal workers today, 

trying to recapture the practices of early-modem workers through trial and error 
have found. The processes and concentration involved in forming a piece (see 

above) do not permit a steady effort of registering and analysing these steps to run 

alongside . 
87 Early-modem metal workers' understanding of their materials and the 

ways of working them was based on experience in a form and quality that has 

become almost alien to the class of western Europeans, whose specialism is based 

on skills centring around reading, writing and communication with a prime on 

flexibility. 

eighteenth century: England and France 1992, and J. R. Harris Industrial espionage and technology 
transfen Britain and France in the eighteenth century 1998. 
as See, for example, Abraham Darby I and his caster John Thomas, who according to his daughter's 

account, in 1707 was "bound to work at that business [castingl and keep it a secret and not teach 
anybody else, for three years. They were so private as to stop the keyhole of the door. " Quoted in 
Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, p. 20 and references 
the original on p. 17 as I. T. Dickinson's account of Abraham Darby's life' at the Friends Library. 
Friends I louse. 
16 R. Campbell The London tradesman, being a compendious view of all the trades, professions, arts, 
both liberal and mechanic, now practised in the cities of London and Westminster London 1747, 
reprinted 1969; Denis Diderot, Jean Baptiste Rend Robinet, Jean Ie Rond'd'Alembert and Pierre 
Mouchon Encyclop0die, ou dictionnaire raisonnJ des sciences, des arts et des mitiers, par une 
socilti de 8ens de leures Paris 175 1. 
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A case in Chancery: invention and innovation -a legal wrangle 
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In 1709 Abraham Darby, pot founder in Bristol and founder of the Coalbrookdale 

Ironworks in Shropshire felt that his patented method of casting in sand was under 
threat, and he filed a Bill of Complaint in Chancery in an attempt to protect his 

patent from infringement. " His opponents' argument and justification for breaking 

the patent was its proclaimed fraudulence in that the technique, which the patent" 

sought to protect was not a 'new invention' but a practice already in use by other 
ironmasters. 90 A second case, also dated 1709, was filed by a moulder, Robert 

Downes 91 against his former employer Zachariah Downing, in an argument over 
the ownership of the hollowware patterns used by him. 92 Apart from casting doubt 

on the uniqueness and novelty of Abraham Darby's casting method, the cases 

contain a wealth of incidental information about the state of production and its 

economic incentive - demand - at the time. They bring up issues of skill, work and 

work relationships, and if they raise more questions than they in turn answer, they 

nevertheless alert the reader to the complexities of early-modem production. 

The text of the legal documents 

Abraham Darby, the 'Orator', or complainant claimed that he was a smith, 
9 93 

educated in that trade and in "Iron Manufacture' . Through his apprenticeship he 

87 This problem of noting down and logging each step was explained by Peter Ross, blacksmith and 
demonstrator at Collonial Williamsburg open-air museum, Virginia/USA, December 2003. See also 
chapter two for a more detailed discussion of the problem. 88 For an assessment of Darby I's enterprise as well as reference to his case in the Court of Chancery 
see Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the first Abraham Darby; with 
an appendix on the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725 by Nancy Cox and Peter Wakelin' 
Industrial Archaeology Review 1990. 
89 Patent No. 380, signed April 18t"l 1707, granted for 14 years: 'A NEW WAY OF CASTING IRON 
BELLIED POTTS, AND OTHER IRON BELLIED WARE IN SAND ONLY'. 
90 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C 7/89/4 (1) - Bill of Complaint riled by Abraham Darby, February 
1709 (4) - Answer of William Rea and J. Legass. 
91 The defendants' answer links Downes to Abraham Darby 1, a] leging that the former had been 
enticed to work for Darby. There is a Robert Downes, brass founder, in Darby's employ at 
Coalbrookdale. See Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the first 
Abraham Darby; with an appendix on the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725 by Nancy Cox 
and Peter Wakelin' Industrial Archaeology Review 1990, p. 129. 
92 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C 11/1726118 (1 and 2) - (1) Orator Roger Downes Bill of 
Complaint, 10"' June 1709, and (2) "The Answer of Zachary Downing Gent Dert to the Bill of 
COmpl't of Roger Downes Compl't", 17'h January 1709. 
93 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (1) 7"' February 1709/1710 Bill of Complaint riled by A. 
Darby. In the document/the copy consulted, the last bit has been inserted later, as if added 
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"had acquired Greate skill and knowledge thereiW'and "haveing applyed himselfe 

to the makeing and casting of Iron Bellied potts and other Iron Bellied Ware he at 

length by Greate Study Industry paines and Expence found out and brought to 

perfection a new way of Casting Iron ware in sand 94 The bill of complaint 
fudges the issue as to precisely when and how he acquired the skill in casting, nor 

does it suggest that anybody else was involved in the discovery and development 

of the 'new way'. 95 

To defend his 'invention', he gives as further evidence claims as to its usefulness, 

potential and benefit, all of which were typical lines of defence and may be of little 

significance. He claimed for example that his invention would discourage imports 

and facilitate exports. 

In his patent its rightfulness had been asserted throughout, but the usual legal fall 

back was included, "that if at any time dureing the terme thereby granted it should 

be made appeare ... that the said Grant was contrary to Law or Prejudiciall or 

Inconvenient ... or that the said Invenc6n was not a new Invencbn ... and not 
Invented and found out by your orator" Then the patent would be void. This was 

the Achilles' heel of Darby's case, and his competitors and here defendants were to 

seize upon it. 96 

Rather than revealing in full and firm detail the exact nature of his invention in 

court, Darby referred himself to his patent, though he declared that he was willing 

to produce it "for more certainty". Darby claimed he had agreed "with severall 

Persons" to set up a works in Bristol and was planning to "sett up and Erect one or 

more other considerable workes or Undertakeings therein in other placeS,,. 97 

subsequently. Re-formulating and altering one's case in response to defendants' counter assertions 
was permissible. and might have been a reaction to claims made by Whitehead, Axford and Flowery 
that he had in fact no valid apprenticeship and n ht to the trade. 
94 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (1) 7ý'February 1709/1710 Bill of Complaint filed by A. 
Darby. 
93 NATIONAL ARCHIVESIPRO C7/89/4 (1) 7"' February 1709/1710 Bill of Complaint filed by A. 
Darby. 
96 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (1) 7 th February 1709/17 10 Bill of Complaint filed by A. 
Darby. 
97 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (1) 7"' February 1709/1710 Bill of Complaint filed by A. 
Darby. 
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Darby next names those whom he thought had entered "into a Combinacan with 
Severall of your orators workmen and others unknown" to defraud him of his 

rights. Their names were: William Rea of Monmouth, Ironworker, John Legas of 
Blackney, County of Gloucester, yeoman, Daniel Lickman, Ironmonger, William 

Whitehead, distiller, Charles Axford, founder and Joshua Franklyn, merchant, all 
from the City of Bristol. In addition some names seem to have been added as the 

case progressed as, presumably, new ones emerged from the evidence of witnesses. 
These were James Coster of Colund, County of Gloucester, yeoman, Joseph 

Phillipps and Thomas Whittington of Blackney, also yeomen. All were accused of 
having "by some Sinister way prevailed with your orators Servants obteyned to 

themselves the way of makeing Iron bellied Potts and other things in the Letters 

Patents". It would seem that one function of the case, from Darby's point of view 

was to reveal the names of all, or certainly as many as possible of those competing 

with him in the cast iron pot market. 

His case makes two points of interest to historians, firstly that the defendants had 

unlawfully turned Darby's employees against their master, revealing their master's 

trade secrets, and secondly, that the new way and method of casting iron bellied 

pots was unknown to anybody else and uniquely Darby's until the secret was 

traded on to the parties standing accused here. Even more compromising, he 

claimed they had "Sett up very greate workes and built workehouses in tile City of 
Bristoll & severall places" in Gloucestershire in which they were contravening the 

patent though claiming their actions were lawful as Darby was not the inventor of 

the process and that the patent was prejudicial to trade. 98 

The other case between Downes and Downing highlights the skilled nature of the 

process of casting, which meant that experienced workmen were in great demand. 

More likely than not, their employers had little knowledge of the casting method 

itself, and were wholly dependent on their workmen's compliance. Iron masters on 

the other hand knew where markets were, and they were aware of their nature. 

98 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (1) 7"' February 1709/1710 Bill of Complaint riled by A. 
Darby. 
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Thus Downing complained that Downes, contrary to his promise did not cast a 

sufficient range of sizes, particularly large ones, "applying himselfe to y'e Casting 

only of small Kettles pitchpans & morters in Sand Wch was not [suited] or 
Sortable for ye trade in gen'all for want of Larger ware & potts". 99 The allegations 

were in all probability exaggerated, but their very existence suggests that previous 

assessment of the situation has been too naive. Far from being a virgin field of 

activity, by 1709 at the latest, markets had begun to acquire a specialised and 

geographical profile. 

The value of the materials relating to the court cases lies not in new information 

about metal technology. Rather, the materials illustrate how the finds, the 

inventions and the technologies, translated into and affected everyday activity. 

Although Darby's opponents conceded that he had been "educated in the Trade of 

a Smith", more specifically under the direction of a nail maker (one of the most 
lowly branches of the metal-working trades), they challenged his expertise in any 

other part "of the Trade of a Smith or of the Iron Manufacture" and questioned how 

he could have gained such expertise. 100 More seriously for Darby they claimed he 

had acquired his knowledge of pot founding from two brass founders John and 
James fflowery who "had long before used to cast Brass bellied potts and brass 

bellied ware in Sand". 101 It is interesting to note, though, that they were obliged to 

admit that these two, and one of the defendants, Charles Axford, had worked with 

brass. What they did not admit, but must have known, was that the nature of iron 

required rather different techniques from brass. 102 

" NATIONAL ARCIIIVES/PRO C 11/1726118 (2) "Me Answer of Zachary Downing Gent Deft to 
the Bill of Compl't of Roger Downes Compl't", 17"' January 1709. 
100 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (3) NO DATE Axford/Whitehead/Franklyn Defendants. 
In response to Darby these are "The Joynt and Severall Answers of William Whitehead Charles 
Axford & Joshua Franklyn three of the Defend. t to the Bill of Complaynt of Abraham Darby 
Complainant" (1709/10). 
101 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (3) NO DATE Axford/Whitehead/Franklyn Defendants. 
In response to Darby these are "The Joynt and Severall Answers of William Whitehead Charles 
Axford & Joshua Franklyn three of the Defend. t to the Bill of Complaynt of Abraham Darby 
Complainant" (1709/10). 
102 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (3) NO DATE AxfordlWhitehead/Franklyn Defendants. 
In response to Darby these are "The Joynt and Severa]I Answers of William Whitehead Charles 
Axford & Joshua Franklyn three of the Defend. t to the Bill of Complaynt of Abraham Darby 
Complainant" (1709/10). 



3. The matter ofmaking 
H/ 

However there was one, Roger Downes, described as "at an Iron works belonging 

to one Mr Chetle in Carmarthenshire and elsewhere", who had, judging from his 

employer, worked in iron. 103 

The defendants rejected the accusation of industrial espionage, in particular of 
having bribed Darby's workmen to instruct them in the technique. Charles Axford 

in particular, claimed to have known the method well before Darby took out his 

patent or even knew about the method. They furthermore charged Darby of 

poaching "Charles Axford's Servants" from him. In other words, they turned the 

accusation of industrial espionage against Darby. 104 Two other defendants, Rea and 
Legass, charged Darby with instructing himself with the help of workmen and 
founders who, such is the implication, already practised the "art or trade of 

makeing Moulds for the casting of Brass Bellyd potts or other brass Bellyd ware" - 
an 'art' that had been practised "tyme out of Mind". 105 

Darby - protecting himself 

It is clear that Darby was already aware of the dangers of espionage and of the 

poaching of workmen. Raistrick cites the articles of agreement made by Darby 

with one of his employees, the caster. The agreement was signed in January 1707, 

and contains three clauses, of which the third is the most interesting: "John Thomas 
in consideration that the making and casting of iron pots is not a trade which he 

was employed or brought up in, doth covenant that he will not at any time hereafter 

serve any other person whatever on or about the casting of iron pots in sand nor 

103 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C7/89/4 (3) NO DATE Axford/Whitelicad/Franklyn Defendants. 
In response to Darby these are "The Joynt and Severall Answers of William Whitehead Charles 
Axford & Joshua Franklyn three of the Defend. t to the Bill of Complaynt of Abraham Darby 
Complainant" (1709/10). 
104 NATIONAL ARCHIYES/PRO C7189/4 (3) NO DATE Axford/Whitchead/Franklyn Defendants. 
In response to Darby these are "The Joynt and Severall Answers of William Whitehead Charles 
Axford & Joshua Franklyn three of the Defend-t to the Bill of Complaynt of Abraham Darby 
Complainant" (1709/10). 
105 NATIONAL ARCHIYES/PRO C 7/89/4 (4) 'Bill in response'- 28"'November 1710 William Rea 
& J. Legass(e): the response of the two defendants, William Rea and John Legass (also given as 
Legasse) to the Bill of Complaint by Abraham Darby. The folio is dated June 1710, but dated 28'h 
November 1710 at bottom of document. The responses are fairly close to die list of points made by 
the Bill of Complaint. 
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will he disclose the method to anyone. "106 Hyde also comments on the fact that 
Darby made his apprentices sign agreements along the same lines. Casting bellied 

pots was the only patent Darby took out, and Hyde interprets this to mean that he 

knew of his advantage: "Darby's method of casting remained a well-guarded 
industrial secret long after the expiration of his patent. " The litigation that ensued 

suggests that it was not quite that simple. 107 

Tools and equipment - the bone of contention 

The Chancery cases further show that workmen used their own tools, even though 

some were supplied, and that the bigger apparatus such as battery hammers were 
fixtures of the works. For example, when Downes entered Downing's employment 
to work at one of his furnaces, he "brought with him severall Moulds or patterns 

perticularly one for Morters three for Kettles and one for pitch pans". He later 

bought other moulds, including several for kettles from William Seney, and others 
from Roger Roe and Edward Draycutt, all "at his own charge", and made further 

patterns from brass he bought from Henry Karver from which he made "two other 
Moulds or Patterns for Morters". He went on to stress his involvement and 
investment, but claims that all in all his employer Zachry Downing "was a very 

great gainer". 108 

A note of discord is rung when Downes moved onto rates of pay both for supplies 

of metal and for labour, and it emerges from his Bill of Complaint that he 

"generally employed three or four or more". 109 But the real problems only started 

when Downing entered into partnership with Peter Chetle for a furnace at 

"Gwendroth" in Carmarthen. Downing apparently "importuned" Downes "to 

remove his tooles & Moulds or Patterns to Gwendroth and to work there. Downing 

argued that he "had Ironstone, Charcoale & workmen at lower rates then <sic> he 

had at Halesowen & Rowley, which would be to Downes advantage. Added to 

106 Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. Tfle Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, p. 22. 
107 Charles I lyde Technological change and the British iron industry 1700-1870 1977, p. 41 and 
Footnote 44. 
108 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C 11/1726118 (1) IO'h June 1709 Orator: Roger Downes against 
Zachary Downing. 
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which, Downing claimed, the cost of living would be lower. 110 Although he did not 
say so, the implication must be that he could pay Downes less, despite any previous 
agreements to the contrary. 

It becomes clear from the two cases that the industry was materially dependent on 
skill for skilled workmen and skilled partners, and to obtain this rare and precious 
commodity it would headhunt, bribe and press. 

Conclusion: materials, technologies and skill 

The chapter has contributed to an understanding of the durability of the product, 

which is inherent in the materials used in its production, and it has shown how the 

trend towards dematerialisation affected hollowware. To seek ways of making finer 

castings may initially have been in pursuit of greater economies, because the raw 

materials were initially the biggest cost factor. It emerges, however, that it was the 

skilled workers who were fundamental to the success of making hollowware and 
that they could become a potential risk to the enterprise. The highly skilled nature 

of casting in sand, and particularly of mould making and preparing the moulds 

meant that skill was essential to success. On the other hand, although skill may 

under certain circumstances have been innovative, there was inherent in the 
technique of casting the incentive and persuasion to perpetuate features. Moulds, as 

the court case materials have shown, were coveted, and expensive, and could 

therefore become a barrier to investment in changes in design, form and, ultimately 

therefore, function. 

The two imperatives of the crafted object are its usefulness or functionality on the 

one hand, and its aesthetic value on the other. "' It is impossible to assign an 

overall tendency; a move to greater simplicity or greater austerity was not the case. 

109 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C 11/1726/18 (1) IOh June 1709 Orator: Roger Downes against 
Zachary Downing. 
110 NATIONAL ARCHIVES/PRO C 11/1726118 (1) IO'h June 1709 Orator: Roger Downes against 
Zachary Downing. 
111 In Braun-Feldweg's view the creative metal craftsman has always moved between "these two 
extremes", with the pendulum swinging more towards display and decorativeness where surplus 
means permit this, and more towards functional minimalism where resources are scarce. See Wilhelm 
Braun-Feldweg Metal design and technique 1975, p. 11. 
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It is not possible to say simply that the earlier forms and shapes were bellied, the 
later ones straighter, only that some later bellied cast pots were bellied in different 

way. Techniques and skills were lost, and redeveloped; new techniques set new 
possibilities but also new parameters. It also gave new forms an incentive. Just as 
fashion was a trigger and condition for industriousness, so was the pursuit of the 

perfect design or blue print for a tool an underlying factor in the evolution of tool 

making and the tools it produced. 

The case that arose between Downing and Downes suggests that even the contest 
for Darby's patent was as much about skill and the access to skill as it was about 

contesting his claim to have been the original and first inventor. Ultimately, casting 
iron, although the technique had a long tradition, when combined with using sand 
for a more expeditious and much cheapened process of 'recyclable' moulding, 
produced the option to batch production and, from the consumer's point of view, 

more uniform results. 

Wilson sounded a note of caution with regard to industrial development in the 

early-modem period but insists that the "significance of a change should not be 

underestimated because it was slow to gestate or small in result. The spread of 

invention, whether it be root crops, coke smelting or mechanical spinning, was 

necessarily slow to affect aggregate OUtpUt. qvI 12 The case of metal hollowware 

provides some explanation for the delayed or mediated impact of a technology. 

112 Charics Wilson England's apprenticeship 1603-1763 1965, p. 288ff. 
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This chapter investigates how metal cooking vessels were advertised in the later 

part of the eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries. It presents a detailed 

analysis of two specimen advertisements and identifies a list of buzzwords that 

were used as well as the key promotional concepts in force at the time to make 

suggestions about some of the advertising strategies of selling mundane, functional 

objects. The underlying argument is that the advertisements were a form of virtual 
distribution that supplied information about the object to eighteenth-century 

consumers, conveying important messages about the functionality, the 

appropriateness and the desirability of the physical object. Within the study as a 

whole this chapter serves to insert the discourse about objects into the wider 

context of advertising theory and advertising history, in other words advertising 

practice, while trying to identify both the generic and the specific advertising 

strategies employed to sell objects of use. Advertising is treated as an important 

step in the supply-chain, and as integral part of trading activity. This virtual or 
'object-as-advertisement' stage is shown to occupy a pivotal position in the 

object's life cycle. 

Developments in early-modern advertising 

As with all advertising, the influence on customer intentions of purchasing 

hollowware and the impact on the market is difficult to assess, but effectiveness in 

promoting sales is only one aspect of advertising. A culture of promotion and 

signalling, in its premise well developed, was shifting its focus from predominantly 

oral forms of signalling to predominantly written forms. Start dates and end dates 

for these trends are equally elusive, but the shift in medium meant a switch in 

perceptions as to what was regarded as the most effective form of self-promotion. 

As with most devices for aggressive sign posting and form of manipulation, the 

reduced ephemerality on paper gave them a different, in some ways a new, quality. 
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Contemporaries were less worried about the subtler messages and their 
psychological impact, but irritated by the amount of 'puffery', and in the absence 
of a controlling body, the amount of hyperbole and falsehood. Newspaper 

advertising in particular roused their ire. Contemporary outcry against 
advertisements was in many ways general and a matter of taste; it was effectively 
bad taste to advertise in a public newspaper. In others it was more focused than 

advertisers' critics are today. Particularly book and patent medicine advertisements 
aroused suspicion and attracted censure. These criticisms were entertained in 

magazine articles, ' hence magazine reading circles, but here too, there is no survey 
that would chronicle customer response at street-level to help the historian. 

Two contemporary voices at mid-century reflect both the older meaning and the 

new and growing approach. Johnson's definition of 'to advertise' is "to give 
intelligence". 2 Postlethwayt a year later expresses a somewhat less archaic 
definition: "Advertising in the news-papers, in regard to matters of trade and 
business, is now grown a pretty universal practice all over the kingdomes of 
England, Scotland, and Ireland, and it seems to be a very natural way for men of 
business of any kind to communicate what they have to propose to the public. " He 

goes on to saying that it is employed by the government, large trading corporations 
and ends, "And however mean and disgraceful it was looked on a few years since, 
by people of reputation in trade, to apply to the public by advertising in the papers, 

at present it seems to be esteemed quite otherwise, persons of great credit in trade 

experiencing it to be the best, the easiest, and the cheapest method of conveying 
whatever [ ... ], 9.3 If Postlethwayt, writer of the Dictionary commerce and trade and 

various other tracts on the economy, felt the need to insist so much that newspaper 
4 

advertising no longer carried a stigma at mid-century, it suggests some of the 

resistance, perceived or real, that had previously existed and that prompted the 

commentary. His defence goes even further. About newspapers and gazettes, the 

vehicles for advertising, he says: "not many years since it was thought mean and 

1 See Tucker, Susie 1. Protean shape. A study in eighteenth-century vocabulary and usage 1967, 
Chapter 2: 'Censure and Protest, partic. commercialese, the professions'. 2 Samuel Johnson Samuel Johnson's dictionary of the English language Alexander Chalmers (ed-) 
Studio Editions: London 1994 of the original text published in 1756. 
3 Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade and commerce.. 1757, vol. 1, pp. 22-23. 
4 Mal achy Postlethwayt The Universal Dictionary of Trade and Commerce.. 1757, vol. 1, p. 22. 
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disreputable, in any tradesman of worth and credit, to advertise the sale of his 

commodities in a public-newspaper; but as these apprehensions were only founded 

on custom, and not on reason, it is become now fashionable for very eminent 
tradesmen to publish their business, and the peculiar goods wherein they may deal, 
in the news-papers, by way of advertisement" and the author concludes that he 

cannot see "what disgrace there can be in this. "s And not only the London scene 
bought into the expanding form of retailing information. The Shrewsbury 
Chronicle, 6 which started on Monday 23d November 1772, then a booklet of 8 

small pages with a mixture of advertisements, notices and news in three-column 
layout throughout, to appear in weekly issues every Saturday, had an opening 
article by the printer Thomas Wood addressing his readers, and repeated until issue 
four at which point he stresses the usefulness of his publication to a public that had 

to go without a paper and therefore without a means to advertise. 7 

The "need of the imagination", as opposed to bodily or primary needs such as for 
drink and food, warmth and shelter, was already expressed by Barbon, who in his 

Discourse on coining the new money lighter. An answer, maintained as early as 
1696 that wants are created through knowledge of and about commodities. 8 Since 

the term commodity embraces not only physical objects but ideas and aspirations 

as well, just as indeed the object itself does, information of and about commodities 
may be seen to have been the purpose of all advertising even in the eighteenth 
century. In this extended form, the purpose and nature of eighteenth-century 

advertising had an informative quality that has been dismissed or overlooked by 
historians concerned with succeeding forms and twentieth-century developments in 

particular. 

A three-stage model of advertising recognises an early, an intermediate and a 

modern period, starting in the seventeenth century. For the early period, Presbrey 

I Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade and commerce 1757. vol. 1, p. 344. 
6 From January 1773 onwards it was printed on broadsides with four columns on four pages. 
7 See Shrewsbury Chronicle, 23"j November 1772, and repeated thereafter. See also the Liverpool 
Chronicle, 5"' June 1757, which appears to plagiarise liberally from Postlethwayt. 
8 Nicholas Barbon as cited in a footnote reference in Karl Marx Capital. A critique ofpolitical 
economy vol. 1,1990, p. 125. 
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and Sampson attempted a diachronic review of developments, 9 while Elliott and 

Turner look at the twentieth century-10 All four focused on newspaper advertising, 

and commented on the anecdotal quality of the 'puff' and the quaintness of the 

wording. By and large they have been rather disparaging in their assessment. More 

scholarly is Nevett's history, " but he, too suggests that early-modem advertising 

was not of sufficient scale to compare with later eras. The rather low circulation 
figures of newspapers, and the elitist handbill excluded the 'masses'. 

Leiss et al make the nineteenth century their investigative starting point, and 

establish a chronology of phases in which advertising portrayed the things to be 

advertised. Their main thesis is that there was a move from rational to inspirational. 

They treat advertising history as a history of progression from simple to 

sophisticated (an approach for which there is room and reason) but refuse to see the 

merits of advertising strategies within the context of their time. Leiss et al are 

mainly interested in tracking the developments, which created niid-twentieth 
century's advertising culture. They identify four stages, the 'product-oriented 

approach' (1890-1925), 'product symbols' (1925-45), 'personalisation' (1945-65) 
12 ir and the stage of 'market segmentation' (1965-85). Of these stages, the fi st is the 

most interesting for what it describes as the 'product-oriented approach, and the 

attendant social implications. Advertising during this period specifically is judged 

to have been oriented towards the product, with a concentration on copy writing 

and layout to sell new national branded products. 13 

9 See Frank Presbrey The history and development of advertising 1929, and Henry Sampson A HistOY 
of advertisingfrom the earliest times. Illustrated by anecdotes, curious specimen, and biographical 
notes 1874. 
10 See Blanche Beatrice Elliott A history of English advertising 1962, and Ernest Sackville Turner The 
shocking history of advertising 1965. Both represent popular rather than academic approaches to the 
hI istory of advertising. 
I See Terry R. Nevett Adevertising in Britain 1982. 12 See William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, 
? rodticts and images of well-being 1990, pp. 153-159. 
3' Branding is a difficult term and while claims regarding its applicability rage in the absence of 

stringent definition, it is best avoided. It is worth noting, though, that contrary to the view that 
'branding' and 'brand name' constitute a new form of proprietary manifestation and declaration, the 
brand started with the marking of animals, labelling something as 'not yours' and, importantly as 
. mine'. The authors are, however, too intent on giving specific time frames for each stage, when 
much of what they say about stage one, for example, would be applicable to earlier periods. 
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According to Leiss et al, agents and agencies of the nineteenth century 
systernatised and developed new styles of appeal, "leaving behind the 
"announcements" of earlier periods in favour of a persuasive informational 

approach arguing the merits of the product. " Such appeals, in their view, are 
mainly rationalistic, acknowledging that there must be 'reasons why' a product 
should be bought, and that these are mainly use/function based. The advertisement 
consequently feeds to readers such arguments as will persuade and convince them 
that the motivation for wanting to use a product arejustif ied and will remain 
justifiable. The written text is the main carrier of this message, in so far as the text 
is also the main vehicle for conveying the information. 14 Overall, the authors feel 

that the 'industry' lacked institutional isati on such as 'advertising agencies' in the 

eighteenth century, and advertising in the 'modem sense' did not start until the first 
half of the nineteenth century. 15 Restricting their investigation to a fairly limited 

time period has influenced historians' evaluation of the developmental stages for 

late nineteenth and early twentieth-century advertising. The contention is that 

although the history of advertising can be traced back to classical times, the 

psychological sophistication via the use of implied or hidden messages did not 

exist to any appreciable degree until much later, and the move from mere 
information to culture-creating advertising is considered to be an achievement of 
the late twentieth century. There has consequently been a tendency to dismiss 

early-modem advertising as crude and unsophisticated when compared with the 

psychologically manipulative ad-art of more recent times. 16 

The evidence consulted for the present study suggests otherwise. At a time when 

no clear distinction was made between wholesale and retail, the braziers, tin-men 

and ironmongers supplying cooking vessels catered for a market with a relatively 
inelastic demand structure where it was essential to gain and maintain the 

competitive edge. The research has focused on the depiction and description, and 

14 See William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, 
roducts and images of well-being 1990, p. 153. 
See Blanche Beatrice Elliott A history of English advertising 1962, and Terry R. Nevett 

Adeverrising in Britain 1982. See Sampson and Nevett for 'starting date'. 
16 See Frank Presbrey The history and development of advertising 1929, and I fenry Sampson A Histoy 
of adverlisingfrom the earliest times. Illustrated by anecdotes, curious specimen, and biographical 
notes 1874. Both allow for some developments but ultimately treat early-modem examples as 
curiosities. 
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where these were absent the mere mention of cooking vessels made from iron, 
brass and copper with the aim of identifying the advertising strategies employed by 

the makers and suppliers of these commodities. 
Indeed, looking at eighteenth-century advertisements, the reader is readily 
convinced by a more positive assessment than that shown by the writers previously 
discussed. This is evident in McKendrick's investigation of 'George Packwood and 
the commercialization of shaving. The art of eighteenth-century advertising or 
"The way to get money and be happy"'. 17 McKendrick stresses the varied and 

manipulative qualities of eighteenth-century advertising, and suggests that 

newspaper advertisements through their very existence bore evidence to the 

nascent consumer society. It is telling, though, that this assessment tends to be 

more appreciative where the study focuses on the effort and achievements of an 
individual advertiser rather than the development of the phenomenon itself. 

Theories of advertising 

Advertising and marketing in current economic thought assumes a prominent 
position. Its influence goes well beyond a mere aspect of selling techniques to that 

of a tool of power with considerable psychological influence. In consequence, 

advertising covers a huge ideological area and elicits very strong responses. 

A linguistically aware and fast-paced analysis of advertising is given by Goddard 

in The language of advertising. 18 Goddard is concerned with present-day 

advertisements, and it is from twentieth-century material that she draws her 

examples. Yet her analysis, however removed in time, has a number of relevant 

observations to offer for an analysis of material dating from two centuries earlier. 
Goddard reminds her readers that advertising "works", although as a 'culture' 66we 

tend to be aloof and not a little snooty about advertisements". We like to pretend, 
for example, that "while they may work on some (her italics) people", they do not 

work on us. Her findings suggest a more complex reality; in fact advertising works 

on a variety of people and in a range of ways, and sometimes with immediate and 

17 In Neil McKendrick, John Brewer and J. H. Plumb The birth ofa consumer society. The 
commercialization of eighteenth-century England 1982, pp. 146-194. 
18 Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998. 
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measurable results as a rise in items sold. Product manufacturers would not invest 

money in advertisements if they did not. 19 

Goddard makes another, for the present purpose important, connection. 'The 

difference between [ ... I epic production and the local homespun written 

advertisement may (my italics) appear to be huge, but both types of text require [us, 

as) readers, to interact with them, and this can often be a very complex process - 
far removed from the idea of advertisements as simple texts for the simple- 

n-tinded. "20 Whether overtly sophisticated or conspicuously simple, the reader has 

to work to create meaning from the set of visual signs provided. In the process, the 

visual signs on the basis of their meaning turn into signals, but these are not the 

same for all readers. The reason for this is that visual signs and their meaning vary 

according to the respective communication system within which a given reader is 

familiar. This shared communication system lies at the heart of the successful 

communication between advertiser and reader-consumer. It remains to be seen 

what the shared communication system with regard to mundane, functional 

artefacts was in the eighteenth century. What needs stressing is that communication 

systems are themselves malleable, convertible and expandable. Advertisements 

may therefore be seen as initially not inviting or persuading to buy, but to share in 

a communication systern. 

The Latin root for advertising is advertere, which means 'to turn towards' and 
Goddard describes advertisements as attention-seeking devices. Beyond that there 

is no one defining set of characteristics of an advertisement; rather, it is a 

combination of traits. In the widest sense an advertisement is a declaration of 

something. Frequently, it also makes a proposition of sale. Even art-house 

advertising that withholds almost all reference to the product, for example life-style 

clothing or a banking service, including the name of the company intent on selling 

it, is a statement about a service, however coyly or deviously presented. Strictly 

speaking, anything that makes a point in its own favour, or gives justification as to 

its existence, could be called an advertisement. Their aim is to catch the reader's 

19 Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, p. 2. 
20 Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, p. 2. 
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awareness as to the message, and to hold it either to trigger an immediate action or, 

to make the reader in general favourably disposed towards the thing advertised. 21 

Given that advertisements are not ain-dessly deployed, but envisage a target 

audience, the addressee in its widest form is aimed at every individual, the 'you' in 

every body. Advertisements seek to mitigate exclusion - nobody needs to feel 

excluded - while at the same time inducing a sense of privilege. 22 In reality, all 

advertisements aim for and can realistically only hope to succeed with those 

readers who more or less share the qualities and values, which the advertisement 

embodies and, per force, advertises. 

Advertising has a privileged role in communicating messages. It is a medium free 

to voice, describe, promote, and in the process to re-enforce and enshrine such 

marker values and the goods which carry them, and hence it has become "the 

privileged discourse for the circulation of messages and social cues about the 

interplay between persons and objects. " Leiss et al argue that as the consumer 

society "evolved and matured" marketing and advertising evolved, and by 

implication, matured with it. 23 They observe that while in 'modem consumer 

society' many more goods are made available to consumers than previously, the 

fundamental characteristic of material objects, which is to serve as 'markers' of 

social status in addition to satisfying immediate needs, is preserved. Essentially, all 

forms of relaying information about products and their positive traits are a form Of 

advertising. The difference between the word-of-mouth 'advice' and more formal 

ways of verbal hawking of products is that word-of-mouth works within a small 

community (social and geographical) whereas 'advertising' proper tackles, and 

with greater or lesser success overcomes the problem of distance (geographical). 

Consumers far removed from the showcase window, or the workshop with its 

display shelves can be informed about the products there available. 21 Overcoming 

social/cultural distance is less manifestly successful with advertising; targeting a 

social group by advertising a product seen to be outside this social group's range, 

21 Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, p. II- 
22 See Angela Goddard 7he language of advertising. Written texts 1998 for a discussion, pp. 30-3 1. 
23 William Lciss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, products 
and images of well-being 1990, p. 50. 
2' 

Uliam 
Lciss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, products 

and images of well-being 1990, p. 40. 
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for example, inferior, is not likely to be successful. Neither is success guaranteed 
for instance where the product is 'superior', despite Veblenesque persuasions and 
tendencies. 

Advertising: goods - virtually supplied 

The virtual supply of goods and services permits the trades-person to overcome his 
or her greatest challenge; finite, and geographically and temporally bounded 

supply. By extending the existence of the goods, and his or her own from the 
merely physical to a virtual existence through a medium that held the potential of 
manifold reproduction of this existence, ephemeral though it was, the advertising 
tradesperson multiplied his or her presence in the market. A given advertisement 
can only represent, pars pro toto, a reflection of the supplier and their activities, 
but at the same time it promises more than the total in situ because the claims from 
the customers which it invites, project a point in time in the future when such 
claims will be honoured. Both virtual and physical distribution had the goal of 
changing and, importantly, expanding audiences and one's own capacity, and 
thereby tying together production and consumption, seemingly at pole ends to each 
other. 

Problems with information, obtaining it, and its reliability, also characterise the 
process of circulation and exchange. Appadurai differentiates between primary and 
bulk commodities as opposed to finished articles destined for end-consumers. In 
his view the circles of human actors who are involved in further processing and 
transforming the commodity experience less difficulty in accumulating knowledge 

about the commodity, and in filling the gaps. 25 William Reddy's essay shows the 
durability of knowledge and practices, namely that "the vast edifice of everyday 
knowledge [of a given sector of con-unodities] changed slowly, uncertainly, and 

reluctantly. [ ... I In complex early modem systems of commodity flow, [ ... ] the 

relationship between technical knowledge, taste, and political regulation are 
complex and slow to change. Ways of knowing, judging, trading, and buying are 

25 See Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai 
(ed. ) The social life of things. Contmodiiies in cultural perspective 1992. p. 43. 
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harder to change than ideologies about guilds, prices, or production. "26 It took a 

century, until the nineteenth century according to Reddy, for 'goods' to become 

reconceived as 'products', in other words, for an exchange framework conceived 
from the consumer's and trader's viewpoint to shift to a framework conceived from 

the producer's viewpoint. 27 Problems caused by distance, the distance between 

production, distribution and consumption, can be geographical, cultural and, in 

complex economies, institutional. In England, regulations such as those making 

unlawful engrossing, or collusion of what where perceived and codified to be 

different trades imposed and institutionalised a gap between the different economic 

agentS. 28 Furthermore, knowledge is segmented and fragmented as it is passed 

around between producers, distributors and speculators, and consumers because 

knowledge about commodities is itself more and more turned into and used as a 

commodity. This process is seen as being specific to complex capitalistic societies 

rather than 'traditional' ones, because it requires a critical level of complexity and 

need for differentiation and specialisation to sustain the additional layer of 

commoditisation. 29 

Reddy comments on knowledge, and encyclopaedic knowledge: "it is worth noting 

that close examination of the humble commodities of day-to-day commerce not 

only draws attention to the encyclopedic array of knowledge that persons must be 

able to command in order to maintain a social routine, but also reveals again the 

necessary intimacy that always subsists between social relationships and objects. 00 

Reddy does not discuss and develop this aspect, but posits it as a given, already in 

the introduction: "thought about commodities, like thought about persons and 
institutions, is necessarily encyclopedic in scope. That is, to act coherently, persons 

26 See Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai 
(ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 46, summarising Reddy. 
27 See William M. Reddy 'The structure of a cultural crisis: thinking about cloth in France before and 
after the revolution' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural 
perspective 1992, p. 261; see Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' 
in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, pp. 46- 
47, for a commentary. 
28 Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 48, addresses this point. 
29 Arjun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 
The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 54. 
30 William M. Reddy 'The structure of a cultural crisis: thinking about cloth in France before and after 
the revolution' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) The social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 
1992, p. 282. 
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must organize vast numbers of detail [about objects] according to simple [better: 

simplifying], overarching categories and principles. " In his view this feature of the 
human mind, the need for patterning, limits the amount and kinds of change that 

can occur, or rather the amount of change that human beings, given any degree of 
influence over the matter, will feel comfortable with allowing to occur. 31 

As the traditions and cultural continuities began to disintegrate, (the authors in this 

case trace this development back to the sixteenth century) the previously relatively 

stable forms of need and its satisfaction disappeared. Advertising and the 

marketplace itself began to assume the tasks of instructing individuals in how to 

match their needs and wants. Market culture meant the multiplication of choice as 

opposed to self-sufficiency, which had limited and constrained choice, and what 

was formerly the role of cultural traditions was now taken on by marketing and 

advertising. 32 

Advertising as information 

Knowledge about commodities is another way of influencing and owning the 

surrounding material world. 33 The transfer of a product of making into a product of 

31 William M. Reddy 'The structure of a cultural crisis: thinking about cloth in France before and after 
the revolution' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) Vie social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 
1992, p. 261. 
32 William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, products 
and images of well-being 1990, Part 2: Advertising and media', here Chapter 4: (with Roman 
Onufrijchuk) 'Origins of the consumer culture - The sense of satisfaction', pp. 63-71, specifically p. 
65. The authors are intent on supporting their argument that marketing and advertising was a form of 
middle-manning which was needed, and developed in response to this need, when society made the 
transition from industrial to consumer society. Cut off from the experience of 'making'. the authors 
rather naively assume, however, that a state of near self-sufficiency and home and locally produced 
products prevailed until about 1900, a timing that supports their claim, since it 'coincides' with the 
proliferation of advertising agencies, another indicator that advertising was now assuming cultural 
status. See above also for Part 2: 'Advertising and media'. here Chapter 4: (with Roman Onufrijchuk) 
; Origins of the consumer culture - From industrial to consumer society' pp. 51-63. 
3 For a useful comment on the relationship between knowledge and understanding see for example 

the philosopher A. C. Grayling The mystery of things 2004, Introduction, p. 1: "Knowledge is a great 
treasure but there is one thing higher than knowledge, and that is understanding. Mere information 
by itself is worth little, unless it is arranged in ways that make sense to its possessors and enable them 
to act effectively and to live well. To make sense of irtforniation - to understand It - one has to put it 
intofruitful relationship with other information, and grasp the meaning of Ihat relationship., which 
impliesfinding patterns, learning lessons, drawing inferences, and as a result seeing the whole. 77jis 
task - achieving understanding - is par excellence the task ofthilosophy. There are many resourres 
people can use to attain understanding, but three are of special value to philosophy, because they 
supply the best materialsfor reflection. They are science, history <sk>, and the arts. 77iese 
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possession and use has both an abstract or conceptual and a physical or concrete 

side to it. Before the exchange or sale of an object becomes feasible, the potential 
buyers need to know about it in order to develop the idea that they want to own the 

product. This stage of creating 'want' by developing ideas of want is closely linked 

to ideas about how a given object may be owned and used. Only then, in a second 

stage, does the potential buyer need to be given access to the product in order to 

acquire and own it physically. 

Mc C. Adams warns against conceptualising the mental process of using 
information as a simple form of storing and retrieving larger or smaller masses of 

undifferentiated bits of data. The data that are required to enable its user to make a 

decision are characterised by a high level of contingency, or connected-ness-34 
Leiss et al draw attention to a seminal article on the relation between advertising 

and information by George Stigler, who argues for advertising being an important 

source of information to consumers. " Provisioning takes time and energy, with the 

potential threat of not finding the right, the cheapest, the best, whatever the criteria 

at the time had been, putting those seeking to acquire under additional 

psychological pressure. Advertising provides some if not all of the information, 

truncated initially, and is therefore an information service which consumers or 

potential consumers accept and seek out. By Stigler's admission, the relationship 

between consumer-seeker and advertisement-informant sketched out above, is 

more relevant in the case of 'classifieds' and retail advertising, which does 

according to Leiss et al "little more than to show that a product is available at a 

particular place at a specific price', . 
36 

The label of 'small ad' and 'classified style' were of course the very labels that 

have been levelled in accusatory tone against early modem, that is pre-nineteenth 

century, advertising. Rather than look at advertising pre-1800 in its own right, it 

enterprises are tenses that bring intofocus the three connected things we most wish to grasp: the 
world of nature, the nature of humanity, and the value in both. " 
34 Robert Me C. Adams 'Trade in civilization studies' in Jeremy Sabloff and C. C. Lamberg- 
Karlovsky (cds) Ancient civilisations and trade 1975, p. 453. 
35 George Stigler Me Econon-dcs of Information' Journal ofpolitical economy 1961 is referred to by 
Leiss et al in William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, 
products and images of well-being 1990, p. 4 1. 
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was, one suspects, easier to condemn it to the 'pre-modem' and 'unsophisticated' 

era of puffery, far removed from the trajectory of growth and accruement that has 
been claimed for advertising after the watershed of 1800. With regard to the 
examples relating to metal hollowware, it remains to be seen whether or not the 
advertisements rose beyond the level of mere product information with its essential 
questions of what, where, who and how much. 37 

A further a point of debate centres on the extent to which the provision of 'basic 
information' and the form/media of these early advertisements constituted 
something akin to the psychological manipulation associated with 'modem' 

advertising. For the recent 'modem' period investigators have come to see 
manipulation as being synonymous with associative advertising and life-style 

advertising - two forms of self-representation that take the audience's focus away 
from the product and onto their state of being. Given the possibilities of combining 
sound (voice, music) and picture (still, moving, combination) with carefully timed 

appearances, in other words planned consumer-advertisement encounters, as well 
as the possibility of flooding entire geographical areas with text, picture, sound and 
third-product advertising, they may be forgiven for mistaking the media for the 

advertisement. The media available to eighteenth-century advertisers were in the 

process of being developed, and in this development advertising played its part, as 
driving force and financial power. 38 

Leiss et al make the point that in affluent societies, characterised by the availability 
of goods beyond and surplus to what is needed, where choice extends quickly 
beyond the capacities of the individual, the individual consumer's choices can no 
longer be rational. The individual consumer has to strike a compromise between 

the time available to make a decision, his or her desire to make an informed and 

sensible choice, the financial means available and the geographical but also 

cultural/status obstacles, which might impede or render more difficult the 

36 William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in adveriising. Persons. products 
and images of well-being 1990, p. 4 1. 
37 Price for one, is not a feature of early advertisements, since fixed prices were only slowly gaining 
acceptance in the course of the eighteenth century. 
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acquisition process. Consumers "want to be persuaded". 39 The defences for 

advertising are simple, conclude Leiss at al.; advertising is "part and parcel of a 
highly industrialised, market-oriented society" whose participants need both 

informative and persuasive communications to help them with the decision-making 

processes required of them in their role as functional members-40 

In a simplified model of the marketplace there are three roles for its human actors, 

producer, trader, and end-consumer. For this role-play to work and function 

effectively, at some point in the retailing and wholesaling process, an exchange of 

information and persuasion has to take place. Advertising can be viewed as a form 

of extremely unstable dialogue though the positions would appear to be fixed: 

advertiser/sender and audience/receptor. Advertising can more helpfully be treated 

as a form of communication, a one-way communication. Most persuasively, 

advertising and its materials can be viewed as 'educational' in that advertisers 
inform their audiences of novelty, real or pretended, or availability, and furnish 

them initially the very words, images, ideas and, more subtly, social concepts about 

having and not having, want and desire. Only in a further step do they furnish the 

goods their promotional literature promised. Consequently, it is legitimate to treat 

advertisements as a source to investigate the negotiation process. 

Reading advertisements assumes a considerable amount of cultural knowledge 

about how texts of different types function, for example, advertisements, recipes, 

poems and novels. No text makes sense without its cultural context, and no text 

exists without therefore making reference to other teXtS. 41 Some readers may use 

this actively by inter-textuality, that is, they may be directed to think of a specific 

other text as a device to entertain or challenge. The reader of an advertisement 

38 For example, see William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. 
Persons, products and images of well-being 1990, Part 2: Advertising and the media, here Chapter 5: 
; Advertising and the development of communications media', pp. 91-122. 9 See William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, 
products and images of well-being 1990, p. 44. Leiss et al draw on research by Staffan Linder, a 
Swedish economist: The harried leisure class 1970. 40 William Leiss, Stephen Kline, Sut Jhally Social communication in advertising. Persons, products 
and lina8es of well-being Nelson Canada: Scarborough/Ontario etc. 1990 second revised and enlarged 
edition, p. 45. 
41 See Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts Intertext Series, Routledge: London 
and New York 1998, pp. 79- 10 1, for an expose on 'Cultural Variation' that centrcs on texts and their 
cultural context. 
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consequently needs to have a certain amount of cultural knowledge, for the 

advertisement to work. At a basic, structural level, for example, the reader needs to 

know the rules of reading - in the Western world from left to right. This has 

important repercussions for the way Westerners 'read' or approach pictorial 

material and pictures. The essence of successful advertising copy is about 
"encoding the right conceptS,, 42, which are those concepts that work in the culture 

or group whose members are the intended addressees of the advertisement. 

There is good reason for treating advertising as a variant or particular form of 
distribution. As with the supply of physical artefacts, something - some thing - is 

being put on a trajectory from sender to receiver. In both cases the sender is the 
defined and the receiver the undefined factor; in other words, the sender is specific 
to the thing sent, whereas the receiver is not. The difference is one of mediurn. 
Advertising supplies its subject matter virtually, together with a range of ideas, 

concepts and notions that contextualise the object it sets out ostensibly to sell. It is 

these ideas, concepts and notions that underpin its efforts to increase consumption, 

to trigger acquisition. Advertising is the vehicle that supplies the very words the 

actors in the market place need to act, to perform, to interact, whereby supply 
becomes a thing far more complex than a simple trajectory between A and B. 

Advertising has been defined as a conduit, 

"through which meaning is constantly being poured in its movement from 
the culturally constituted world to consumer goods. Through advertising, 
old and new goods are constantly giving up old meanings and taking on 
new ones. As active participants in this process, we are kept informed of 
the present state and stock of cultural meaning that exists in consumer 
goods. To this extent, advertising serves us as a lexicon of current cultural 
meanings. In large part, it is advertising that maintains a consistency 
between [ ... ] the 'order of culture' and the 'order of goods. "4' 

`2 Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, P. SO. 
43 McCracken is referring to what Sahlins cafls the "order of culture" and die "order of goods" 
(Sahlins, 1976, p. 178). See Grant McCracken Culture and consumption. New approaches to the 
symbolic character of consumer goods and activities 1990. p. 79. 
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The messages designed to attract and convince potential customers supplied in the, 

first instance not the item itself but the information that gave the target audience a 

vocabulary and knowledge about the commodity and the services offered around it. 

Concerned with fostering 'needs' and 'wants' in their potential customers, and 
intent on increasing their number, the braziers, tin-men and ironmongers had to see 

that their advertisements communicated the right image of the person trading, the 

shop, the services, and the wares. The more solid and tangibly material, the better 

the sales proposition in an age where all social strata loved the theatrical, the 

masked, the dressed-up, the veiled. 

The audience 

The target audiences for both handbill and newspaper were the literate and 

sufficiently well off, in other words, those who had the means and the interest to 

read the daily or weekly papers and advertisers, who had bills made out for goods 

they purchased, in short, those who cared to be, or to become, proficient members 

of a developing consumer culture. 44 It highlights how advertising, as it has become 

ubiquitous, has also become more democratic since then, though it is still 

advertising the dreams of the middling sort. It is in this inner world of projection 

and imagination, and here Brewer's Pleasures of the Imagination come to mind, 

that the back stage kitchen with its mundane pots and pans could effortlessly and 

without sanctions become, if only at times, a front-stage priority. 

44 Shopkeepers' bills, where they addressed private individuals, addressed a clientele from the 
middling sort upwards. They frequently addressed gentlemen and ladies, and may indeed have aimed 
for a mixed clientele, given that there would appear no outright and overt bias in favour of male 
customers. It would seem safe to assume that the need to emphasis the addressees' gender only arises 
where consensus as to what they are is crumbling. Despite the fact that many examples now preserved 
in collections show the printed part only, because collectors in many cases appear to have trimmed off 
the bill-part, possibly to make collecting easier. The primary way of distributing shopkeepers' bills or 
handbills, presumably, was to customers, who received a copy with their purchases. One example in 
the Shrewsbury Record Office, Attingharn Papers Collection, from a confectioner who expressly 
states on his card that due to the fraudulent use of his good name, not a single consignment will leave 
his premises without this, his handbill as proof of authenticity, to protect his name and reputation. The 
target audience in this case would be customers who had used the tradesman at least once; the 
advertising purpose would be to foster loyalty, and by extension, recommendation to friends and 
acquaintances of these persons. Newspapers, which by their nature, circulated more widely, in some 
cases nationally, and more anonymously, had a different catchment area geographically, but because 
of their relatively high price, were equally 'elitist'. Coffee houses (in London) and the circulation Of 
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The middling sort and audience of eighteenth century advertisements were a 

visually proficient group, whose experience of symbolism in writing and painting, 

sculpture and architecture would have been honed from childhood onwards. The 

exposure to considerations of perspective in drawing, tasteful arrangement and 
Classical ideals of balance and ornament would have meant that they would have 

45 been highly perceptive and receptive. 

Advertisements, or rather, their writers, make use of the fact that the reader 
engages with them, approaches them, in an active way. Readers, and even target 

audiences are not a homogenous mass and never have been, so the level of active 
engagement has always varied. The early-modem reader was not the passive 

receptacle of a message designed to stimulate and manipulate action, since to be a 
receiver itself requires action, but to a greater or lesser extent someone whose own 
interests and knowledge would come to bear on the message contained in the 

advertisement. One contention is that their appeal is that of today's classifieds. But 

the very emphasis on information and detail whether in form of text or pictures 

provides what today's often impressionist and atmosphere-creating screen-ads no 
longer provide: the terminology needed to talk about things. 

Within the context of an informed readership, it is interesting to note that how to 

write copy was not amongst the skills taught in the various instructional books for 

trades people available at the time. Whilst these books featured draft bills, letters 

and arithmetic tables for wage calculations and currency conversions they did not 

outline what a well-crafted advertisement should look like. Nor did they comment 

on the respective merits of handbill advertising as opposed to the use of 

newspapers or give guidance on how to target a specific readership. 

This targeting is a concern to the historian, no less than the advertiser. Questions 

that take us beyond the text, from advertiser to their audience and the group of 

potential buyers are, for instance, who selected and decided which items to buy, 

the 'weeklies' well beyond their 'sell-by' date notwithstanding, the socially low and those of modest 
means are not the potential customers whose attention these advertisemcnts seek. 
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who ordered and who made the purchase? What were contemporary attitudes with 

regard to the appropriate, as opposed to the factual/actual buyer? These questions 

are particularly pertinent when investigating the virtual distribution of mundane 
kitchenware. 

Some historians like Colley warn against the dangers of exaggerating the size and 

social depth of the audience for mid-eighteenth century art and printed ephemera. 

She claims that seventy percent of the population lived in the countryside and that 

newspapers were expensive items made accessible largely via coffee houses, a 

London phenomenon. 46 It is difficult to balance the limited insight about reading 

habits in coffee-houses, where newspapers could be read for the price of a drink 

and read out to those who could not read, with the little that is known about 

newspaper circulation and about practices of reading, and in turn with figures for 

literacy levels, and newspaper circulation numbers. It is, for example, conceivable 

that reading and re-reading took place in the context of a different concept of 

'news', and that the 'freshest advice' from yesterday's news were both cause and 

effect for the apparent longevity of some handbill and newspaper advertisements. 
Reading habits and expectations of what was being read, too, were very likely 

different. Newspapers were handed around and, read well after their 'sell-by date'. 

London papers were read in London coffee shops but they also travelled into the 

country, where there was an extensive distribution network of both provincial and 

London newspapers. 47 

Eighteenth-century household manuals, which did so much to multiply recipes and 

menu plans, stressed that these were areas of expertise esteemed specifically as 

female accomplishments. A wife's ability to manage a household with economy 

certainly played an important role in maintaining and securing a family's 

wherewithal. Whether most housewives saw newspapers, and therefore had the 

opportunity to acquire directly the information contained in them, remains 

45 See Maxine Berg and Helcri Clifford 'Commerce and the commodity: graphic display and selling 
new consumer goods in eighteenth-century England' in M. North and D. Ormrod Art markets in 
Europe 1400-1800 1998, p. 193ff. 
46 Linda Colley Britons: forging the nation 1707-1837 1994. 
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uncertain. What is certain is that the two advertisements now to be examined would 
seem particularly pertinent to a female readership. 

A shopkeeper's handbill: 48 a visual journey 

The human eye is a tool equipped to focus on a fairly small area at any one time. 
When faced with visual information it has to move around and over the area that 
holds the information, in order to establish its shape. No strict sequence applies in 

cases where it has to deal with non-linear visual information. Consequently, when 
confronted with Elwell & Taylor's handbill, the eyes of the reader have to go on a 
visual journey. 

The shopkeeper's bill of Elwell & Taylor of London can be dated to the 1760s. 49 It 

displays some of the standard elements: the traditional shop sign, the frame 

surrounding a central part with text engraved in 'copperplate hand'. The first thing 

to strike the eye is the imposing shop-sign, the 'Lock and Hinge' and the large 

lettering of the name 'Elwell and Taylor'. The coffee um and the vertical jack pose 

as framing pillars to the sign. A similarly weighty bookcase in the bottom left 

comer, and the grate, to the right counterbalances the heavy top. The eyes move 
back up again, now properly to take in the coffee um (up left) and the vertical jack 

(right), while at the same time trying to deal with the tantalising clutter that is 

sitting, standing, dangling, hanging from every convenient hook and in every 

cranny of the frame. The eyes of the reader perform a merry dance as they home in, 

and move around the surface area, virtually 'feeling' the visual elements, some of 

them attracting and retaining the gaze more than others. 

47 'The men who carry the news' was a common phrase in provincial newspapers. Though it mainly 
referred to local rather London newspapers, they too went out by the same method. See as an example 
Sussex Weekly Advertiser for 25 March 175 1. 
48 British Museum Prints and Drawings Heal collection of trade cards and bill heads no. 85.99. See 
Plate 4.1, p. 134. 
49 British Museum[Prints and Drawings: Heal Collection, no. 85.98. A bill head 'at die Lock and 
Hinge', exists dated 1766, though (John) Elwell is then not in a partnership with Taylor. The use of 
the shop sign rather than a house number dates it at not much later than 1762. Its current size is circa 
21cm by 16 V2 cm. 
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The range of depicted objects is wide: from the parlour, represented by the coffee 
urn, to the kitchen, with the vertical jack, from the bedchamber, via the warming 
pan to the workshop, where the anvil and hammers, but also the carpenter's tools 
would be appropriate. Whether small wares like candle-stick and dredger, or big 
items like the book case, the advertisement behaves like a box of toys: stove-grate, 
mill, saucepan with lid, grid-iron, pot with handle, mortar and pestle, trivett, 
smoothing iron, poker, shovel, spade, plate and cutlery, a roller, a chain, and a 
decorative door knockerjust below shop sign. The pictorial impression is intended 
to leave, virtually and literally, no space for doubt that Elwell and Taylor do what 
they also spell out in the text: "Houses Compleatly Furnish'd". Because of the way 
in which the items are presented, there is a tension between integration and 
presentation. The compositional balance in weight prevails over any hierarchy of 
objects or classification of the objects. This sees the saw hang next to the warming 
pan and the jack stands higher than the bookcase. However, the items are carefully 
arranged, creating a balance that is without severity; and the different nature of the 
objects assure the asymmetry the rococo so liked. The sensation of dynamism is 

generated by the lack of centre. The bold tactile frame surrounding faint and 
smooth text has the eye plunge every time it tries to locate the central focus. 
Strictly speaking, there is none. 

Where in some advertisements the frame functions like a picture frame, solid and 

substantial, in the one promoting Elwell and Taylor it is so restrained and thin that 

the stock rococo element, the acanthus, is looking wispy and weak with its leaves 

barely sprouting from the stem. The additional thin trailing of flowers look more 
like an after-thought. Perhaps there is an element of parody here. In any case, to 

proficient readers of shopkeepers' bills, it would have been obvious that in the 

present case homage is paid to prevailing ideas as to what a proper advertisement 

should contain. For instance, a frame, but at the same time its prominence has been 

reduced in favour of a greater priority, display. This skeleton of a frame is reduced 
to shelf space. While the frame itself is acting as a shelf and display board, it draws 

attention to other changes. An equally solid anvil has replaced the solidity of the 

customary shell or scroll, the usual flourish or floral swag has been replaced by the 

equally decorative tea-um. It forcefully emphasises the near-tangible solidity of the 



136 
4. Virtualdistribution 

goods that have become part of it. Arguably, this represents the conscious attempt 
at spelling out in pictures the inventory of manufactures available and a conscious 
attempt at integrating them into a pleasing whole. All in all, it is a piece of graphic 
flamboyancy that could be expected to attract the eye, though some examples are 

yet more striking. 

Visuals and text 

The pictures here complement the text, and there is no duplication of information. 
The combined effect of text and double-frame is to bounce the reader's eye around 
the surface of the total image. The eye goes on a journey from the prominent shop- 

sign with its heavy shaded background, taking in the utensils left and right of the 

spiky extensions of the frame. It then jumps to the large lettering of the text 
heading, taking with it the name, to progress in leaps and bounds from left to right, 

right to left, slowed and intrigued by the possibility of reading the frame anti- 

clockwise against reading convention. It is thrown in and out of the text with its 

sub-headings, reaches the bottom with its solid items being the counterweight to 

the top, finally wanders, reading upwards until ready to submit to the relative 
exertion of reading the visually tightly packed text, that is, to approach it 

systematically. The process may be less clearly divided than the above 'journey' 

suggests, but there comes the point, when both eye and mind are ready to focus on 

the textual elements, or linguistic devices of the advertisement. If we consider this 

effect, the dangling objects, which seemed strangely lacking in decorative quality, 
become a conscious device rather than an unfortunate compromise. 

Not surprisingly, there are examples of both greater realism and specificity, just as 

there are examples where the emphasis was even stronger on the generic. On the 

whole, the depiction of the goods is three-dimensional and fairly detailed and 

realistic. It makes sense. It is easier for the customer to ask for something when 

you have at least a nominal idea as to what it should look like. It would in theory 

make sense for the tradesman, too. Particularly in cases where a patented object is 

advertised, one would wish the customer to have a fixed idea along the lines of 
'this one and no other'. In this respect, my experience is that depictions tend to be 
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rather too vague to be 'patent fit'; presumably any desire for exactness is def led by 

the need for secrecy. With regard to hollowware in particular, my impression is 

that in early examples something pot-like was deemed to be sufficient. Later 

examples are similarly 'generic'. but the idea as to what is 'pot-ish' has changed. 
Eventually, it included square 'canteen style' vessels. 

In a way, it is artificial and misleading to separate or differentiate between pictorial 

and textual elements. Both are visual. Both operate through the effective 

contrasting of structured and unstructured surfaces that are given different levels of 

resistance to decoding by the brain. In text this is achieved through the employment 

of different font styles and sizes. A proficient reader's eyes are trained to take in 

word entities just as they do pictorial elements. So the procession around the frame 

also lifts words and phrase fragments from the text. One would have to caution, 
though, that the copperplate hand through its relative unfamiliarity prevents most 

of us today from experiencing the text with the same degree of visual immediacy 

that would have been the case for a contemporary audience. 

The frame proper formed three fields: shop-sign, text field, and display-cartouche 

(box) for big items. It is echoed by the delicate writing inside the frame. The text 

proper is equally divided into three parts. The top part contains the credentials of 
the firm. Elwell & Taylor lay claim to being triple-professionals: Smiths, 

Ironmongers & Braziers. They have succeeded a Mr Thomas Stephens at 'The 

Lock and Hinge', suggesting continuity in the line of business that is being done at 
that addreSS. 50 It is the second and the third part that enumerate the products and 

services that Elwell and Taylor supply. The impression of reading a formal letter is 

reinforced by the nota bene, abbreviated to 'N. B. ', which starts four lines from tile 
bottom. Both second and third parts are introduced by a heading in print-style 

writing and announce 'Make and Sell', but the text does not then go on to list 

objects for sale. Instead, the text evokes the areas where things are needed: houses, 

mills, rooms, halls, and laundries. 

50 British Museum/Prints and Drawings: Heal Collection, no. 85-98. I'lic use of a shop-sign rather 
than a house-number indicates that the handbill may be dated as up to and around 1762, when shop- 
signs were abolished by act of Parliament. 
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The list of the words that appear makes for interesting reading. It is a role call for 

eighteenth-century advertising staples: all sorts, most reasonable, likewise, best 

(three times), neat. It is an exercise in ringing keywords, and in the "Nota Bene" 

alone, four key-adjectives, two of them in their superlative, 'original', 'new', 

'compleatest' and 'lowest', are sounded. Overall, the range of adjectives is 

standard, and limited. There is no experimenting with long or unusual qualifiers; 

most are short, and their use is restrained. We do not find strings of adjectives. 
Fairly standard, too, is the range of superlatives: most, compleatest (2), lowest, best 

(3). Considering this, the use of 'genteel' here is untypically ambiguous. And yet, 

in the phrase 'fit for genteel Rooms, Halls or Laundrys' just below the second 
"Make and Sell", the reader's mind is tricked into the wholesale extension of 
'genteel' right through to the (backstage) laundry. but if the range of adjectives is 

limited, each one carries with it a baggage of meaning culled from countless other 

advertisements. 

The advertisement is at pains to give equal prominence to the two aspects of the 

business; 'make' and 'sell'. These stand for two different areas of expertise. 
'Making', in other words, producing, on the one hand, links to the wares so 

produced, whilst 'selling', which means receiving wares and guiding customerst 

extends to or is synonymous with 'services'. 'make and sell' occur twice, and there 

are two further instances of made or making. This is balanced by marking in bold 

type fount wholesale and retail halfway through the text, as a direct reference to 

practices of selling. Importantly, wholesale and retail points to a discerning 

approach to selling practices, since they are specific to two different sets of 

customer expectations; and consequently demand different services and treatment. 

An alternative reading of 'make and sell' is that it declares the wares as either 
&own' or 'approved' since much work was put out to individual craftsmen as well 

as produced in the shop-holders' own workshops. 

Campbell whose London Tradesman, published in 1747, advised parents who were 

seeking to apprentice their offspring on which profession to choose; an eighteenth- 

century equivalent to a careers advice handbook. At mid-century Campbell's 

brazier is no longer assumed to manufacture himself the wares he sells, but he has 
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to be proficient in judging the craftsmanship and quality of pieces he orders from 

the workshops .51 By employing the 'make and sell' device, Elwel I and Taylor 
indicate to the reader that they are not mere retailers unable to judge good and poor 
quality, but that they possess the expertise of both makers and sellers. One 

reinforces the other. 

Three sales-concepts underpin the above. They are expressed in the use of 
'compleately', 'reasonable' and 'dispatch'. Firstly, the notion of completeness is 

stressed throughout the text, emphasising comprehensiveness. Completeness is 

coupled with quality, but it is also presented as a quality in itself. 

Comprehensiveness of stock is stressed in the use of "all Sorts" (twice), an 

advertising staple of the time. Twice we read 'in the Compleatest Manner'. and 
houses, and by now one suspects that this includes all spaces that would 

conceivably benefit from furnishing, are 'Compleatly Fumishd'. Services are 

comprehensive in all three lines of metalworking, and ennobled by the suggestion 

that as triple professionals Elwell &Taylor possess the expertise and the contacts 

that go with it. At which point, completeness becomes synonymous with another 

advertising coup, choice. Secondly, there is the attribute 'reasonable'. Prices in 

eighteenth century are so frequently referred to as being 'lowest' and "most 

reasonable rates" that it is easy to overlook and dismiss these claims as 

commonplace. "most reasonable" suggests two elements of meaning. In the first 

instance, prices are not high, and in the second, they are governed by reason. 
Elwell & Taylor's prices make economic sense. A third underpinning is the 

assurance of 'Care & Dispatch'. Elwell and Taylor execute customers' orders and 

requirements "with the Utmost Care & Dispatch". Care and speed are part of their 

services, suggesting that the customer can have complete confidence in them. 

Old versus new 

Both mending and re-tinning services belong to a particular ethos and attitude 
towards 'old'. It contrasts with but also complements the attitude to the 'new' and 

51 See R. Campbell The London tradesman, being a compendious view of all the trades, professions, 
arts, both liberal and mechanic, now practised in the cities of London and Westminster 1747, 
reprinted 1969, pp. 177-8 for his description of brazier's profession. 
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fashionable. It is helpful to think of these two labels in terms of opposites - soft 

and aggressive, embracing and confrontational, the difference between keeping and 

rejecting. The reader, and potential customer, who is given the information and 

terminology required to imagine himself/herself in the role of customer and 

subsequently to assume it, is confronted with two opposing aspects of owning, 

which are acquiring and getting rid. Consequently, he or she has to balance old 

versus new, and the space and importance to be accorded to it. 

It is at this point that there is room for a tug-of-war, potentially leading to an 
inability to decide, resulting in non-purchase, and at the very least to 

procrastination and delay. Colin Campbell's rhetoric of 'need' and 'want' is helpful 

here. 52 The rhetoric of 'need' and want' as set out by Campbell, is essentially a 

rhetorical device, a voiced or even unvoiced speech act, that allows the consumer 

to rationalise and justify the act of acquisition and proceed from there to purchase. 

It should be evident, that in order to perform the speech act, the arguments of pro 

and contra, words are needed. Advertisements furnish these words. in fact, they 

frequently furnish ready-made arguments to help the reader along. There is the 

potential for conflict between old and new. To prevent an impasse, the consumer 

needs a 'third way' argument that allows him or her to reconcile the two: they are 

encapsulated in 'mending' and 're-tinning', or recycling. 

This advertisement may not have offered an entirely new arguments for preserving 

the old, by mending and re-tinning used pots, or by allocating value to scrap metal. 

These were advertising staples and standard services. However, by putting into 

their advertisement what can be assumed to have been taken for granted by 

cighteenth-century customers, Elwell and Taylor, like many others, were drawing 

attention to this 'third way'. It is not something that 'happens', it is something that 

is 'needed' and 'wanted'. The customer's wish is their command. 

52 See Colin Campbell The romantic ethic and the spirit of modem consumerism 1989. 
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A newspaper advertisementS3 
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Like most newspaper advertising of the time, the one chosen here for analysis does 

not have pictorial elements to embellish the message. However, it uses layout to 

attract attention. It takes the form of a formal address or notice. It has a title, or 

headline, an introductory first part, a second part in form of a two-column list, and 

a concluding part, which as in the previous example is announced by the letters 

"NB", for'note well'. The heading, "TO FAMILIES FURNISHING KITCHENS" 

sets the scene. Right from the start, the reader knows to whom the following is 

addressed: families who have kitchens to be filled with the requisite things. This 

implies size, or rather, sizeable kitchens. This device effectively anticipates the 

plans of the customer: 'you intend to equip your kitchen, we are here to supply 

you'. The introductory part following the heading, informs the reader of the name 

and the address, specifically identified by a house number as was common for 

London by 1788. 

Striking right from the start is its specificity in this respect. Unlike most of the 

metal ware advertisements, including the shopkeeper's bill of Elwell & Taylor, this 

one is near-exclusively concerned with the promotion of 'kitchen furniture'. There 

is only a single reference to a different type of tin ware, 'Baths'. to sell and let' 

appended to the N. B. Apart from them, all the items listed are unequivocally 
'Kitchen Furniture': pots, pans, grater, spice-box, skewers, ladle. Compared with 

other instances of metal ware advertisements, such a degree of specialisation is 

unusual. Stone and Company call themselves 'Manufacturers of Double Block Tin 

and Iron Kitchen Furniture, suggesting a high degree of specialisation at the level 

of manufacture, and the equally high level of expertise that can be expected to go 

with it. 

The writer of this piece of copy knew his medium, which was essentially a textual 

medium, and the rules that govern, these to attract readers' attention. If there is to 
be any hope of retaining the reader's attention, a text needs to grab it right from the 

53 Taken from The Times 25 January 1788, or see Dictionary Project Reference NEWSPAPERS: 
LY1788TMSOOI. See Plate 4.2, p. 142. 
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Plate 4.2 The Times, 4th January 1788, page 4, column 3 

TO FAMILIES FURNISHING KITCHENS. 
STONE 

and Co. No. 134, Oxford-street, and 
No. 125, Leadenhall-street, Manufacturers of Double 
Block Tin and Iron Kitchen Furniture, beg leave to in- 
form the public, that they have greatly improved their 
Sets of Tin Ware, which renders it the most wholesome 
and cheapest Furniture in use, and preferable to others 
offered to the public, the whole being made of Block 
Tin. 

The following forms a complete Set, which will be 
replaced with new for 2 1.2 s. per ann. 

1. S. d. I 
Tea-kettle 05 01 Bread grater 
Coffee and Chocolate I Flour and pepper 
pots and mill 06oI box 
Set of saucepans I1 01 Dripping pan and 
Set of stewpans 15oI batter 
Set of soup pots 13 01 Slice and gravy 
Carp or fish-kettle 0 14 oI spoon 
Turbot ditto B. T. 0 14 01 Skimmer and ladle 
L. Boiling pot B. T. 0 12 01 Set of skewers 
Dutch Oven, B. T. 04 61 Two tart and 12 
Cheese-toaster, I patty-pans 

B. T. 03 61 Six table, one egg- 
Cullender & beer- I spoon 

pot 02 61 Two scollops, and 
Frying-pan and I tinder-box 

gridiron 06 61 
Spice-box and gra- I 

ter o3 61 

s. d. 
o 

N. B. The sets of Iron Furniture consist of the same 
number of articles, and such as are not made of iron are 
filled up with Block Tin. Families in the country, wish- 
ing to be served with any of the above, will have their or- 
ders punctually executed, and the Tin Ware will be sent, 

free of carriage. Warm and Cold Baths to sell and let. 
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start. The first paragraph is an exercise in just that. Beyond all the necessary 
information as to who, where, and what, it is in the first paragraph that Stone and 
Co. set out to convince their readers that they are the best. They stress their double 

asset of competitiveness and superior quality. Not only are they experts, but in 

order to drive the message home, the text proceeds along a whole chain of 
information: 'greatly improved', 'most wholesome, 'cheapest'. and culminates in 
'preferable to others'. The first paragraph is in fact a single sentence, taking you 
right through to the inevitable conclusion 'preferable to others', so as to give the 
reader no chance of hesitation. 

What follows, the main part, or denouement, is an elaboration of the same theme. 
The reader has already been told that Stone and Company sell 'sets' of kitchen 
furniture; now they are presented with the complete list, and they are left in no 
doubt about that, because it says so: 'The following forms a complete Set'. The 

two-column list is nicely spaced. It not only names but also prices the goods. This 

was not always the case in either of the two forms of advertising discussed here. 

Material qualities 

Unlike in the previous example, here more is made of the actual make. For 

example, the range and variety of different vessels is made clear by reference to 

size, since they come in sets, and by terminology, such as 'saucepan'. stewpan, 

soup pot, boiling pot. Much more weight is given to the actual materials they were 

made of. Elwell and Taylor advertised tinning with 'the Best Grain Tin'; Stone and 
Company refer to the raw materials of their manufacture a dozen times in the 

course of the advertisement: Double Block Tin and Iron Kitchen Furniture, Sets of 
Tin Ware, Block Tin. 54 Block tin is essentially the lower grade tin that remains 

when crude tin is heated and the purer grain tin has run off. Double block tin, 
however, is a curious term. In connection with kitchen furniture, it appears to refer 

S4 Tin is mentioned eight times, not counting the references given with the listed items, "B. T. ". which 
abbreviates 'Block Tin', is mentioned four times. 
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to the way rolled iron plate was coated in tin on both sides and then rolled once 

more for a better and more resistant coating. 55 

While it may to some extent be mere advertising hype and an attempt to baffle the 

audience with 'technological detail' it is at least possible that the reader was 
capable of appreciating the information. In itself it is an important clue as to the 

make of cooking and cooking vessels, both in respect to their production and to 

their use. Indirectly, re-tinning services would have played an important part in the 

claim to 'improvements' in cooking vessels that 'newly improved' no longer 

require re-tinning and therefore were much more reliable. 

The concept of 'completeness' and other enticements 

As in the case of Elwell & Taylor, this example contains the concept of 'complete'. 

Here, however, whilst it is played out in various forms throughout the 

advertisement, the notion is almost entirely de-coupled from choice. The company 

offer what they call a 'complete set' and in two makes; the higher quality and more 
16 expensive block-tin version, and the iron version. The customer's choice is 

compromised, because one of the special services that Stone and Co. offer, is that 

they save the customers having to assemble themselves what is needed in order to 

own and possess a complete set. The potential customer is relieved even of the 

worry as to what a complete set ought to include and as to when that desirable state 
is achieved. In order to find out what completeness is, the customer need not look 

any further than the list provided. It is neatly laid out in the two columns. 

53 But sceJ. A. Slater The world's commercial products with French, German, and Spanish 
equivalentsfor the names of the commercial products 1907. Here block tin is defined as an alloy Of 
tin containing in addition to tin, a mixture of iron, copper, lead. This alloy is what remains after crude 
tin has been heated in a furnace and the pure or grain tin has fused and run off. it is of much lesser 
quality, which suggests that the advertisement is referring to a different type, possibly that it was fine 
tin sold in blocks. 
56 It proved difficult to establish with certainty in what ways block tin items and the iron version were 
different. To venture a suggestion: tin ware here could mean some form of tinplate (in other words, 
wrought or battery iron tinned) rather than cast iron tinned, in which case the individual piece was 
lighter, more easily handled by the cook. It is just possible, too, that the ironware in this case came 
untinncd. Block tin would have carried positive associations akin to pure tin, since this is the form in 
which it was sold, refined from the tin works in Comwall. For copper vessels there is a reference 
suggesting that they were to be seen untinned in the brazicrs' shops, but given the necessity for 
tinning - poisoning - presumably were tinned on purchase. In the light of an overall emphasis on 
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The idea of 'completeness' as being the natural way of consuming was exploited 
by tradespeople. 'Complete' was a flexible term: ultimately, every list or inventory 

of a person's possessions is finite, but their number is smaller or larger dependent 

on the wealth and ambition of the owner. Also finite is the number of commodities 
available for exchange at any given point in time. This finite number of options 
nevertheless offers far greater number of combinations and it is this seemingly 
infinite number of combinations or options that is the mainstay of consumption and 
of the construction work that creates the built environment at its micro-level. 

The notion of the 'complete set' is a recurring theme in trade cards. particularly of 
later date and played out in numerous other advertisements. For the 'complete set' 
to be a viable sales proposition, two scenarios are conceivable; and these might 
well have existed simultaneously. Either, there already existed notions of a 
complete set in the first place, and the Company are showing themselves to cater 
for a demand that was already there. Alternatively, and even more manipulatively, 
Stone and Company were trying to convince their readers of the existence of such a 
notion and were in fact creating it in the process. By implication, Stone and 
Company created another fiction; the fiction as to what is needed in a kitchen to 
turn it into a complete kitchen. Under such circumstances, "complete" can easily 
mutate into 'necessary'; a family's kitchen that did not contain all these items was 
by analogy lacking, incomplete, deficient. Associations with 'complete' would be 

positive, rounded, perfect, whole, while the implications for incomplete were their 
opposite, broken, faulty, imperfect, lacking. Stone & Co. do not even suggest that 
single items can be bought. 

Completeness inevitably contains the threat of being incomplete and the challenge 
to achieve completeness, and the reassurance that all this takes place in a 

circumscribed and limited sphere. In other words, the aim is definite and attainable. 
The right to define just what is complete, for example when a set is complete, is of 
course always reserved. But the nominal aim is outlined, and the carrot was never 

'convenience' in this particular advertisement, however, it would seem reasonable to exclude this 
possibility. 
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hung so high as to cease to be desirable. In addition, and also helpful to the 

consumer, services like 'Mending and Tinning', where they were offered, provided 

the link with the old and the familiar. Indirectly the customer was told that it was 

acceptable to hang on to it. It is the arguably deliberate disallowing of re-use as a 

link with the old that more than anything else marks the newspaper example we 
have looked at in detail as being unusual. 

The idea of the 'complete set' endured. Warren cites the nineteenth-century 
example of 'Deane & Company of King William Street, London Bridge' who 

offered a complete set of kitchen equipment for EI I 3s 10d. The company asserted 

the "thoroughly good quality, ensuring economy, efficiency and durability" and for 

orders over E2 no charge would be made for delivery. 57 Most noteworthy about the 

advertisement -a depiction of Deane & Company's complete set - is that it 

included many of the items cited by Stone & Co. but also many items beyond it, 

such as scales and weights, dust pan and brush, besom. and other brushes, clock, 
full sets of cutlery candle-holder, chopping knives, and a gridiron. Despite its 

greater size and allowing for a degree of inflation, it was marketed at only three 

pounds more than the 'complete set' advertised by Stone & Co. 

Advertisers could rely on the fact that mundane every-day possessions, too, speak 

to their owners. Moreover, their more private message was less likely to lead to 

ambiguities and misunderstandings. While advertisements had to induce the reader 

to feel 'lack' and want, by projecting an enticing picture of the potential possession 
'out there, they also had to tread a careful path between the feeling of want that is 

still tantalising and the one that has become frightening. They achieved this by 

fostering and nurturing the notion of completeness. 

The rather uneconomic option of complete replacement is made palatable by 

hinting at subtle innovation. Because the wares are subject to change and 
development, the phrase 'greatly improved' therein contained the promise to 

maintain improvement. The advertisers further include suggestions about health 

and safety for the user, stressing the 'wholesome'-ness of their kitchen furniture. 

37 Gcoffrey Waffen Kitchen bygones: a collector's 8uide 1984, p. 10. 
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The word 'wholesome' refers both to safety, in other words safe from the health 
hazard of copper poisoning already mentioned, and neutrality of taste which un- 
tinned iron does not have. 
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As in the handbills, the reader now as then meets the 'old versus new' rhetoric. It, 

too, mutated. For those who could afford their set in the first place, the company 

offered an annual replacement service for L2 2s. In the first instance, this 'full 

replacement service', for one fourth of the initial purchasing price, was an 

attractive way to ensure customer loyalty. More importantly, the 'new for old' 

proposition directs the reader to a different, a new attitude towards the concept of 

possessing. As such it marks a departure from a mend-and-retain ethos that 

students of the period find propagated in advice literature, find reflected in 

household accounts, and even meet elsewhere in the promotional literature of the 

time. Stone & Co. do not offer mending services, nor re-tinning, as others almost 
invariably did. Instead, they will replace "with new". Re-using, and making last, so 

prominent a feature of the early modem household economy is here abandoned, 

and the idea of having 'new' is endorsed. 

Without practical tests, it is difficult to assert how quickly tinned copper, brass and 
ironware lost their protective coating, and at what intervals re-tinning became 

necessary. 58 The need for re-tinning would have depended greatly on the amount of 
use, and indeed on the care that was taken not to bruise the surface coating of tin. 
No realistic time frame can therefore be offered. From the Attingharn papers it may 
be gathered that re-tinning was a frequently needed service; however, the 

references to it do not specify which items needed it most frequently. Do consider, 
though, what this wholesale replacement meant in practice, and what it says about 
the economic practicality of 'all new'. Some utensils were more frequently used 

than others. So while some were wom out, perhaps in great want of re-tinning, 

others, less frequently needed, would not particularly need replacing after a year. In 

many respects we encounter here 'new for the sake of new'. Its main attraction lies 

in the sheer convenience of it. The idea of recycling, however, is not abandoned, 

58 Personal communication with a metals expert at the at the V&A Museum was inconclusive in this 
respect. 
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even though it is taken out of the hands of the individual and into the 

manufacturer's hands. Stone and Co., after all, are taking back the old. 59 

Quality was assured. Stone and Co. greatly improved their product. It was safe to 

use, and did not taint the food with the taste of metal, hence 'wholesome'. Free 

carriage, that is delivery, was thrown in as one last seduction for orders of the more 

expensive set. The whole amounts to a stab at convenience shopping, and it starts 

with placing the order, which may simply be sent in. Orders from 'families in the 

country' will be 'punctually executed' and all may be left to the care of Stone and 
Co., including the matter of selecting and assembling the set. Choice, for 

convenience sake, is handed over to the retailer. 

'Cheap and reasonable', and 'lowest' prices appear to have been a prime strategy to 

entice customers. It is useful to link the discussion of price to the issue of 'target 

audience'. At E8 8s the total price is formidable. If we look at what is actually 

presented to the reader's eye in these two columns, we find that there are 28 

individual pieces and 4 sets of items. If we assume that three is the minimum of 
items needed to warrant the term, we are looking at a 40-piece set overall. Out of 

these, cooking vessels make a sizeable portion: saucepans, stewpans, and soup-pots 

come in sets; there are 2 different fish kettles, a large boiling pot, and a frying pan, 
in sum roughly 16 items, again assuming 3 as the minimum. In terms of number 

alone, cooking vessels constitute some 40% of the whole set, and in terms of value 

totalling 0-12-3, their prominence is even greater, making for about 67% of the 

total asking price. 60 

The range of hollowware items contains vessels with specialised functions such as 

a "carp or fish-kettle", and a "turbot (fish) kettle". The diversification, or 

specialisation with regard to use, marks the advertisement as being aimed at an 

upmarket clientele with an interest in things culinary, or one aspiring to that level. 

The word 'kettle' is here used in its old meaning, whereby was originally meant a 

59 First, scrap metal was a valuable and much sought after material; second, auctioneers' 
advertisements suggest a lively burgeoning market in second-hand goods. The impression to be 

gained from the primary evidence is that recycling did not as yet carry the opprobrium of poverty and 
social stigmatisation. 
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flat-bottomed vessel with straight sides, usually battery ware, not cast, of varying 
sizes, but mostly used for boiling or heating water . 61 

The clues to be derived from direct reference to the addressee are more ambiguous. 
In other examples the reader encounters the address "To Gentleman & Ladies", 

possibly as a bid for exclusiveness. On the other hand, its frequency suggests that 

advertising trades people had little intention to make potential customers feel 

excluded, but felt the need to give all readers the feeling of being politely and 

nicely approached. In the present example it is altogether absent. Instead, the copy 

specifies 'Fan-dlies', 'Families in the country' and 'the public'. This does not, of 

course, amount to anything approaching classlessness. The real markers of 

distinction in this advertisement can be found in specialisation, variety and range, 

and of course price. Out of the total population only a very small number would 

have had the means to afford the complete set. Advertisers had little interest to 

upset readers, and there was no need for it anyway. Without getting personal, price, 

baffling diversity and terminology would not fail to turn away those who "could 

not". 

Stylistic devices 

The features here discussed in detail for the two examples can be found in the 

many others that advertised metal wares and hollowware in particular. There is, of 
course, no such thing as a norm in advertising since the proposition of advertising 
hinges on projecting uniqueness. Most shopkeepers' bills and newspaper 
advertisements are much less detailed, and less sophisticated. A comparison with 
other newspaper advertisements reveals that there are a number of things that mark 
this advertisement out as being rare: wealth of detail, length, frequency of 

appearance, missing of tinning and mending services, pricing. 62 It emerged that in 

most cases there is no detailed list of kitchen utensils or small and comparatively 

60 Assuming that frying pan and gridiron were roughly of equal value, that is 3s 3d each. 
61 An example of a shopkeepers' bill in the Heal collection and the Banks collection is quite explicit 
in this respect. It depicts a kitchen range with utensils, pointing out that the letters EAG refer to 
'kettles'. These look rather like modem-day saucepans with lids. 
62 The advertisement first appeared on January I", and was repeated at two to three day intervals 
throughout January. A check through December 1787 did not reveal previous insertions. 
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cheap goods, while kitchen ranges and register stoves seem to be staples and in 

later cards rarely fail to get a mention or a picture. These small, more numerous 
goods are usually subsumed under the collective 'kitchen furniture' or 
'assortment'. The focus in these advertisements is usually placed on a lead-article 

such as a patented stove. The phenomenon in operation could appropriately be 

called 'elevation through association', be it yet so tangential. By sheer association, 
by being of the same maker whose skill is made evident, or at least believable, 

through his patent, for example, all articles bask in the same warm glow of 
desirability and skill; and in their very number constitute a new quality: variety. 

Other types of newspaper advertisements by metal workers reveal further 

strategies. For instance, the 'multi-purpose advertisement', that combined several, 

at times seemingly disparate, functions. Elements of this are contained in all the 
brief advertisements found in the provincial papers. An example is the one for J. 

Hussey, who firstly, thanked his Friends & the public for their custom, secondly 

announced a change of premises, thirdly referred to his wares and his services, 

which included hiring out clean knives and forks, and finished with "A genteel 
Dining and Lodging Room Furnished to Let. ', 63 Lewis Gwynns, "Tinman and 
Brazier", who is looking for two journeymen, does not let the opportunity pass to 

point out that he "has for sale every Article in the above Branches on reasonable 
terms. , 64 In a smooth transfer of subject, he finishes with a direct reference to 

himself-, it is he "who has for sale ...... A sub-form of the genre is the &camouflaged 

advertisement', overtly expressing thanks to 'Friends' and the 'public' for their 

custom and hope for a continued relationship, but adding information about a 

change of address. Another form found in the Salopian Journal is the 'double-bill' 

or 'recommendation advertisement' consisting of two advertisements not ruled off, 
but separated by a French rule (a rule fattened in the middle) and inserted when 

predecessor and successor want to inform the public of an amicable take-over. In 

the first advertisement the tradesman who leaves thanks his customers for their 
loyalty, and recommends his successor to them. The successor follows this with his 

63 Shrewsbury Record Office: Salopian Journal 25 March 1795 p. 3, c. 3. 
64 Shrewsbury Record Office: Salopian Journal 29 January 1794, p-1, c. 5. 
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own advertisement, also thanking his customers, expressing his desire to satisfy 
their expectations, and perhaps referring to his stock. 

Display 

151 

Suggestion as to change over time is a tentative one with regard to the visual 

impression, but the columnar arrangement visibly breaks with the letter-style 

tradition, and possibly indicates the move towards increased structure and 

rationalisation. With regard to the structure of the frame, there is a certain 

similarity between the handbills that bear the rococo frame, and the shop windows. 

The relatively small, sectioning windows with an example of the item placed 

behind it, acted like an illustrated catalogue. For example, early-modem methods 

of displaying goods were emulated, taking their cue from the way all trades people, 
from shopkeepers to tray-carrying itinerants who made the most of the means of 
display available to them. Display was persuasive, whether it came in form of a 

visual image or a list because it could work in two ways. A display of plenty had 

the effect of an 'Aladdin's Cave', of an enticing cornucopia that provided the 

emotional element to pander to the viewer, while the effect of lists, an ordering 

structure, provided reasonableness that the buyer needed to feel safe with his or her 

choice. The early-modem handbill advertisement had one main objective: to eject 
an imperative telling the reader to 'come and see! ' This not only applied to 
decorative and personal commodities but the same strategy was employed for the 
humblest screw. And if this was a physical impossibility, or otherwise unlikely, 
because of personal choice, because the buyer resided in the 'country, then 

assurance was extended that service and quality of goods would be just as if bought 
in person. 

Elevation by association 

Frequently the mundane commodities were not named in detail, but subsumed in 

'kitchen furniture' or 'brass and copper', hence assuming a certain tacit 

understanding on the part of the reader as to just what was meant but not named. 
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Some advertising emphasised the more up-market part of their production/wares. 
Overall, the impression is one of a continuurrL 

One advertising strategy that benefited mundane goods appears to have been to 

place them with more prestigious goods also for sale. The extent to which goods 

could acquire quality by association, through being linked with desirable but 

ultimately foreign qualities, is most obvious in the advertisements of a rather 
different salesperson, the auctioneer and organiser of house sales. Here deliberate 

haziness of implication and amalgamjoin forces with the equally deliberate 

'celebrity sale'. Genteel provenance played a big role, as for example, in the phrase 
"All the genuine elegant Household Furniture [ ... ] by Mr Thomas Pemberton at the 

Hill [ ... I", "All the genteel and fashionable Household Furniture, Linen, Plate, 

China & other effects belonging to Mr Samuel Freeth at Summerhill, [ ... ],, 
65 

It is difficult to assess to what extent early-modem advertisements took a gendered 

approach. References to the two sexes were not absent. 'Ladies' and 'Gentlemen' 

were the terms used to address the public, which comprised female and male 

recipients of the message. Far from all advertisements, however, use this form of 
direct address, and beyond it, there is little to indicate that the advertisers, while 
they certainly had a particular customer in mind, were also intent on prescribing 

gender. The goods themselves are of course redolent of female and male spheres, 
but here the reader is in connivance with the general allocation and codification of 

objects as belonging to one rather than another sphere. In other words, the message 

that pots belong in the female kitchen is one that is either entirely so expected as to 

be a foregone conclusion or not there at all, because it was deemed irrelevant to the 

sale of cooking vessels. Male or female users, male or female shoppers, the 

consumers with the spending power to acquire were left to conclude for 

themselves. Certainly, gender identity is not something that metal workers' 
advertisements sought to project; in part, one suspects, because they were so 

securely established in the areas of domesticity so little questioned nor 
questionable that they did not need defending, buffering or asserting. 

65 See, for example, Dictionary Project NEWSPAPERS: MY1770BG128 and NEWSPAPERS: 
MY1780ABG038 for examples of late eightccnth-century household sales. 
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Keywords of advertising the mundane: service, safety, value, and quality - fast 

Several sales strategies come into play; complete sets, quality, cheapness and 
affordability. Current lore is that designing new products, with apparently new 

properties, is a principal means by which makers make money. New or distinctive 

products are typically more profitable than those that have become inconspicuous, 

unremarkable because they have become 'normal' or 'the norm'. 'Normal' will 

retain at least one value; it will be the yardstick against which the new will be 

measured and evaluated. 

On the basis of frequency in the sample used a number of keywords and key sales 
messages can be discerned. Key-messages included multi-professionalism, quality, 
completeness, choice, range, continuity and reliability evidenced by official 

approval through patents and royal or aristocratic patronage, care, speed and 

punctuality in executing orders, safety, availability and accessibility. 

The buzzwords and key messages communicated to the reader and addressee of 

such advertising ploys can be grouped into the following categories: 66 

Terms from shopkeeper's bills make and sell 
all sorts 
completest manner 
wholesale and retail 
most reasonable rates 
mends and tins 
kitchen furniture 
best grain tin 
best price for old metal in (ex)change 
best sort 
genteel rooms, halls or laundries 
as neat as in wood 
houses completely furnished 
with the utmost care and dispatch 
the original shop 
the new contrived stoves 
curing smoky chimneys 
lowest pric s 

66 These lists were compiled on the basis of trade card collections and newspaper advertisements, 
including the two examples discussed earlier, and are intended to be indicative. No attempt was made 
at producing a complete list of terms and concepts identified, nor was any attempt made to produce a 
comparative study of the terminology of promotional material advertising metal ware as opposed to 
other trades. 
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Buzzwords and catch phrases Make & Sell 
all Sorts 
&C. 
variety 
tin'd & mended 
compleatly 
reasonable/lowest (prices) 
wholesome 
neat/-ly 
fashionable 

Key concepts & key messages multi-professionalism 
quality 
continuity 
reliability 
care & speed 
safety 
fashionableness 
availability/accessibility 
range 
choice 
completeness 
wholesale & retail 

Technical and near-technical kitchen requisites 
ternis to refer to kitchen utensils kitchen furniture 

kitchen utensils 
assortment 
collections 

The addressee friends 
the public 
fan-fflies 
Ladies and Gentlemen 

Services offered 'Curing Smoakey Chimneys' 
mending 
tinning 
supplying families in the country 

Appeals to reason choice 
completeness 
safety 



4. Virtual distribution 
15.5 

Advertisers tend not to use the complete comparative, such as 'we supply faster 

than our rival X', instead they tend to use an absolute comparative 'we supply 
faster' or 'fastest', with the comparative element, their rivals, being understood, 

and which the active reader duly provides for herself or himsel f. 67 Vocabulary is 
"carefully chosen to promote positive associations in the minds of the target 

audience. "" Today, the use of the first person plural 'we' is interpreted as "will 

, 69 certainly sound authoritarian' , introducing the author or authors of the text, and 
reminding the reader of their position. 'We' can have territorial and group 

70 
connotations, in the examples found, however, the voice is appropriately seeking 
to sound authoritative in terms of expertise, and gives a clear, unequivocal 
impression of a group: the group of experts who will serve the reader/customer 
with their expertise and to their best ability. They do not sound formidable, but 

reliable. 

A commodity's value is at no given moment fixed because it is constituted in a 
number of ways and through a range of attributes. Importantly, value is not 
necessarily a factor or entity that can be expressed in terms of monetary value. In 

consumer societies, however, the most influential determinant of the status value of 

an object is acquisition price. Advertising has at its disposal means to modify the 

message of financial value, emphasising a commodity's other values, such as the 

emotive or aesthetic satisfaction the object is projected to give. 71 

The specialisation of gadgets was claimed to help masters and mistresses with 
obdurate servants who were increasingly unskilled labour. These gadgets reduced 

67 See Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, p. 103-104. Goddard points 
out a psychological phenomenon. Present-day readers are "so used to making the missing element a 
positive one, that where advertisers could put the comparison in [ ... I they often don't <sic> have to 
bother: they just need to say that their product is 'better' and we will provide the missing 'than ever 
before'. " 
" See Angela Goddard The language ofadvertising. Written texts 1998. p. 106., mough not Wways. 
Lust consider Marlborough's 'Smoking kills'. 

See Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, p. 30. 
70 See Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, p. 30. 
71 Leiss et al stress advertising's potential for mitigating the impact of price. for example to make a 
car that in the mind of the less affluent consumer is associated with luxury and high costs seem 
attainable. However, advertising is equally capable to bring the light and lure of luxury to even the 
mundanest object categories. For the former see William Leiss, Stephen Kline. Sut Jhally Social 
communication in advertising. Persons, products and images of well-being 1990, Pail 3: Ilic theatre 
of consumption' and Chapter 11: 'Goods as Communicators' pp. 308-348. specifically p. 317. 
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the latitude for doubt or the need for training, and consequently reduced periods of 

trial and of mistakes. Work on stoves and patent ranges in Soho House, London, 

revealed that in order to get the desired effect of saving fuel, the range needed 

constant adjusting, a skilled and time-consuming job. At least this 'unique selling 

proposition', whilst in theory a strong proposition, was in practice an advertising 
hype. 72 

The unique selling proposition 73 is the quality that differentiates a given product 
from all others available, and makes it a 'must buy'. Buzzwords are the words that 

insist on these unique selling points; they "tend to be markers of what is thought 

important" at any given point in time - words that feel and hit the pulse of the 

moment. 74 

Variety and difference: the logic of selling it 

The number of things a given person may choose or be prepared to acquire and 

own is not infinite though highly variable. Two checks come into play with regard 
to any given consumer, one operating at acquisition level, the other at ownership 
level. The straightforward check on consumption is financial; limited financial 

ability constrains acquisition. The other check is psychological. For example, those 

disposed towards frugal living will aim to limit their stock of possessions, this 

stock being a visual and tangible re-enforcement and assurance of personal values, 

even though financial means would have permitted a much larger stock. This 

possession threshold is linked to the individual and therefore different in each 

consumer. From the seller's point of view the number of acquisitions is a relative 
issue. Given that the availability of financial resources is finite and in many cases 

tightly circumscribed, enticing consumers to invest some of their disposable 

finances was achieved through offering attractively low prices. Unless low asking 

prices result in consumers buying more items of the same kind, however, this 

72 Personal communication by John Styles, based on findings of student essay on stoves and patent 
ranges by V&A/RCA student, Ian McBain in 1999. 
73 A keyword in present-day analyses of advertising, the 'unique selling proposition, denotes a 
characteristic of a product that is thought to separate it from its rivals. See Angela Goddard The 
language of advertising. Written texts 1998, Index of terms, p. 126. 
74 See Angela Goddard The language of advertising. Written texts 1998, P. 105. 
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means low rewards. The aim, therefore, is to extend consumers' willingness to 

acquire, and given that even the wealthiest consumer's means are ultimately finite, 

the best way to increase sales is to secure as great a share of this disposable income 
by extending the consumers' willingness to own and possess. 

The much- and often-signalled claim to variety and range is striking. It is implied 
in claims to the multi-specialism of the 'Brazier, Tin-man and Ironmonger', the 

range of services, the lists of goods, and the use of the ampersand. To this 

overriding interest such relative qualities as 'mundane' and 'luxury' are 

subordinate. They existed less as categories than as shifting markers on a sliding 

scale. The idea of 'completeness' was not only an advertising coup but also the 

expression of an ideal extended into the heart of the household. This approach 

readily accommodated all goods down to the last spoon. Within this concept, as 

well as within this scale of goods, even the last and least sophisticated item. the 

cooking pot, rested quite comfortably. 

While advertisements never overtly challenged existing hierarchies of goods, they 

subverted them by creating an atmosphere that amalgamated and compounded the 

buzz-terminology referred to above. The best of them aspired to create an 
imaginary space in which sale and purchase of all goods could take place: a virtual 

extension of the shop floor to the customer's mind. 

Service 

The advertisers did not invent the professional service industry and by extension, 

service society that would come to treat service as a product in its own right. All 

the same, by separating off services from articles, these advertisers fostered the 

notion that service was a plus and an additional factor in favour of the trader in 

question. Virtually, then, they created the product they wished to sell. Shopping at 

a distance, though usually associated with what are seen as essentially modern 

phenomena and the precursors of mail order catalogues, was a service offered by 

many retailers, including Stone and Company who advertised their intention of 
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supplying 'families in the country'. '5 But at the final count the distinction between 

goods and services is an artificial one. Services are goods and sold like them, and 

objects that enter the commodity stage are services. 76 

Virtual supply - distance surmounted 

Virtual supply brought together the salesmanship, the promise of completeness, of 

safety and convenience, as well as the reality of an expanding range of tools for 

domestic use to the end consumer and user. The promotional literature supplied the 

information, reliable or otherwise, in place of the physical goods, but it also 

supplied the words and terminology to shape demand enabling the potential 

customers in return to express their wants. All bear the hallmarks of information, 

both manipulative and useful, which had the potential of expanding the consumers' 

mind and thereby the material world - although the objects at that stage only 

existed on paper and were moreover not part of a visible, displayed materiality but 

one of subservience and in the supporting role to more conspicuous consumption. 

The terminology of advertising, sometimes in the form of lists, laid before the 

public the objects available for acquisition and supply. The vocabulary of 

salesmanship also offered to the consumer words like 'complete', a flexible 

concept, incorporating both the range available for supply, and the number of 

objects to be acquired. Advertisements furthermore put into manageable and 
known words concepts like accessibility, service, repair and maintenance. They 

provided an assurance that the old and continuity could be acceptable, as could 
buying into the values of thrift and economy through reasonable and cheapest 

prices. In so doing they confirmed and validated co-existent values of thrift and 

economy alongside values of fashion, change and 'modernity'. 

75 7biS statement is based on research carried out for a conference paper by Nancy Cox and Karin 
Dannehl, "Distance Shopping in the Eighteenth Century" at the Museum of London, 161h November 
2002. 
76 Appadurai notes that in "contemporary capitalist economies it is difficult to separate the 
commoditization of goods from the commoditization of services" and that in postindustrial. economies 
services become a don-driant and definitive feature of the world of commodity exchange. See Aijun 
Appadurai 'Introduction: conunodities and the politics of value' in Aijun Appadurai (ed. ) The social 
life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 55. 
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The key concepts of 'cheapness', 'safety'. 'quality' and 'reliability' may not have 

rung out as powerfully as appeals to the latest fashion would have done. In 

connection with articles ultimately used in the preparation of food, however, and 

against a backdrop of backward dirt and general absence of food hygiene and 

standards, these are in fact "modem". The idea that a tool needs to be reliable and 

safe because users will want assurance of their safety as well as their compliance 

with the 'latest' developments in this sector is evidence, if nothing more, of an 

expectation that all goods, and tools, should comply with notional standards as to 

their performance. 

Virtual supply provides the terms to know and talk about tile building blocks of life 

style. This is less apparent in the early-modem period, which is perhaps the main 
difference to present day advertising's perceived sophistication; how to arrange and 

use them as building blocks to achieve and create a given, suggested 'setting' or 

micro-architectural setting. Instead, eighteenth-century advertisements stressed 

their very own list of priorities. Eighteenth-century advertising and eighteenth- 

century production of variety trained and to some degree educated the consumer to 

appreciate variety to the point where it became unthinkable to want less or to be 

disapproving of options and 'choice'. 

The impact, and in particular any direct impact of the advertisements as made 

manifest in sales figures, and on the minds of the buying public, cannot be assessed 
for the eighteenth century. This is not merely an issue of absent evidence. The 

effectiveness of printed media is difficult to assess for advertisers even today and 

even in an age of surveys and statistical methods advertising agencies struggle to 

quantify the increase in sales that a specific advertisement or advertising campaign 

caused. Whilst quantification or even qualification with regard to tile effect on 

consumers is elusive, it is nevertheless possible to make a few suggestions on the 

basis of the available advertising material as to the messages that were imparted to 

customers. The cost involved and the evidence of strategic devices support the 

argument that the examples reveal some of what the advertisers hoped would work 
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in order to establish a dialogue between themselves and the public to start the 

negotiation process that would ensure their success. 

Metal advertisements had a part in 'the expansion of the cultural world'. 
Anthropologist Mary Douglas and economist Baron Isherwood 77 use this concept 

of the 'expanding cultural world' to explain why it is that human beings need and 

want increasingly more and more possessions. Starting on the premise that human 

beings need possessions to articulate meanings in their cultural world they need 

more possessions when and as their world expands; to make the expanded world 

(literally) meaning-full. Advertisements of all types were an active part of this 

expanding cultural world of eighteenth-century England in two ways. Firstly, they 

were instrumental in furnishing a world of projection with data of the 'real' world 

of goods, in that they made these goods virtually available while re-enforcing and 

influencing notions around the possession of goods. They could be said to 

'educate' the consumer. Secondly, advertisements made information about goods 

available and accessible in text and picture. They furnished the words, indeed the 

names of objects, and not infrequently also the pictures, and the terminology to 

describe and evaluate them. By doing this, they established the parameters for a 

discourse of exchange and the market. Eventually, knowledge about goods could 

become as important as their possession. A readership hungry for stimulation and 

$news' in the broadest sense of the word was keen to test these for what they were 

worth. 

Conclusion 

Shopkeepers' billheads and newspaper advertisements show to what extent trading 

people had mastered the art of making use of existing conventions, and to what 

extent they ventured the new, using both to create new ways Of communicating 

their message. The message of humble possessions need not necessarily be 

transmitted to a vast audience. Historians of consumption and material culture, but 

others too, have a tendency to see goods as signs to fellow humans. However, its 

77 See Mary Douglas and Baron Isherwood The world of goods. Towards an anthropologY of 
consumption 1996. 
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most important recipient, and the one most open, and most dependent on it was, the 

person who owned a given object. Not just in a tangible material or physical sense 
do objects provide comfort, security and ease. To the owners, material possessions 
communicate a sense of achievement of structure and order that goes beyond the 

accumulative material value or the amount of envy they may be able to arouse. 



162 
5. Physical distriburion 

5. PHYSICAL DISTRIBUTION: FROM A SHROPSHIRE HUB 

Introduction 

The analysis of advertisements presented in the previous chapter revealed that one 

advertising strategy was to put emphasis on service, and among services offered for 

repair and recycling, it included the promise of supplying the customer with the 

physical goods. Easy and reliable supply facilitated potential customers' access to 

the products; in other words, they formed part of the features of the object as a 

commodity. In the current chapter the discussion moves from the promise of 

supply to the fulfilment or satisfaction of that promise, and the negotiations 
involved in keeping it. In order to investigate these and other aspects of physical 

supply the case study of an iron foundry will be used. By corroborating the 
information available on the day-to-day business with that contained in the drafts 

for correspondence between owner and manager of the works the case study is 

particularly revealing on distribution patterns and the networks and concerns 

regarding competition for the early eighteenth century. The case study dovetails 

with key concerns raised by 'virtual supply' in bringing together salesmanship and 

experience with dealing in large-scale foundry work, which necessitated that the 

negotiation processes surmount the distance separating the partners. All bear the 

hallmarks of 'industrialisation' and within them the potential for ensuring and 

discussing quality control, expanding markets, holding and maintaining them, and 

the expectations of the people involved. Not attempted in connection with the case 

study, nor elsewhere is a more detailed investigation into the potential range of 

warehousing and retail interfaces where hollowware may have been sold to smaller 

customers and end consumers. 

Early-modern trade and distribution 

Production and trade, retail and wholesale, while as practices of trade understood to 

be distinct, were frequently combined, presumably because each acted as a fall 

back when operations turned difficult. Metal hollowware was sold through a range 

of different outlets and to a range of different customers: from the warehouse of a 
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founder or brazier, or the shop of an ironmonger. It was sold locally to end 
consumers or from large warehouses or retailers to shopkeepers in the country, as 
evidence from probate inventories and promotional literature indicates. ' Tin men 
and market stalls, but also itinerant and other marginal traders such as hawkers and 
chapmen sold hollowware, though the more marginal and the more mobile tile 
trade, the scarcer the evidence for this activity. These trades-people formed, though 

not necessarily consciously, a large but for the most part informal yet effective 
network that ensured that supply of goods reached far and wide. Some elements of 
these networks were purposefully set up and managed by their participants such as 
the one that the manager at Coalbrookdale, Richard Ford, relied on, but overall the 
laws of demand and profitability masterminded supply. Street-sellers, chapmen and 
hawkers, as in fact all itinerants, should perhaps be regarded as being closer to the 

twentieth-century salesman than as a form of backward, informal and renegade 
trading and retailing. Itinerants provided an important service to all those without 

reliable access to other outlets for goods and information about them Together 

with tinkers who mended metal ware, 2 and workmen in the employ of big London 

ironmongers and braziers who promised to send out their workmen to customers in 

the country, 3 itinerants can be seen to have provided goods, varying degrees of 

expertise, and the opportunity to find out and buy. To that extent it may be 

necessary to review current interpretation as to the effects of that little informal 

army of micro-suppliers. Rather than adopting the contemporary stance, which held 

them responsible for causing disturbance, insecurity and destabilisation, they could 
be seen in their number and through their services as a stabilising factor in a social 

1 For example: HIGGINSON Richard of Ellesmere, Ironmonger, 1704 Dictionary Project Reference 
INVLATE: MY1704HGGR, Lichfield Joint Record Office, Ellesmere Peculiar "Cast potts & Cettles 
60 galls 6 doz ware" or; C05 05s 00d; TURNER Walter of Newport, Salop. Ironmonger, 1746 
Dictionary Project Reference INVLATE: MY1746TRNW, Lichfield Joint Record Office "frrying 
anns potts & kettles" for E02 l9s 00d. 
For example Blundell July I 01h, 1708 Dictionary Project Reference DIARIES: NY0054BLNN 

"A Tinker mended 3 frying-pans for me. " and again Blundell February I Vý 1715 Dictionary Project 
Reference DIARIES: NY0176BLNN "Christopher Parker did some Tinkers work her for me. " 
Another one is Burrell April 5"', 1703 Dictionary Project Reference DIARIES: SY0021 BRRT "A 
travelling tinker repaired some of my saucepans, the inside tinning of which had been rubbed ofT by 
frequent use, having heated the saucepans, and then having rubbed the inside of the vessels briskly 
with a stone of sal ammoniac, which he held in a pair of pinchers. " (in Latin in the original] 
3 See, for example, British Museum Heal and Banks collection 85.294: John Townsend, copper-smith 
and brazier "At Wandsworth, Surry; Makes and Sells all sort of Coppers and Stills, Pots and Kettles. 
Stew-Pans [ ... ] as cheap as at any Shop in London. [ ... I Any Person will be waited on. if required, by 
sending a Letter or Word to the above-mentioned". Another example is I leal and Banks collection 
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context where status was largely based on ownership of worldly, material things. In 

order to be, one had to own, and in order to own, one had to get. 

From a Shropshire hub: the Coalbrookdale iron foundry 

The iron works at Coalbrookdale in Shropshire, and its founder Abraham Darby 

have attracted considerable attention for their conspicuous role in raising the status 

of cast iron from a semi-processed raw material to that of a working material in its 

own right. 4 According to Mott, between 1719 and 1737 about seventy percent of 

the total output of coke iron at the Dale Company was used for castings, and the 

remaining thirty percent were sold as pig iron. 5 The focus of production shifted 

slightly in the 1730s. Thomas Goldney had established and furthered a better 

demand for pig iron in the Bristol area, while Richard Ford saw the potential of 
,6 demand for "Castings 

... 
in ye Engineering way'. Nevertheless, the hollowware 

trade remained important. Under Ford's management, starting in 1718, the 

'hinterland' of the Company was substantially extended to include customers in 

Cumberland and Northumberland to the north, and London and Cornwall to the 

7 South. The forty hollowware customers on the books in 1718 had more than 

doubled by about 1720, and their number had risen to around one hundred by the 

mid-1720s. 8 

85.34, for Samuel Bird, anvil maker: "Note Any Person in the Country may by a Letter have his 
Business done as well as if he were present". 4 1709 is the year Abraham started in Coalbrookdale. See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders- 
The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989; for a resume of the historiographical record see Charles K. 
Hyde Technological change and the British iron industry 1700-1870 1977; see also Nancy Cox 
'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the first Abraham Darby; with an appendix on 
the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725 by Nancy Cox and Peter Wakelin' Industrial 
Archaeology Review 1990. For cultural implications regarding acceptance of cast iron see the 
introduction to Theodore A. Wertime and James D. Muhly (eds) The Coming of the Age of Iron 1980* 

See R. A. Mott, 'Abraham Darby (I and 11) and the coal industry' Transactions of the Newcomen 
Society 1957-1958 and 1958-1959, p. 69; see also Nancy Cox and Peter Wakelin 'Data derived from 
the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725', Appendix to Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation 
of an industrial pioneer: the first Abraham Darby; with an appendix on the Gloucester coastal Port 
books 1695-1725 by Nancy Cox and Peter Wakelin' Industrial Archaeology Review 1990. 
6 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOCII 0 23'j April 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
7 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. 77ze Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, pp. 55-56. 
8 Holland's figures for the 1720s are 98 for 1719; 107 for 1722; and 102 for 1726, but her assessment 
included non-hollowware customers. See Lynda M. Holland A preliminary investigation into the 
distribution methods of the Dale Company, Coalbrookdale, Shropshire; circa 1718-1726 1992, pp, 
33-34. 
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Although transportation, the physical conveyance of the goods, is not part of the 
present study, the setting of the works had important implications for its trade. 9 In 
its location, the works had direct access to the most important artery of transport of 
the time, the river Sevem, and the immediate availability of raw materials meant 
that both water and land transport of coal and iron stone was financially viable. 10 

In socio-geographical terms, Coalbrookdale in east Shropshire was part of the 
large, industrial and metalworking area roughly comprising the Midlands, 
Shropshire and Staffordshire. This area was densely populated by the standards of 
the time, abounded with skill and expertise in metalworking, and boasted a highly 
developed infrastructure. " The religious sub-context is that of a Quaker enterprise. 
Quakers, or Friends, whose non-conformist beliefs and practices encouraged tight 
social networks, are considered to have been particularly well connected. 12 There 

were distinct disadvantages though. Quakers may have enjoyed the benefit of 
connections within their social group, but their beliefs made them suspicious in tile 
eyes of outsiders. Their insecure position at law and the volatility of public 
opinion, neither ever quite at ease with Quaker concepts such as 'fixed prices' in 

trade for example, meant that their business activities could come under close 

scrutiny and censure. 13 Not only would this fact have influenced the way its 

protagonists acted and behaved in the world of trade and industry, 14 it also raises 
questions about the representativeness of the case study. 

9 But see Cox and Wakelin 'Data derived from the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725' 
Appendix to Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the first Abraham 
Darby; with an appendix on the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725 by Nancy Cox and Peter 
Wakelin' Industrial Archaeology Review 1990; and Lynda M. Holland A Prelitninaty investigation 
investigation into the distribution methods of the Dale Company, Coalbrookdale, Shropshire. circa 
1718-1726 1992. Holland, who investigates information about carriers found that the Company's 
arrangements for delivery did not necessarily cover the entire journey. The distributive system was 
clearly involved and calibrated to high degree to satisfy the Company's needs. 
10 For the purposes of road transport, however, the works was rather inaccessibly located In a narrow 
gorge that imposed a steep ascent in order to get to the towns of the vicinity, Bewdley, Birmingham 
and Shrewsbury. 
11 See in particular Marie B. Rowlands The West Midlandsfrom AD 1000 1987; Barrie Trindcr The 
industrial revolution in Shropshire 198 1. 
12 See Arthur Raistrick Quakers in science and industry 1968. Raistrick stresses the strength and 
density of Quakers networks, based on shared social experience. I le is emphatic about the personal 
and intellectual qualities of those who, since they were prevented from entering the legal and medical 
professions, and from holding public office, therefore turned to industry and trade with great success. 
See above, pp. 42-46. 
13 See Arthur Raistrick Quakers in science and industry 1968, pp. 35-42. 
14 Raistrick points out that Quaker producers were likely to have opted for Quaker agents for their 
principal sales. See Arthur Raistrick Quakers in science and industry 1968, p. 100. 
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"& ye Potts Exceed ours both in Colour & lightness, they dont run 5 lb to 
the gallon throughout /I am of opinion if he can have Sale ye Work will 
turn to good"15 

The author of these lines could indeed expect that there would be a ready and 

receptive market for lighter cast iron hollowware when he wrote to his agent and 

partner in 1733 about a competitor in the north. The 'pot trade', like any other 

manufacture in a century of growth and expansion in terms of technologies, 

markets, science, national and personal wealth, demographic and material products 

of labour, was a growth industry. 

"... as for their driving a Business in ye Pott trade at Leverpoole 'tis in my 
Opinion Impracticable, for what w'th Ivie Whitehaven & Newcastle 
Works, Goods are dld [delivered] there at El I p'er Ton &I have been 
credibly Informed that they have been offered at E10 p'er Ton, Vch prices 
can be of no Service to them nor US,, 16 

Between 1729 and 1737 the Dale Company in Coalbrookdale, Shropshire, supplied 

some thirteen thousand items of large cast iron hollowware annually to customers 

whose respective bases of activity were situated in an area bounded by Liverpool, 

Manchester and Gainsborough in the north, and Bristol and London in the south. 

The furthermost western customer bases were Machynlleth and Dollegellau in 

north Wales, and except for Gainsborough, the vertical axis between Burton on 

Trent and Stratford upon Avon marked its eastern limits. The comment by Ford 

about the Liverpool pot trade provides an insight into the aspects governing the 

demand and supply of cast iron vessels in the early eighteenth century. Its author 

was the manager of the Dale Company and to all accounts an informed and astute 

observer of the situation faced by producers in whose interest it lay to establish 

reliable outlets for their OUtpUt. 17 His words imply that the 'Pott trade' in the early 

1730s knew serious competition, that it used techniques such as undercutting to 

push out contenders, and that it operated within clearly marked geographical areas. 

15 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 23d March 1733 Richard Ford to Thomas Goldney. 
16 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 18'h August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
17 See Stembridge's and Raistrick's respective assessment of Richard Ford's quafities as a manager in 
P. K. Stembridge The Goldneyfamily. A Bristol merchant dynasty 1998, here pp. 26-40, and Arthur 

Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989. 
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In the context of investigating regional markets and the question of constituting 

new markets for industrial products the Dale Company and the specific nature of 
cast iron hollowware present an interesting case study. There is, firstly, the Dale 
Company's received history according to which it held a virtual monopoly over the 
technology of making and the supply of these items until about the middle of the 
eighteenth century. 18 This view suggests that its markets were on the whole 
uncontested, and that the task of those negotiating between production and demand 

consisted in essence of soliciting orders and ensuring a reliable supply. There is on 
the other hand the product and commodity. Cast iron vessels were what historians 

of consumption would term 'durables' and functional, rather large objects of use, 
essentially tools. Large vessels such as pots, kettles and furnaces were demanded 
by industry and private consumers alike for any process that required capacious 

and strong, heat-resistant vessels, which would conduct heat efficiently and evenly 
to their contents. The purchase of even a single item constituted a financial 

investment that relied on durability and functionality. Per capita consumption of 
such articles was limited in that only accident or long years of use would trigger 

replacement, unless purpose required a different size. '9 Several indicators suggest 
that by the 1730s at the latest the picture was a complex one, Hollowware as 

produced and supplied by the Dale Company was no longer a new commodity. Its 

long-standing presence in the market was compromised by a number of other 
makers who produced comparable wares for the same markets. Production had 

reached a plateau because of insufficient water supplies limiting its growth 

potential. The nature of the product meant that successful production ware not only 
demanded a highly skilled workforce but also the facilities for large-scale 

production to ensure that costs remained competitive. Large output, on tile other 
hand, required an extensive network of wholesalers whose activities would assure 
the producer of a reliable commodity market and relayed the task of channelling 

output into consumer markets to the middlemen and agents. Far from being able to 

18 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. 77ze Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989. p. 46 and pp. 
47-64; see also Charles K. Hyde Technological change and the British Iron h1dustry, 1700-1870 
1977, pp. 40-41 with reference to R. A. Mott, 'Abraham Darby (I and 11) and the coal industry' 
Transactions of the Newcomen Society, 1957-1958 and 1958-1959, pp. 6-7. 
19 Sizes could range from 2 V2 to 35 gallons for pots, and from circa 12 to 63. but also 150 gallon for 
furnaces and pans. At around I Od. per gallon prices could range from circa 2s. 6d. to E2 and more. 
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rely on demand to support production, Ford's task was to assess and manage a 

complex field of activity. 

In contrast to received opinion it will be argued here that by the 1730s the Dale 

Company's success was not based simply on technological advance and the 

possession of a trade secret2o but on careful negotiation between the limits of 

production and the limits of demand. In the context of managing a business, the 

definition given by the mid-eighteenth century writer on trade and commerce, 
Malachy Postlethwayt, is illuminating: "Among partners, the conduct of their 

traffic should be so divided between the concerned, as to suit each other's talents 

and disposition. Thus the business should be divided between them, both with 

regard to the buying and selling of merchandizes <sic>, keeping the cash, and the 

ledger; and seeing to what particular part of the business each is most fitly adapted. 
He who is of an active stirring temper, is more proper for buying and selling, than 

he who is of a more sedate disposition, and loves ease and rest. Therefore the more 

active should be employed in the buying and selling of merchandizes <sic>; the 

more sedate in keeping the ledger and cash; because, having less vivacity, he may 

be more circumspect in the management of sedentary business, than if he were 

more active. 9,2 1 And in reality, Richard Ford, manager of the Coalbrookdale iron 

pot foundry, had to be good at it all; managers needed to be all-rounders. 

The discussion to follow will look in turn at the distribution patterns, investigate 

the geographical presence established and achieved by the Dale Company, 

followed by an analysis of Ford's letters to the works' banker and agent in Bristol 

with a view to investigating the negotiation process that ensured and facilitated this 

presence. 

20 See Charles K. Hyde Technological change and the British iron industry, 1700-1870 1977, p. 41. 
for a discussion of Abraham Darby I's efforts to keep the method secret. and pp. 40-41 on secrecy and 
success. For Abraham Darby I's situation see also Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The 
Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, pp. 21-22 and p. 45-46. 
21 Malachy Postlethwayt The universal dictionary of trade and commerce.. 1757, vol. 1, p. 46 1. 
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The challenge of overcoming distance and other delivery or supply obstacles, and 
the concern of prompt supply was a primary concern. The foundry's account 
book22 for the year 1728 to 1738 permits a quantitative analysis of the trade in 
hollowware by the Dale Company. The entries detail customers' names, their base 

of action 23 and the amounts and types of cast ware they bought. In most cases the 
entries specify the number of items, the rate charged per gallon or hundredweight 

of metal, the bulk weight, and for large hollowware, the bulk volume. 24 In so far as 
they relate to sales that were based on customers' orders, they may be used to 
investigate the geographical characteristics of demand, and equally. the Dale 
Company's commitment in the area where the respective customer was based. Five 

alternate years, starting in 1729 and including 1737 were chosen for analysis. 
Although the entries are short, the cumulative amount of information is 

considerable. Few customers ordered and bought exclusively hollowware, and the 
list of cast ware is long. Favourites were cart bushes, grates, and on a more exotic 

25 
note 'Chyn-kal pots' and spearheads. It is difficult to assess entries relating to 
6small ware'. It has been noted that smaller cast iron vessels were recorded under 
this heading26 but this category frequently included mortars, and at times other 
items. For practical reasons, therefore, only information relating to large 
hollowware, which was consistently recorded has been considered, and all figures 

22 CBD 59/82/5 February 1728 - October 1738 (Ironbridge Museum Library). Referred to as the 
'Stock Book', its entries suggest that it might have been used as a form of ledger. 
23 Where this information was missing, as for example where entries had been added to the bottom of 
the page at a later date, it could normally be retrieved from other sales entries to die same customer. 
or the reference numbers to the customer page in the ledger (not extant). 24 Customers, such as the Champions, whose orders would have been satisfied using river transport. 
were exclusively recorded in hundredweight. 
25 For example, William Rutter, Stafford, 15"' February 1737/8 in CBD 59/82/5 February 1728 - 
October 1738 (fronbridge Museum Library), p. 496. Further examples of non-hollowware am the 
following: anvils, backs, backstones, ball (in connection will mill), balustrades, banisters. bars (for 
windows), barrels, bars and sleepers, basons, bearings, best sadirons, bolsters, bottle moulds. boxes. 
boyts (in connection with hursts), brasses, buckets, callend'r heaters, checks. a Church plate, clacks. 
Copperplate moulds, furnace covers, covers (in connection with troughs), crucibles. cylinders, door 
cases, and a door frame. 
26 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. 7he Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, p. 45. 'Small 
ware' sold at piece rates graded according to weight, suggesting that they were produced in set sizes. 
No reference to them gives information about their volume content. Another potential type of 
hollowware were 'izops'. They were sometimes mentioned in connection with pots but not counted 
up for the totals given at the bottom of the sales pages in the account book. 'Me only customer 
receiving them in considerable numbers were the Champions. They have been excluded from the 
present assessment, which focuses on the category of pots, kettles and furnaces. 
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therefore represent the minimum of hollowware items that reached the respective 
markets. 

For the period considered here the volume of trade varied little. Neither in terms of 
items supplied nor in terms of value is it possible to formulate trends of growth or 
decline with any degree of certainty. Diagram 5.1 indicates that the total of items 

supplied per year declined slightly after a relative peak in 1733,27 a situation that is 

slightly more acute but on the whole mirrored by the totals of trade value presented 
in Diagram 5.2.28 The Company's production, it will be remembered, was 

undergoing a period of re-focusing, and the next section will deal in greater detail 

with the specific problems that beset output. Supply figures therefore do not show 

expansion, but rather a period of stagnation. All the more interesting are the shifts 
in geographical focus that took place. 

Between 1729 and 1737 the Dale Company's accounts name around 200 different 

hollowware customers. On average there were about one hundred and thirty 

customers per year as shown in Diagram 5.3 
. 
29 The figure peaks in 1733 with one 

hundred and forty-six customers, but the subsequent drop is not as marked as the 

31 former increase. While for the present purpose customers' orders have been 

condensed into yearly amounts, a monthly breakdown shows that most customers 

maintained frequent, though small orders. Their value could be in the range from 

well under five pounds, even shillings to orders coining to twenty or thirty 

pounds. 31 

The size of orders permits some classification as to customer profiles. -The big 

wholesale orders indicate that the Champions in Bristol and John Ives in 

Gainsborough were exporters. A different group, with much smaller but more 

27 See Diagram 5.1, p. 17 1. 
28 See Diagram 5.2, p. 172. 
29 See Diagram 5.3, p. 173. 
30 The figures are higher than Holland's figures for the 1720s, as indicated earlier in footnote no. 8 
earlier. Her figures are 98 for 1719; 107 for 1722; and 102 for 1726, but her assessment included non- 
hollowware customers. 
31 For example the entry for Champion, Nehem. Bristol 24th Jan 1731/2 in CBD 59/82/5 February 
1728 - October 1738 (Ironbridge Museum library), p. 188. The entry specifies 48 pots at II s-6d. 
equalling L9 l9s 7.5d. 
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Diagram 5.1 Number of items supplied in total according to year 
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Diagram 5.2 Total values of hollowware orders according to year 
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CBD 59/82/5 held at Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust (Coalbrookdale) 

Note: The values are calculated using the figures as given in pound. shilling and pence 
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Diagram 5.3 Number of hollowware customers according to year 
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Date source: Coalbrookdale Company stock book 1728-1738 (piece number CBD MS 1) 
CBD 59/82/5 held at Ironbridge Gorge MuseumTrust (Coalbrookdale) 

Note: The figures are based on entries in the stock book detailing customers' names, 
their place of residence, and the size, nature and value ofthe orders. 
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frequent orders, were the large ironmongers in Shrewsbury, Birmingham, Chester, 

Manchester and Liverpool, but also in Welshpool, Wellington and Bewdley, some 

of whom had been customers since before 1717.32 A substantial number of 

customers appeared only once or twice during the selected years. 33 

Early modem trade knew a range of different forms of middlemen - merchant, 

factor, agent, broker, chapman, hawker and chap, and it is as yet unclear as to what 

their respective activities and responsibilities were, and to what extent there was an 

overlap. It seems clear, for example, that the Goldney brothers as the Company's 

agents in Bristol, were dealing on behalf of the Dale Company except on two 

occasions, when they appear as customers in the accounts. 34 In this context it wants 

stressing that all the customers recorded in the account book, whether big or small, 
35 

had ownership over the wares they bought and then sold on. This made them 

independent wholesalers and retailers who could exert a choice as to whether they 

would trade in the Dale Company's wares. Their activities, whatever its scale, 

extended the Company's presence in the respective geographical area, but as 
Ford's letters show, their custom could not be taken for granted. 

The number of places associated with hollowware customers' names is some 
36 

seventy in total over the five selected years. The marked rise, about twenty 

percent, occurs between 1729 and 173 1, but thereafter variation is slight. As with 

the number of hollowware customers, it is difficult given the brief period 

considered here, to talk of growth and decline. On the whole, yearly figures are a 
little below and a little above the average of fifty-three places served. Despite a 

32 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, pp. 55-56. 
33 For a number of customers the accounts give no indication of a place. In some cases the names 
match those of individuals in the Dale Company's employ, or otherwise linked in tributary activity 
such as supplying coal, ironstone, lime, and listed as receiving royalty payments for coal or ironstone. 
These customers were likely either local or sufficiently identified for the clerk not to extend the entry. 
Their record of orders for the most part amounts to a single order over only very small quantities of 
hollowware. This concerns some twenty individuals. 
34 CBD 59/82/5 February 1728 - October 1738 (Ironbridge Museum Ubrary) Thomas Goldney, 
Bristol, Oh November 1733, p. 280, for 3 furnaces for E6 3s. 2 1/4d., and Gabriel Goldney, Bristol, 31' 
December 1733, p. 284, for 235 pots and kettles for E28 6s. 10 1/2d. 
35 With regard to the transfer and acquisition of right of chattels personal, Blackstone lists the four 
most usual forms of contract: sale or exchange, bailment, hiring and borrowing, and debt. See 
William Blackstone (One of the Justices of His Majesty's court of Common Pleas) Commentaries on 
the Laws of England. Book the Second. 1783, p. 446. Blackstone is here used as an example providing 
helpful insights. No attempt has been made to deal with the critical readings of his tract. 



5. Physical distribution 
17.5 

certain degree of turnover in customers, the nodal point, with its importance for 

access to the particular and immediate geographical area it could serve, was not 
lost in more than two thirds of the cases. In other words, the Dale Company 

retained some form of presence in over sixty percent of its access points throughout 

the period. Continuity measured in this way does not equate with amounts supplied 
to the area, nor the volume of trade it represented for the Dale Company. The total 

of the orders per year from all customers in a given location could in some cases be 

relatively small. The total of orders for Tewkesbury, for example, was at its biggest 
in 1733 with E12 3s. 7 Vid. compared with the orders from Bristol, which readily 
exceeded ESOO in all years except for 1737. 

Geographical dimensions 

Plate 5.1 presents a map that plots the total of places where the Dale Company had 

hollowware customers. 37 If the relative amount of trade they represented is taken 
into consideration, then three different categories of 'market' can be identified. 

There were firstly, the four centres to which trade gravitated - Bristol, London, 

Gainsborough and Liverpool. They acted as 'satellite markets' because of their 

geographical distance to the Coalbrookdale hub, and because they were centres 
opening up national and international markets for the wares of the Dale 
Company. 38 The second category was the 'country market' - marked on the map as 
the area reaching to Chester and into Derbyshire in the North, and Gloucester in the 

south, from Birmingham across into Wales. It comprised the large number of 
places that in themselves represented either small or infrequent trade. Within this 
category a further type of market existed, the 'country hubs'. Chester, Ashbourne, 

and Gloucester at the periphery, and Shrewsbury, Bim-iingham, Bewdley and 
Ludlow in the vicinity represented sizeable, reliable markets with access to the 
demand of busy industrial regions and sub-regions. 39 Given these parameters, the 
centres of potential competition - Neath, Ruabon and Prescott - can be seen to have 

36 See Diagram 5.4, p. 176. 
37 See Plate 5.1, P. 177. 
38 See Diagram 5.5, p. 178. 
39 See Diagram 5.6 and 5.7, pp. 179 and 180. 



176 
j. Plivsical disiribution 

Diagram 5.4 Number of places associated with hollowware customers 
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Plate 5.1 Geographical representation of satellite markets, country hubs and the Z' 
country market 
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Diagram 5.5 Satellites - share of trade in percent 
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Date source: Coalbrookdale Companý stock book 1728-1738 (piece number CBD MS 1) 
CBD 59/82/5 held at Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust (Coalbrookdale) 

Note: The percentages are based on the summary value of trade per satellite, and 
calculated using the figures given in pound. shilling and pence as found in the 
source. 
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Diagram 5.6 Periphery: distant country-hubs - share of trade in percent 
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Date source: Coalbrookdale Company stock book 1728-1738 (piece number CBD MS 1) 
CBD 59/82/5 held at Ironbridge Gorge Museum Trust (Coalbrookdale) 

Note: The figures in percent are based on the summary value of trade for Chester, 
Ashbourne and Gloucester, and calculated using the figures as given in pound, 
shilling and pence in the source. 
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Diagram 5.7 Country-hubs in the vicinity - share of trade in percent 
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occupied strategic positions, well placed to control and curb the Dale Company's 

success in Liverpool, Chester and Wales. 

A uniting feature of the 'satellites' is that for each of them the Company relied on a 

single customer in the location. Diagram 5.5 shows that Bristol was by far the most 

important one in terms of its share of the total value of trade even though it showed 

a marked decline during the period. London ranked second with a steady share of 

about ten to twelve percent, while Liverpool took over from Gainsborough in 1733, 

gained in importance and effectively counterbalanced the eventual loss of 

Gainsborough. 
40 

The country hubs received hollowware in sizeable though much smaller quantities, 

but these were totals received by a number of individuals whose names and number 

could vary: one to two in Birmingham, five to six in Chester and three to four in 

Shrewsbury. A comparison between the two types of country hubs reveals that the 

more distant hubs Chester, Ashbourne, and Gloucester assumed relatively greater 
importance over the period, while Shrewsbury, Birmingham, Bewdley and Ludlow 

combined rose less markedly in their share of the trade. 41 

A shift in focus 

The accounts for earlier years (circa 1709-1725) together with data from the 

Gloucester coastal portbooks indicate that Bristol customers received over eighty 

percent of the output in pig iron and castware between 1709-17 10 and over sixty 

percent after 1718.42 The sales records for 1729 to 1737 show the decline of Bristol 

demand, occasioning a move away from the trade patterns which had been the 
legacy of Abraham Darby L who had been a Bristol founder prior to coming to 

Coalbrookdale. Within the combination of satellites and country trade, which was 

40 See Diagram 5.5, p. 178. 
41 See Diagram 5.8, p. 182. 
42 Cox and Wakelin 'Data derived from the Gloucester coastal portbooks 1695-1725', Appendix to 
Nancy Cox 'Imagination and innovation of an industrial pioneer: the first Abraham Darby, with an 
appendix on the Gloucester coastal port books 1695-1725' Industrial Archaeology Review 1990, p. 
136. 
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Diagram 5.8 Satellite markets versus all country hubs - respective share of trade in 
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retained throughout, the country trade assumed a relatively greater importance. 43 

While Bristol declined from nearly forty-five percent in 1729 to less than twenty 

percent in 1737, and the share of satellite trade overall sank from nearly sixty 

percent to forty percent, the country hubs' share climbed from a mere twelve 

percent in 1729 to a quarter of the total trade in 1737. Given the overall stagnation 

during the period, this was largely the result of the decline in Bristol orders and not 

caused by an absolute increase in demand from the country. However, it indicates 

the greater stability of the country market with its strategically placed hubs. 

From a Shropshire hub: competition and key strategies 

The dominant model for the investigation of commercial activity has been the 

international trader. Hancock's celebration of the 'global outlook' and 'world 

citizenship' is a welcome one, 44 but equal enthusiasm for traders whose activities 

took place on 'home ground' is apposite. Given that the home ground was 

potentially highly contested, and commodities had narrower niches and more 

competitors, the skills and personal traits which distinguish the successful from the 

unsuccessful trader were markedly similar in both: knowledge, dexterity, 

judgement and vision. 45 The discussion will concentrate here on the negotiator who 

was in charge of production, and thus in the position of producer, as well as in 

charge of selling and 'customer relations' as it would be termed today. 

Present day economic lore says that a commodity has not been fully 'produced' 
46 

until it has factually reached its final consumer, and this is evident in the efforts 

of the manager at Coalbrookdale. Only theoretically were the producer and the 

consumer in domestic trade placed in greater proximity and therefore more 

conspicuous to one another. Manifest in Ford's actions is the on-going concern 

with the Dale Company's presence in a variety of markets. The manager of an 
ironworks in Shropshire could, through a combination of networking, technological 

43 See Diagram 5.8, p. 182. 
44 See David Hancock Citizens of the World. London merchants and the integration of the British 
Atlantic community 1735-1785 1998. 
45 Compare for example, David Hancock Citizens of the world London merchants and the integration 
of the British Atlantic community 1735-1785 1998, and Nancy Cox The complete tradesman. A study 
of retailing 1.550-1820 2000. 
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drive and continuous effort, gain access to a number of different markets whose 

distinctive merits - access to export, domestic, local and regional demand - served 

to negotiate the troughs and peaks of trade. 

The letter book of Richard Ford, manager at the Dale Company between 17 18 and 
1745 consists of a series of draft letters, spanning some four years starting in 

47 
January 173213 and ending in March 290', 1737 . 

They were for the most part 

addressed to Thomas Goldney, majority shareholder in the partnership, who acted 

as the works' agent and banker in BriStol. 48 Overall, the exchange averaged about 

thirty letters per year; in reality, of course, the frequency ebbed and peaked, as 

business demanded, and at times one letter followed the other within a day. 

The content of the letters can be grouped into comments on day-to-day needs of 
business, and into comments on exceptional, urgent or otherwise unusual matters. 
In the first instance, the letters were concerned with the transfer of money. The 

shortage of cash in the 'country' and the frequently frustrated efforts to collect 

payments were a recurrent theme. Another purpose was to give Goldney notice of 

consignments coming into Bristol on the river Severn, and in cases of goods 

consigned to London or Liverpool, to ask him to make arrangements for trans- 

shipment. They usually ended with a statement about the state and progress of the 
furnaces, their output, and the climatic conditions furthering or hindering it. Early- 

modem laws governing partnership agreements stipulated that no decision could be 

made concerning the business without consultation of all the partners involved. 

" Don Benson and Geoffrey Whitehead Transport and distribution made simple 1975, p. 8. 
47 For the purpose of assessment, individual letters are necessarily less helpful than a series of letters. 
Not only has the single letter lost the context in which it was written, and to which it responded, but it 
also no longer has the little context that other letters from the same hand, and written before or after 
its date could have provided. Historians have used business correspondence in two ways. Firstly, to 
gain information about the detail of the dealings and the business, and secondly, to assess the 
protagonists, the person and the personality of those conducting it. In doing so, historians cannot 
divorce themselves from concepts and ideas that have currency in their own times. Management 
studies today stress leadership and put a prime on the personal qualities that make a successful 
manager. It may in part be a reflection of this school of thought that is responsible for the particular 
angle of Hancock's analysis of the London 'associates' and Stembridge's study of Thomas Goldney's 
relationship with the Dale Company's manager, Richard Ford. See David Hancock Citizens of the 
World. London merchants and the integration of teh British Atlantic community 1735-1785 and P. K. 
Stembridge The Goldneyfamily. A Bristol merchant dynasty 1998, here the chapter on Thomas 
Goldney 111, particularly p. 34. 
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Ford's letters not surprisingly present a careful log of events and developments, 

thereby providing the historian with a many-faceted impression of production and 

trade at the time. 

Ford's correspondence centres on the two prongs of the Dale Company's 

production: pig iron and cast ware, which in the 1730s was still essentially 

hollowware. With regard to the second, three strands run through the 

correspondence: difficulties with the water supply hampering production, which in 

turn affected satisfying customers' orders; the concern with obtaining orders and 
handling competitors; and finally, the relationship with the Company's major 

customer, the Champions in Bristol, and the country trade. 

In almost all other respects advantageously positioned, the works suffered from one 

serious problem: lack of water to drive the bellows. The small pool supplying it 

was insufficient to maintain a blast throughout the year, giving production levels a 

serious seasonal profile . 
49 Time and time again Ford had to report that there was 

50 insufficient water to keep the bellows going to blow in, or to blow fast enough. 
As a result the iron was of inferior quality, or production stopped altogether. In 

August 1733, Ford could not comply with an order from the Champions straight 

away because the furnaces were out of blaSt. 5 1 The letter the following week 

carried the assurance that the Champions' order would be a priority but that he still 

could not blow in and resume production. 52 

Keeping customers content by supplying promptly and reliably was a key concern. 
At times this could mean that profit margins had to be compromised, as in July 
1733, when Ford wrote that he had sent more goods to go to the Champions "at an 
Extravagant charge. I am obliged to pay 10/ [s. ] p'er Ton to Gloster, ye Water 

being So very prest [low]" but "ye quick dispatch of 'em, I thought it would be 

48 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 (Ironbridge Museum Library). A smaller and less frequent 
number went to Gabriel Goldney, the younger brother who was also involved in the partnership at 
Coalbrookdale. 
49 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, pp. 108-113 
for a discussion of the difficulties with water supplies and strategies to overcome the problem 
50 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. 7, he Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, p. 60. 
51 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 I 01h August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
52 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 18'h August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
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better at Some Extraordenly Charge y'n Disappoint 'enf'. 53 The term 'lead time' 54 

might not have existed, but the pressure to reduce delays to a minimum rings out in 

Ford's assurances to meet orders "as Soone as Possible, & hope not long"" and 

"they Shall be Sent next Spring [tide] at furthest, but this Spring if can meet w'th 

Conveyance', 56 Consignments destined for London were sent via Bristol, and again 

"to forward ye whole w'th all Expedition". 57 It was in part to solve the problem 

with unreliable iron production that two additional furnaces, Bersham furnace near 

Wrexham, and Willey furnace on the Sevem bank near Coalbrookdale, were 

acquired in 1731 and 1732 respectively. 58 

The Bristol commodity market had two aspects, the 'pig chaps' whom Ford 

supplied via the Goldneys, and the Champions, first Nehemiah, and from 1732 

onwards his sons Nehemiah junior and Williarn. 59 The huge quantities they ordered 

- around 5000 items annually, averaging values of more than E800 per annum - 

made them a market in themselves. Two recurring themes characterise the 

relationship between the Dale works and the Champions in Bristol; their status as 

privileged customer, and their falling orders. Ford frequently assured Goldney of 

the preferential treatment they can be sure to receive from the works. At 1 1s. 6d. 

per hundredweight of metal they paid on average ls. 4d. less than the Company's 

other customers who were charged 13s. to 14s. per hundredweight. More than once 

Ford stressed that "their orders being preferable to others, they may always depend 

in punctuall Supply at all timeSt9.60 As wholesalers who bought and owned the 

goods they sold on rather than selling them on commission they were customers 

" Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 13th July 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
54 See for example Don Benson and Geoffrey Whitehead Transport and distribution made simple 
1975, p. 264. 
55 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 23rd Jan 1732/3 to Thomas Goldney. 
56 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 10h January 1732/3 to Gabriel Goldncy. For a narrative account 
of the River Severn and its features as a "way" see Brian Water Severn Tide 1947. Although Water's 
observations are an early-twentieth century account and do not reach back further than the mid- 
nineteenth century, they suggest strong continuities as regards the realities of navigation on the 
Severn. 
51 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOCIIO 15th June 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
58 See Arthur Raistrick Dynasty of ironfounders. The Darbys and Coalbrookdale 1989, pp. 58-59 for 
discussion of their respective merits. See Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 OhMarch 1732/3 to 
Thomas Goldney: Ford assures Goldney that Willey furnace will be "a Support for ye Business in 
Castings of one kind or other Enlarge pretty much here". 
59 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOCII 0 6th March 1732/3 to Thomas Goldney: "I find N. Champion 
have turned over ye Potts trade to his Sons whome he Says he thinks will Enlarge ye Business /I wish 
they may". 
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with an interest in low supply charges and high profits, and could be expected to 
favour the competition if supplies and conditions do not meet with their 

expectations. 61 This explains Ford's assurance in 1734: "they may depend on't I 

Shall allways give them ye Preference & not Sell any Goods to any Person that 

9 62 Shall in ye least vie w'th them! . The decline in their orders, evident also in the 

accounts, triggers numerous comments down to urging Goldney to be proactive in 

soliciting orders: "I think twas well in giving N: Champion [senior] a hint how 

much ye trade was lessened Since he had done w'th it, & hope he will take an 

oppertunity to remind 'em. [his sons] of ye Same" for if their orders remain small, 

64 we must Seek out our Selves or let our Works Stand" . 
63 

The reliance on the single big customer had left the Company vulnerable. At a time 

when production was good, and competition from other producers was potentially 

curtailing expansion into other satellite markets, Ford envisaged the ultimate step: 

"I am sure tis better for us to Sell our Potts at fIO p' Ton then <sic> let Such a 

Stock Daily Increase ... I desire y'ee would Consider of this for we must push a 

trade at Some price or other"64 

Comments about competitors in the field testify to the constant need to assess the 

situation, and if necessary, to intervene. They also reflect the degree of uncertainty 

that Ford faced in his assessment. Six possible sources of competition appear in the 

letters: the Whitehaven works in whose hands the Liverpool market was, Williams 

60 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 18 th August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
6' For a later period, there exists a co-partncrship assignment, naming Nehemiah Champion 'the 
Elder' and five others, who are James Hillhouse, Edward Garlick, Richard Reynolds, Samuel Page 
and Richard Palmer, to arrange shares in an iron foundry, called the "Welch Iron ffoundry", dated 
December 8t", 1744. The six men, all from Bristol, form a partnership for the specific purpose of a 
joint trade in 'Wounding or rosting <sic> Pigg or Sow Iron Iron potts & other cast Iron Wares". See 
CBD 59/82/5 February 1728 - October 1738 (Ironbridge Museum Library): Griffith, James, 
Swanzey, December 12"', 173 1, p. 186: 1 Cillcnder, 2 pipes, I bottom [etc. ] Total value: E53 5s. 6d. 
The late date of the document does not pern-at its direct use in an explanation for the falling off in 
orders from the Champions. A decrease, moreover, that is more visible in Ford's letters than in the 
accounts. It is likely that the above document is indicative of what went on in the close-knit 
community of iron masters and workers throughout the early-modem period. Note that the agreement 
of 1744 replaces one dating from 1728, an agreement of co-partnership for the 'Welch ffoundry' 
naming James Griffith, of Swansea, by 1744 described as 'since then deceased'. In 173 1, a customer 
of that name and place appears in the Dale Company's accounts. See Bristol Record Office 4568 (6a): 
Copartnership assignment. 
62 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 I Oth October 1734 to Thomas Goldney. 
63 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 10'January 1736 toThomas, Goldney. 
64 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 14"' January 1736 to Thomas Goldney. 
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& Company in Newcastle, though they would "not Sell under", Daniel Ivies in 

Ruabon, near Wrexham, Richard Baylies in Neath and 'Prescot air furnace'. 65 Only 

time could reveal how real a threat they posed to the Dale Company, 66 but little 

would appear to have threatened its presence in the country market provided 

production could be kept up so that orders were satisfied. When production fell 

short, however, Ford foresaw problems, as in August 1736: "Sev'll Chaps that have 

allready Sent Orders for Goods, ye longer we are out of Blast ye greater will be ye 

disadvantage, for a want of Goods for a ready Supply, will give an open for ye 
967 Prescot men to drop in'. When the Bristol furnaces, which received their pig iron 

from the Dale Company, undercut Ford in the country market, a terse remark to 

Thomas Goldney in 1734 shows his reliance on their connection to settle disputes 

over it: "your air ffurn'ss do us a prejudice in some part in our Countrey-Sales, 

offering goods lower y'n what we Sell, viz at Stafford they offer 'ern dl'd 

[delivered] at 9d. 1/2 p'er gall[on] where we Sell @ 10d. / likeweze <sic> at 

Bromsgrove, Stratford & Some parts of Warwickshire, they under Sell us pretty 

much, I think a Word to 'ern in Season would not be a rniSS99.68 

Competition was most keenly felt where new markets were concerned. The 

presence of the air furnace at Prescot, Ivies in Ruabon, and Williams in Newcastle 

was a considerable barrier to the Liverpool market where goods sold at EIO per 

ton. 6' Potentially the result of Quaker sensibilities, Ford was reluctant to enter into 

a price war, and strategic pricing was used as a last resort, and only if no agreement 

could be reached with the parties involved . 
70 Liverpool was the door to the "Scotch 

& Irish Trade", and with Bristol demand in decline Liverpool was the satellite 

market of choice. Under the circumstances, Ford was prepared to lower prices, 

since the Whitehaven works "have in great measure Cut of ye Scotch & Irish Trade 

&I can Scaresly See any way of retreeving it unless there Should be a Complyance 

65 See Plate 5.1, p. 177; Newcastle is not marked. 
oth h 66 For example: Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 June 3 1733; 28' October 1735; 3 1' August 

1736,2"1 November 1736 all to Thomas Goldney. 
67 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 3 1' August 1736 to Thomas Goldney. 
68 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 11"' November 1734 to Thomas Goldney. The accounts show 
that country customers received wares at a rate of 10d. per gallon. For many of them, though not 
consistently, this figure dropped to 9d. in 1737. 
69 For example Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 18th August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
70 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 11"' November 1734 to Thomas Goldney. 
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in comeing a little lower in ye price of Goods to thenf '. 71 When Prescot air furnace 

continued to undercut, Ford suggested 'crushing' them by sending in `20 Ton from 

ye Dale by Bristoll to Leverpoole & push 'em at once" so that the trade "may be in 

a better Channell then <sic> at preseneq. 72 

The country trade required an almost continuous round of journeys to fairs and 

towns - Wrexham, Chester, Stourbridge, but also Stafford and Birmingham. While 

steady, demand in the country tended to be more inelastic, and was more quickly 

clogged by competitors in the field. In 1733 the prognosis was bleak, "very trifling 

& in all probability will Dwindle to nothing in a very little timeso, 73 butin October 

1734 "there is a very good Prospect of a large Sale, haveing ye whole Countrey to 

our Selves". The greater focus on the 'country markets' in conjunction with the 

more keenly felt pressure from competitors imposed greater need for travelling and 

networking to ensure representation in the field. With that and the developments in 

the production side, Ford and Abraham Darby II, son of the founder, who had 

taken over some of the responsibilities of manager and Cash collector, were 

stretched to their limits. In March 1732/3 Ford comments that "ye Country Sales 

for Goods are pretty large of late, though it is much more fateigue in rideing & so 

many different Sort of Castings occasions a Strickter attendance [to production], 

that it confines me So close that I have not time Scaresly to ask a [Quaker] ffriend 

how he does". 74 Although the number of country j ourneys had risen by only two or 

three per year since the 1720s, they were still "pretty considerable" and Ford was 
75 

concerned about errors and falling quality through lack of time. The argument 

continued through a number of letters, culminating in the appointment of an 

assistant. Ford was at pains to assure Goldney that he "would by no means Clogg 

ye Works w'th a Supernumary or an Idle Hand, but ye Contrary, &I am of opinion 

that ye Charge that will be added upon ye Works by an assistant, would in a great 

measure be Saved by a due Inspection into tooles & Utensil IS99.76 The pressures on 

71 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 18'h August 1733 to Thomas Goldncy. 
72 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 2"d November 1736 to Thomas Goldney. 
73 Ford Letter book LABIASSOC/ 10 22`1 September 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
74 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 6"' March 173V3 to Thomas Goldncy. 
75 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 23d April 1733 to Thomas Goldncy. 
764,1 think upon ye whole 't'would not be a loss if Abr'm: &I had an assistant at a Smale Sallary, for 
ye business is rather more yn we can go through". Ford raises the topic again on April 23rd, 1733, this 
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time had begun to undermine the advantages of having all-round knowledge and 

expertise combined in the same person. 

A small digression into aspects of production is helpful at this point. There is 

evidence of some judicious yet important steps towards product innovation during 

the period. In a system where the highest cost factor was the metal itself, the 

ultimate aim of production was to make lighter castings. Hence Ford's delight over 

successes at Bersham furnace, even though they were compromised financially 

because of managerial problems: "ye Potts Exceed ours both in Colour & lightness, 

they dont run 5 lb [pound] to the gallon throughoue'. 77 The Dale Company's own 

products weighed on average 6 -7 pounds per gallon. The other factor was size. 

Downing's complaint in 1709 had been that his moulder did not cast a sufficiently 

wide range, and that small hollowware was not suited "for ye trade in gen'all for 

want of Larger ware & PottS99.78 In the context of his sceptical assessment of the 

Liverpool market in 1733, Ford suggested casting bigger vessels in sand: "I think it 

practicable to Cast Furnaces in Sand up to 150 Galls [gallon] & Potts up to 35 Gall 

or 409t. 79 Customer demand, particularly from end-customers, had to be considered. 

Large pots rather than furnaces, for example, were preferred in Ireland "for 

Bucking their Yam", and Ford predicted sales in Ireland of about 15 to 20 tons per 

year for the Champions. 80 Ford envisaged applying an established technology and 

the skill in place already to produce a new commodity that had the potential of 

giving the Dale Company and its wholesale customers a competitive advantage. By 

October 1735 he could report that "what Furn's we Cast in Sand at present above 

100 galls is only 150 Galls but I have Patterns made of 120: 135 & 170 Vch am 

makeing Boxes for & hope to Cast of all those sizes in a montW'. 81 And by 

December 1735 his letter announced that he had "Some 160 Galls [gallon] 

Furnaces in Sand, & hope to have things ready in a Little Time for 130 Galls & 120 

time with suggestions as to salary. See Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 23" April 1733 to Thomas 
Goldney. 
77 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/ 10 23rd March 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
78 PRO C 11/1726118: item 2- "The Answer of Zachary Downing Gent DeN to the Bill of Compl't 
of Roger Downes Compl't, 174January 1709. 
71 The accounts show that a standard size for a furnace was 63 gallon. Bigger vessels were noted as 
'loom pans', indicating that loam moulding was used. See Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/ 10 181h 
August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
80 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 I 8th August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
sl Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 6h October 1735 to Thomas Goldney. 
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& then we Shall be compleatly fitted Wth all Si[z]es of Furnaces". 82 Just as supply 

shortages had to be avoided, a full warehouse accumulating dead stock was equally 

problematic: "our Warehouse is pretty full of Goods & an order from N& W'm 

Champion would now be acceptable"83 and again "I Should be glad of a Large 

order from ye Champions our warehouse being very fU1199.84 In 1735/6 the 

warehouse was "So full of Goods we Scaresly know where to put any more". 85 

From Ford's activities two strategies become evident; firstly, that of stabilising 

supply, and secondly, that of maintaining a number of geographically different 

markets. The furnace at Bersham was not only supposed to supplement the works 

supply problems when water fell short, but also represented a strategic move into 

the Welsh and the country market. (See Map) In November 1736 Ford was anxious 
to get Bersham furnace to blow because "Severall people in Wales Vch we cannot 

, 86 
reach from hence are in want of Goods'. His activities in the Liverpool market 
had been restrained, and he had "only dealt there a little of late in order to keep a 
Correspondence till Bersham Furna's Blows ... & then [it] is to take in what part of 
that Countrey he can deale in, & we to decline itt987 The 'Correspondence' 

maintained the small but material presence that ensured Bersham furnace and its 

products a niche and a share of the market, together with the all-important 

networks of people and trust. 

Competition and markets 

"there is nothing but a larger Sale wanting Vch hope Nehe' & W'm 
Champion will encourage & Send an order Soon, for their demands of late 
are gone to a very lowe Ebb"88 

Historians have assumed that Darby's coke smelting with 'sweet Shropshire clod' 
gave him and his descendants the technological advantage as to be peerless in the 

market until at least the middle of the eighteenth century. In terms of using coal to 

82 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 2"d December 1735 to Thomas Goldney 
83 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 22"d March 1734/5 to Thomas Goldney. 
84 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 14 th February 1735/6 to Thomas Goldney. 
85 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/ 10 28 th February 1735/6 to Thomas Goldney. 
86 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 2"d November 1736 to Thomas Goldney. 
87 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/10 18'h August 1733 to Thomas Goldney. 
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89 

smelt and then convert cast iron pigs into bar iron, this may have been the case. 

As regards foundry work, however, the case in the Court of Chancery suggests that 

others were casting iron too, and successfully, which suggests in turn that they 

were using coke rather than charcoal for the reasons explained above. 90 Even if 

sand moulding was his real advantage, their higher production costs -a claim made 

by Darby, agreed to by his competitors, and subscribed to by historians - did not, 

apparently, knock them out of the field. Ford may have been disparaging about 

some attempts, but overall, his letters speak of the need to 'keep in the market' by 

continuous effort both with regard to service and with regard to visiting the agents 

and chaps. 

Moreover, even the hollowware market was never static, but needed to be 

continually re-negotiated. Ford's letters and the material relating to the Chancery 

cases reveal strong, even if unarticulated assumptions about different markets, for 

example the 'Welsh trade, the 'Liverpool market', and the importance of fairs in 

different localities. For Ford the Shropshire hub determined the radius of their 

activity, and they could increase their range by relying on the 'chaps' or agents 

who each in turn had their own respective orbit of activity. Whether they were 

more tied to a locality while Ford and his assistants in their role as negotiators and 

travelling representatives had to be more mobile and range over a wider terrain, or 

whether they themselves cultivated networks of their own has not been part of this 

investigation. It is, however, likely. 

The letter book ends with Ford's reflection on the dive in Bristol orders. The 

passage testifies to the fact that demand, even the long-standing demand from 

Bristol, could not be relied upon. Whether it was lessening temporarily or 

permanently cannot ultimately be judged from the available data, but the volatility 

of demand and markets required flexibility and strategic cost-benefit calculations. 

In the same letter Ford announced that he had "Sent p'er Francis Owen Consighned 

88 Ford Letter book LAB/ASSOC/1029th March 1737 to Gabriel Goldney. 
89 For converting cast iron or pig iron into wrought iron, charcoal remained the preferred fuel until the 
middle of the eighteenth century. 
90 See J. E. Rehder 'The change from charcoal to coke in iron smelting' Journal of Historical 
Metallurgy, 1987, pp. 37-43, on 'iron running thinner', because of the chemical processes involved. 
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<sic> to y'ee to be Shipt for acco'tt of Will'm Forrest & Compa. in Leverpoole 34 

Furnaces 612 Potts 384 Kettles q'tt 10 Ton Vch desire y'ee will See put on board 

a Ship". The decision to venture into the Liverpool market despite the geographical 

disadvantage and the potential loss of a profit margin was not purely based on the 

need for outlets, but also took into consideration the nature of the market itself If 

the Bristol exporters fell short, then it was necessary to venture into another export 

market. 

Conclusion 

The market or markets of cast iron hollowware fill a particular niche in historians' 

understanding of the developments in cast iron products, just as Birmingham toys 

and Sheffield cutlery permit a more detailed and more differentiating assessment of 

the market(s) for wrought iron. 91 Moreover, hollowware was in itself a tool that 

facilitated production in other industries. In the context of new and emerging 

markets, the case study relates to a stage where production was under challenge 

from demand pushing for reliable, prompt supplies and choice in terms of variety 

and range. It highlights the effort that was required to maintain shares in 

established markets rather than seize new ones, to manage demand rather than to 

expand at all costs. Production and demand represented powerful interests that 

required careful balancing acts from those negotiating between them. To judge 

from the accounts, the bias towards potential exporters was a great one. On the 

other hand, the high degree of continuity from country places, and the effort 

expended by Richard Ford and Abraham Darby II to maintain and develop the 

country trade indicate that the 'country' - the regional market - was treated as an 

important outlet. Its relatively smaller demand put less strain on the fairly 

inflexible production and in turn lessened the risk of failing to satisfy customers. 

Relatively, and curiously, unimportant was the London share of the Company's 

hollowware trade. Unlike in the case of other industries, demand from London 

The use of charcoal in a subsequent process burnt off of the C02, making the iron pasty, and the so- 
called 'bloom' fit for turning into bar iron. 
91 See for example Marie B. Rowlands Masters and men in the West Midland metalware trades 
before the industrial revolution 1975; but also Marie Rowlands 'Continuity and change in an 
industrialising society: the case of the West Midlands industries' in Pat Hudson (ed. ) Regions and 
industries. A perspective on the industrial revolution in Britain 1993, pp. 103-13 1. 
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barely matched the total of demand from country hubs. 92 Outward-looking but 

inward-oriented, Ford's efforts were about the provincial concentration of 

commercial strategy. Expansion, though quantitatively absent, took place in 

qualitative terms. The move towards a greater range and bigger sizes during a time 

when sales did not increase and production presented problems is an example of 

product innovation designed to regain a competitive edge when technological 

advance had possibly been lost with regard to established products. 

Richard Ford's letters show that negotiating the market for cast iron hollowware 

was not a monolithic, clearly circumscribed activity, but one that was achieved 

through handling and managing a wide range of closely related concerns. As yet, 

the close integration of different tasks in one person served to provide intimate 

knowledge of production methods and its challenges on the one hand, and an 

equally profound understanding of the workings of demand. Benson and 

Whitehead, modem-day equivalents to Postlethwayt, differentiate between three 

chief attitudes towards stock: the accountant's, the salesman's, and the production 

manager' S. 93 Ford occupied all three positions, and in his case, the integration of 

trading activities with production still worked to advantage. 94 His letters also show, 
however, that the all-rounder had come under severe strain, and that the system 

was already giving way to greater differentiation. 

92 For example Loma Weatherill The Pottery Trade and north Staffordshire 1660-1760 197 1, here 
Chapter 6: 'Markets', pp. 76-95. Weatherill's findings for pottery note a distinct London bias and 
greater regional outreach. 
93 Don Benson and Geoffrey Whitehead Transport and distribution made simple 1975, pp. 151-152. 
94 It is interesting to note, that Hancock's associates were found to have turned to production of some 
sort after having accumulated sufficient wealth from working in trade. Integration of different 
activities provided financial safety nets and further strengthened their negotiating powers. See David 
Hancock Citizens of the world. London merchants and the integration of the British Atlantic 
community 1735-1785 1998, in the chapter on 'Mercantile Origins', here particularly p. 84. 
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6. USE: A TOOL To CONSUMPTION 

Introduction 

This chapter deals with the fourth and, within this study final, stage of the life cycle 

of cooking vessels. It is the stage of use when the object is transformed from a 

product into a tool. For the purpose of the following discussion this place is the 

home and household of eighteenth-century consumers, although cooking vessels 

were not solely used to prepare food. Apart from non-food uses in the domestic 

environment, such as heating water and in preparing the lye for washing, there 

were numerous crafts that required metal cooking vessels for their operations. The 

chapter, however, focuses on three domestic aspects: the kitchen as a workshop and 

space with its hearth or cooking area, ' the changing technologies of cooking and its 

changing utensils, and the issue of health and safety in connection with domestic 

hollowware. Around this point of culmination in the life cycle, the discussion 

develops the concept of the built environment and building blocks of micro- 

architecture as formative for everyday work routines discussed in Chapter 1. 

The chapter uses existing literature to complete the study's argument for paying 

attention to the influence of the different stages to gain a better understanding of 

the connection between consumption and the material culture of the workplace. An 

obvious area to have been excluded from the section is the investigation of 

ownership and possession of cooking utensils. These are well represented in extant 

historical research. 2 The benefit and interest of the approach is neither denied nor 

challenged, however, to pursue it here would run the risk of repeating what has 

already been accomplished elsewhere. Instead, the chapter builds on their findings 

to support the investigation's aim of discussing some of the dynamics of use. As 

1 The term 'Kitchen' is used here in the modem sense to denote the room or area in which cooking 
took place, though, even in the eighteenth century this area was sometimes still designated by another 
label. 
2 See, for example, Nancy Cox ' "A flesh pott, or a brasse pott or a pott to boile in": changes in metal 
and fuel technology in the early modem period and the implications for cooking' in Moira Donald 
and Linda Hurcombe (eds) Gender and material culture in historical perspective 2000; Sara Pennell 
"Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early modem England' Journal of 
Design History 1998, and Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 
1660-1760 1996. 
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has been noted before, the highly ephemeral quality of activity can only sketchily 
be recovered from documents, depictions and artefacts, and the investigation relies 

on the findings of re-enactment to extend the boundaries of retrievable information. 

The approach is consequently qualitative, not quantitative, and to some extent 

speculative, in a bid at restoring some of the use-aspect and the activity inherent in 

consumption. 

Kitchen histories 

The story of the kitchen, its development through the ages, changes in heating 

technology and indeed aspects of changes in the utensils employed have been the 

focus of numerous studies, from numerous backgrounds. Museums, collectors, 

metals specialists, practitioners and historians have turned their attention to the 

kitchens of the early modem period. Little has escaped their attention. The aim 

here is consequently not to present new detail, nor to assemble a comprehensive 

picture of what has been said, but to highlight and collate a number of features that 

the literature present, which are deemed pertinent to the life cycle discussion of the 

object type in question. The literature spans a broad spectrum of interests relating, 

sometimes directly, sometimes indirectly, to the preparation methods, and more 

specifically, the cooking techniques that involve metal vessels. Historians have 

most readily embraced the idea that food is an important aspect of culture and 

consequently have expended interest and energy in investigating its role and 

metamorphoses. 3 Other works focus on the 'kitchen', the 'household' and women's 
4 work relating to domestic tasks. Others again have focused on what kitchens 

contained, who worked in them, what they supplied. 

3 See, for example, P. C. D. Brears The gentlewoman's kitchen. Greatfood in Yorkshire 1650-17.50 
1984; contributions to Peter Brears, Maggie Black, Gill Corbishley, Jane Renfrew and Jennifer Stead 
A taste of history. 10,000 years offood in Britain 1993; contributions to Irmgard Bitsch, Trude Ehlert 
and Xenj a on Ertzdorff und Rudolf Schutz (eds) Essen und Trinken in Mittelalter und Neuzeit 1987; 
Stephen Mennell All manners offood: eating and tast in England and Francefrom the Middle Ages 
to the present 1985; Sara Pennell The material culture offood in early modem England ca. 1650- 
1750 1997; and Sara Pennell 'The material culture of food in early modem England c. 1650-1750' in 
Sarah Tarlow and Susie West (eds) Thefamiliar past? Archaeologies of later historical Britain 1999. 
4 See, for example, J. Seymour Lindsay Iron and brass implements of the English House 1970; John 
Seymour The National Trust book offorgotten household crafts 1995. 
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Kitchens as workshop and spaces 

What kitchens looked like, their size, height, atmosphere, the number of windows, 

is relatively elusive. Surviving kitchens, whether grand or humble, depictions, and 

floor plans that exist for cottages and grand houses indicate the location of the 

chimney and fireplace, and references to the wash copper suggest another feature, 

but they can probably be considered indicative of only the most general trends. 

Trite but true: like any other space in a home, kitchens reflected individuality, if 
5 

not individual taste, and status, if not always in the expected fashion. Kitchens, as 

Pennell has shown, 6 were the scenes of much more than merely processes of food 

preparation. Kitchens could be multi-functional places and serve as living room, 

sleeping place, a place of congregating, socialising - amongst fire and food - 

warmth and energy. In an obvious way, kitchens straddled the divide between 

'home-making' and 'work place, until 'home' in the Victorian sense at least 

notionally became a sanctuary from work and ceased to be perceived as a place of 

work. 

By the late eighteenth century, according to Saumarez-Smith, the bourgeois home 

had come into existence. 7 By then more and more people had come to regard the 

private home as a place that should and did express individuality, standing, 

personal taste and choice through and with the objects that filled its spaces. The 

case of the English country house is instructive. In his chapter on early country- 

house technology Girouard points out that although they had always had to be 

warmed, lit and supplied with water and food as well as cleaned and maintained 

they tended to be "a stage behind industry and the cities". 8 Until the late eighteenth 

century the wide-arched opening and big chimney-flue continued to be the 

standard, a feature that had started in the early middle ages. On the other hand, at 
least as regards cooking facilities, Girouard does not credit the early modern period 

5 See Verral's comment on poor array of cooking tools found in the kitchen of a country squire in 
William Verral William Verral's cookery book 1759, facsimile 1999, pp. 17-25. 
6 Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early modem England' 
Journal ofDesign History 1998, p. 207. 
7 Charles Saumarez-Srnýith Eighteenth-century decoration and design in domestic interiors in England 
1993, p. 308. 
8 Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, p. 246. 
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with anything but 'minor improvements. 9 Two insights are to be gained from this 

information. Firstly, that progress or change, to call a more cautious note, was not 

necessarily powered by financial means. Nor were the flow of information or social 

status necessarily a deciding factor and incentive. Although money would have 

given access, and education and life-style exposure to the fashions that came into 

all areas of life, country-house owners lagged behind when it came to adopting 

6progressive' and innovative technologies for their seats in the country. The 

lowliest of them were the social elite at least at local level, but equally their group 

included members of the nation's elite. Reasons why the homes of the relatively 

well to do did not become the hothouses of experimentation may in part be sought 

in their position and wealth. Relatively few in number, able to recruit relatively 

cheap labour, mainly fernale, 10 the problems or incentives to conceiving of 

alternatives did not present themselves with sufficient vehemence to trigger 

openness to new ideas. Instead, institutions such as hospitals, soup kitchens, 

prisons and asylums were in the vanguard of implementing the new domestic 

tec no ogles. 11 

The kitchen is in a sense the forgotten workshop when houses become homes and 

work, on the whole, moved out and away, but the domestic workhouse remained. 

In and around the kitchen and the scullery and the washhouse, which were often 

one, the busiest, hottest, messiest activities took place. Yet despite its focus on 
functionality, with the hearth the source of heat at the centre of activity, and the 

apparent lack of incentive for creative re-configuring, kitchens then as now were 

not just set pieces but a space that could be and would be customised. Miller's 

study of a 1990s north London council estate and their owners' relationship 

towards the fitted kitchens revealed that despite the uniform nature of the fittings 

which were standard and not occupant-choices, their users had found a variety of 

ways in which heterogeneity and customisation were effected. 12 He also observes 

9 Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, p. 246. 
10 See Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, pp. 
246-266 for a discussion of the various areas of private comfort where technology eventually entered 
the country houses. 
'I Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, pp. 262- 
263. 
12 See Daniel Miller 'Appropriating the state on the council estate' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading 
things 1993, in particular pp. 93- 10 1. 
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that housewifery is commonly condemned for its "lack of possibilities of self- 

actualisation" not because the activity itself does not permit it or because its actors 

lack the capabilities to grasp or implement such possibilities, but because 

investigators refuse to treat housewifery as anything other than trivial. ' 3 Whilst this 

accusation cannot be made against historians, it is probably the reason for the 

paucity of contemporary material. Eighteenth-century commentators did not see the 

kitchen as worthy of more than occasional comment. 

Assessment as to what kind of 'stage' the kitchen was within the hierarchy of 

eighteenth-century arenas of action, whether public or domestic, has varied. 

Weatherill distinguishes between 'front stage', in other words, display and 'back 

stage' hidden activities; and while meals were served and enjoyed in the 'front 

areas' of the house, their preparation were confined to the latter, and with it the 

tools it required . 
14 It would seem that the wholesale condemnation as 'backstage' is 

not always warranted although architectural remoteness and inaccessibility might 

in many cases have been a reality. 15 Certainly, by the eighteenth century, the 

kitchens of the very wealthy were more like factories, those of the affluent a 

separate world from that of the masters, and that of the poor most likely to reflect 

through necessity the hall and central fireplace of much earlier, more communal 

times. 16 

If by the eighteenth century, kitchens were not architecture's favourites, they had 

not always been architecture's stepchildren. As Girouard points out, mediaeval 
kitchens of the great houses were built high and lofty to permit ventilation through 

the roof. 17 Then "[slomething of the splendour of the hall often passed over into the 

kitchen, buttery, pantry and cellars which served it. "18 Surviving examples can be 

impressively massive structures. They were designed to cater for hundreds rather 

13 See Daniel Miller 'Appropriating the state on the council estate' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading 
things 1993, p. III- 
14 See Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 1996, pp. 
145 and 155. 
15 See Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early modem 
England' Journal of Design History 1998, pp. 202-204. 
16 This assessment is based on Peter Brears, Maggie Black, Gill Corbishley, Jane Renfrew and 
Jennifer Stead A taste of history. 10,000 years offood in Britain 1993. 
17 Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, p. 36. 
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than dozens of household members. Since all cooking was done over huge open 

fires, initially on central hearths which later moved to the walls into recesses 

forming equally large open fireplaces, they had to accommodate the requisite army 

of cooks and the smoke, heat, smell and dirt that their efforts produced. The 

architectural treatment they received was on occasion "nearly as elaborate as that 

of the hall"; for good reason, says Girouard, since hall and kitchen were "twin 

symbols of their lord's munificence". 19 

Present-day experience of kitchens polarises around two scenarios placed at either 

end of the spectrum. The kitchens, at least of the professional classes are either 
largely replaced by bought meals in their function of preparing food, whilst at the 

other end they are the exquisitely designed focus of leisure for the fashionable 

entertainer. By contrast, kitchens in the early modem period for the majority of 

people were central to 'household oeconomy'. 2' A household is a set of priorities 

and highly adaptable to the individual needs and idiosyncrasy of its members. 
Irrespective of rank and means, kitchens as workshops that provided the daily food 

and other regular services to the people living in the household, were rooms of 

considerable interest within the household economy. The kitchen offices as the 
heart or engine of the early-modem and eighteenth century household were hubs of 

potentially very diversified and very personalised activity. As a work place, they 

are spaces that can reasonably be treated with the same approach brought to an 

artisan's workshop. 

What kitchens looked like or might have looked like is a challenging visualisation 

and construction process as with any workshop: essentially the fixtures are clear, 
but the important detail of ergonomic, purposeful activity is elusive. For 

essentially, these rooms were not for show but for work, not static but full of well- 

tuned work-sequences. The generic kitchen exists, but only as a concept. In reality 
kitchens, and that which was in them varied greatly. A kitchen is a space and a 
facility. It is defined through its furnishings but these are tools to carry out work 

'a Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, p. 34. 
19 Mark Girouard Life in the English country house. A social and architectural history 1978, p. 36. 
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processes. As a space, it is largely determined by the layout of the house, the size, 

the status of the owner, and architectural traditions and styles more generally. It is 

important to realise that the kitchen was subject to individual taste, means and 

disposition like any other work-room would have been, but that its main fixture, 

the hearth or grate and the positioning of further 'offices' determined where most 

activity would be oriented. 

The kitchen offices contained 'backstairs furniture' 21 
, as distinct from the fine and 

elegant parlour and master furniture found in'the private and public rooms of a 

great house. Some of its contents would have been furniture that had been moved 

from the fashionable rooms, because it was old-fashioned or damaged, or simply 

surplus as new pieces were acquired. On the other hand, particularly kitchen 

furniture represents a separate branch of furniture making. The fitted storage 

cupboards, shelving and other wall furniture, in its robustness and functional 

orientation, and commonly made of elm, a very hard wood and used for making 

work surfaces, or oak, could have been constructed by the house or estate 

carpenter. The tables and dressers on the other hand, were likely to have demanded 

the skills of joiner. 22 For example, the kitchen table, though following the 

fashionable tables in styleý' were since the rr6d-sixteenth century conceived as 

immovable pieces, almost like fixtures in that they were large, 'workmanlike' and 

joined rather than composed of a top supported on trestles. 24 For the top, a hard, 

close-grained wood that would withstand scrubbing and hard wear, such as 

sycamore, which does not impart taste or colour, was often used. 

The 'dresser' warrants especial attention. Originally the dresseur (old French), a 
sideboard or table on which food would be dressed, it came to mean a kitchen 

sideboard surmounted by rows of shelves. This feature was not continuous; early 

20 See Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early modem 
England' Journal of Design History 1998, p. 216, who insists on the duality of meaning contained in 
oikos and oeconomy. 
21 See Geoffrey Beard The National Trust Book of English Furniture 1985, p. 214ff; 'The Kitchen' 
and pp. 215-218. In his chapter on 'The Furniture for the Servants' Beard's observations, though 
overall concerned with country house furniture for the early modem period, are for the most part 
restricted to the nineteenth century and the Victorian period. 
22 See Geoffrey Beard The National Trust Book of English Furniture 1985, p. 214. 
23 See Geoffrey Beard The National Trust Book of English Furniture 1985, p. 218. 
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Stuart dressers tended to lack this superstructure, but to the extent that it is feasible 

to follow developments in the little documented area of vernacular furniture, it 

reappeared in the early eighteenth century. On these plates and dishes could be 

arranged, for ease of access but also for display. 25 According to Beard, dressers 

continued to be made on traditional lines for farmers and yeomen when in other, 

more fashion-conscious houses, they had long been replaced by woods such as 
26 

mahogany and walnut. Themselves the props for display, dressers more than any 

other piece of kitchen furniture had decorative features such as dentilled cornices 

and fret-friezes. 

But the real 'kitchen revolution' of the eighteenth century lay in the replacement of 

the main source of heat, from open, down-hearth fire to coal grate and to the 

enclosed range. This fundamental development is conceptual rather than real, 

because like so many other fashions, its spread was very uneven. The down-hearth 

fire did survive in pockets until the early twentieth century, as a picture of a Devon 

kitchen in the 1930s demonstrates. 27 Even so, many cookery writers who produced 

instructional books for the middling sort and their servants assumed at the very 

least a chimneyed hearth, if not an enclosed stove. 28 

Cooking routines and change 

Even with the help of re-enactment, the difficulty of extracting from the sources 

anything more than an impressionistic view of the amount of time and effort that 

went into cooking prevails. Domestic work, as surviving cookery books that do not 

confine themselves to recipes for food show, was seen as an integrated field of 

activity comprising a wide range of tasks, such as brewing, pharmacy, cleaning, 

sewing, spinning, dairying. 

24 See Geoffrey Beard The National Trust Book of English Furniture 1985, p. 218. 
25 See Geoffrey Beard The National Trust Book of English Furniture 1985, p. 216. 
26 See Geoffrey Beard The National Trust Book o English Furniture 1985, p. 217. I 
27 it is reproduced in Roderick Butler and Christopher Green with a contribution by Roger 
Brownswood English bronze cooking vessels and theirfounders 1350-1830 Handbook to accompany 
a loan exhibition 23rd September -I Vh October 2003 Marwood House, Honiton, Devon UK. Roderick 
and Valentine Butler: Honiton 2003, p. 17, "A Devon kitchen in the 1930s with hanging cast-iron 
cauldron (from the Beaford Archive). 
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From the general picture it could be concluded that just as other raw materials 

came into the household in a far less processed state, and consequently required a 

considerable amount of physical work to fulfil the needs and requirements of that 

particular household, so did food and foodstuffs. Here, too, a far greater amount of 

preparation, and organisation was needed to provide the day's fare, as well as 

ensuring provisions for the seasons to come. In this respect, the number of servants 

employed in even poorer households and their kitchens, smacks less of striving for 

convenience and status as of necessity; the requirements of housekeeping involved 

a substantial amount of hard labour, which kept the persons involved in it fully 

occupied. Weatherill estimates that the time spent daily on meals and their 

preparation amounted to three to four hours, that keeping the fire going took an 

hour per day, whilst getting food and water took another hour daily and one 

additional hour per week. Three hours were spent each week on baking and 

brewing respectively, and two days per year were given to preserving food. 29 

Cummings warns against the reintroduction of a "mechanistic relationship between 

form and function". To look at the first and talk about its relation to and influence 

on the second, must not mean a return to mechanistic and simplistic argument. 30 

Uses resist categorisation, for there is the 'babble of uses' 31 or what Cummings 

calls "the troubling irregularity of objects in use"32 , and the experience made by 

sociologists and historians alike that how people actually and really utilise and use 

things is "extremely resistant"to being presented and described accurately. 33 For 

the most part, most eighteenth-century cookery books were not prescriptive when it 

28 See, for example, the frontispiece in Eliza Smith The compleat housewife or accomplishd 
gfntlewoman's companion 1759, facsimile 1994. 
"' See Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 1996, p. 
142ff for an assessment of time spent on domestic work, and p. 143, Table 7.1: 'Household activities: 
estimates of time spent doing them'. Additional time and effort would have gone into activities, such 
as organising the fuel supply. 
30 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading Things 1993, p. 
24. 
31 Neil Cumn-dngs 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading Things 1993, p. 
19. 
32 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading Things 1993, p. 
18. 
33 Neil Cummings 'Reading things: the alibi of use' in Neil Cummings (ed. ) Reading Things 1993. 
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comes to vessels' use. 34 They assume that the cook has equipment, and perhaps in 

precisely what is not said express a certain arrogance and presumptuousness, but 

they make no further demands with regard to the range or set of tools available to 

the reader/user. 

For their effective functioning, kitchens, like all workshops, relied on routine 

activities, which are ephemeral and in large part impossible to retrieve. The sum of 

a large number of small acts, each insignificant on its own, is what differentiated 

the successful from the less successful workshop. However small and insignificant 

each act was on its own, it was nevertheless demanding and in their co-ordination 

and sequencing mentally challenging. 35 Cooking demanded knowledge of heat, 

fire, fuel, the tools, their different properties, the foodstuffs, and indeed tin-dng to 

synchronise preparation and serving times. 

Basic cooking techniques 

A mid-nineteenth century manual contains the observation that "[fln comparing 

roasting with boiling [ ... ]I have observed that though the latter appears to be a 

more simple process <sic> it is not so in reality, because it requires a greater 

advance in the mechanical arts, to procure the saucepan or pot in which the water 
9936 must be contained . 

Warren is not too reliable in some of his statements, but notes the very probable 

and very ephemeral practice of poor households where one large pot was used. For 

example, a perforated piece of wood acting as a divider half way down inside the 

vessel supported earthenware jars containing different foods, made watertight and 

weighed down. Other foods, such as cereals and beans, were placed in little bags of 

34 This, of course, is a marked contrast to later cookery books and cookery literature, where the reader 
is told how to equip her kitchen, suggesting that the idea of the essential set had set firm roots. 
35 Oral communication from Debbie Buckson, but see also Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the 
material culture of the kitchen in early modem England' Journal of Design History 1998, p. 212, who 
insists on the degree of expertise and skill, of specialist knowledge that is inherent in any independent 
ýhysical activity. 
(6 J. H. Walsh A manual ofdomestic economy: suited lofamilies spendingfromfloo to EIOOO a year. 

Including directionsfor the management ofihe nursery and sick room, and the preparation and 
administration ofdomestic remedies 1858, p. 454. 
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cloth and suspended into the pot hanging from a chord that was stretched across the 

mouth of the vessel. 37 These practices of the poor did not necessarily enter the 

written record, and its wooden and cloth implements rarely survive. 

Like any tool, cooking vessels are the direct result and carrier of a technology. 

They are representative of the technology prevailing at a given period, even if the 

technology concerned is a simple one in the sense that the individual item 

comprised few parts and that even the relatively inexperienced user could produce 
'results' that were deemed acceptable. Acceptability is something of a moot point. 

The degree of skill needed for competency, however, is difficult to assess. Unlike 

the famed male cooks, and a very small number of female cooks, girls, whether 
they were daughters in their mothers' kitchens or servants, did not receive a 

formally recognised training. This said, however, the absence of any written record 

does not per se signal informality; many crafts trained their apprentices in what 

would today be deemed informal ways. However, the period of apprenticeship as 

such was not recognised as one, and women making claims about their expertise 

had to resort to assertions of 'years of experience' rather than a completed cycle of 

training. 

Food habits, cooking techniques and preparation preferences 

The importance of domestic hollowware, which in the daily processes of cooking 

and the other uses to which they might have been put within a household, cannot 

justly be assessed without some assessment of the role food, foodstuffs and eating 

played in the lives of people in the eighteenth century. Taking a broad view, 
England extracted itself from the grip of famine rather earlier than other European 

countries. 38 All the same, food could far less be taken for granted then than in most 
industrialised and integrated countries today. Unlike today when an increasing 

number of people consume an increasing number of their meals outside their home, 

37 Geoffrey Warren Kitchen bygones: a collector's guide 1984, p. 56. 
38 See Fernand Braudel The structures of every day life: the limits of the possible 2002, Vol. 1, pp. 73- 
78, on fan-ýine in continentaI Europe. 
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and when households are less prominent as a living space than a base for the night, 

the eighteenth-century household must be assumed to have provided much more. 39 

Warde looks at the four 'antinomies of taste', "longstanding structural oppositions, 

claims and counter-claims about cultural values which can be mobilized <sic> to 

express appreciation of food and to make dietary decisions". 40 The oppositions are 

novelty and tradition, health and indulgence, economy and extravagance, care and 

convenience, and these are values that can legitimise choices between foodstuffs, 

which encompass a choice about the way a food is prepared for consumption. As 

principles they derive from fundamental cultural classificatory categories. 41 Both 

poles of an antinomy are usually appreciated, and a middle way usually entails 

compromising both and satisfying neither. Essentially, though, Warde's 

classification explains why food habits may both embrace drastic changes and 

impose lasting continuities. 

The importance of food as a social and communal sumptuary event is vast. Its role 

in any culture, as evident in feasts and fasts, celebrations and on any life-defining 

occasion, is undeniable. Even at the level of ordinary meals, a given day is marked 

and structured by and around meal times, since food and drink are what keeps body 

and mind together. In this regard, Parson Woodforde's conscious reckonings of 

meals he enjoyed are unusual probably only in the fact of having come unto later 

times, when the similar preoccupations of his contemporaries were more 
42 

ephemeral . Beyond the basic function of feeding the body nutrients, its defining 

39 See, for example, Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 
1996, p. 137: "Households were complex social institutions in which most people's psychological, 
physical, and emotional needs were met. The processes of providing food, shelter, clothing, income, 
and nurture were the main preoccupation of most people of middle rank. Activities such as cooking, 
eating, drinking, bringing up children, visiting,... had profound influence on the material life and 
culture of households. " 
40 Alan Warde Consumption, food and taste. Culinary antinomies and commodity culture 1997, 
particularly Part 11: 'Indicators of taste: changing food habits'. pp. 55-154. Warde's study of 
twentieth-century British food habits and change took its argumentative cue from Stephen Mennell 
All manners offood: eating and taste in England and Francefrom the Middle Ages to the present 
1985. Here Warde pays attention to questions about change and continuity, the role of novelty and 
tradition, and the influence of such factors as health consciousness, generational differences, economy 
and extravagance, convenience and care. The quotation is on p. 55. 
41 Warde's 'antinomies of taste' were derived inductively via the analysis of advice dispensed in the 
cookery columns of twentieth-century magazines. See Alan Warde Consumption, food and taste. 
Culinary antinomies and commodity culture 1997, pp. 55-56. 
42 See James Woodforde The diary of a country parson 1758-1802 1984. 
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role in creating the social self by looking at its combination, presentation and 

enjoyment is considerable. Eighteenth-century diarists display sufficient interest in 

food, ways of preparing and subsequently presenting it, as well as the general 

display and aspect of the table for us to conclude that mealtimes were valued as an 

important occasion for pleasurable and entertaining sociability. Pepys's intent to 

have his wife instructed in the art of folding napkins and laying the table may 

reasonably be assumed to have extended to the actual contents of the meal, and 

consequently the activities in the kitchen going into its preparation. 43 The time 

spent on eating in the eighteenth century is estimated to have been about two hours 

per day. 44 

The main meal, dinner, was almost universally eaten at midday in the seventeenth 

century, but it gradually moved to later hours with the upper ranks in the early 

eighteenth century. Preparations were simple. The way of serving a meal clearly 

had repercussions on its preparation: the 'traditional' way of serving a meal, 

whether feast or family, was to place all the dishes on the table at once and 

consequently, they all had to be ready at the same time. There appears to have been 

little change in this pattern well into the eighteenth century, despite the 

introduction of 'courses' into the households of the elite in the later seventeenth 
45 

century. Supper was eaten some time in the evening and less formal than dinner. 

It consisted of easy-to-serve fare such as pottage or meat or cheese and bread with 

ale or another drink. Gradual changes in the use of cutlery at table, such as forks, 

which came into use in the course of the first half of the eighteenth century, not 

only influenced the look and atmosphere of mealtimes, they also influenced the 

way food was served and how it was prepared for such serving. For instance, if 

each diner had a fork and knife at their disposal then meat could be presented 

whole and on the bone, and served from the joint in slices or portions instead of in 

small bite-sized chunks. With regard to boiled meat, there would have been less 

need for it to be cooked to the point of disintegration, and a reduced need for 

43 Samuel Pepys, cited by Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 
1660-1760 1996, p. 156. 
44 See, for example, Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 
1996, p. 143, Table 7.1: 'Household activities: estimates of time spent doing them'. 
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serving stews and pottages, in other words soups containing the meat. For the 

middle ranks in the period between 1660 and 1760 Weatherill concludes that, 

generally, people ate from their own dish aided by a knife and fingers, and a spoon 

for pottages. Gradually, given the conservativeness of eating habits, mealtimes 

were affected by changes, and gradually, they changed in turn. 46 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century Sir Frederick Merton Eden wrote about 

the 'history of the labouring classes in England, from the conquest to the present 

period'. 47 The passage in which he notes the differences in food and its preparation 

between north and south is worth quoting at length: 

"There is not only a remarkable difference in the proportion of 
earnings appropriated to the purchase of subsistence by labourers in 
the North and South of England; but their mode of preparing their 
food is no less dissimilar. In the South of England, the poorest 
labourers are habituated to the unvarying meal of dry bread and 
cheese [ ... I If a labourer is rich enough to afford himself meat once a 
week, he commonly adopts the simplest of all culinary preparations; 
that of roasting it; or, if he lives near a baker's, of baking it; and if he 
boils his meat, he never thinks of forming it into a soup, that would 
not only be as wholesome, and as nourishing, but, certainly, more 
palatable than a plain boiled joint. 
In the North of England, and in Scotland and Wales, on the contrary, 
the poorest labourers can, and actually do, regale themselves with a 
variety of dishes that are wholly unknown to the Southern inhabitant 

of this island [ 
... 

] To begin with one of the simplest articles of diet, 
'the healsome porritch <sic>, chief of Scotia's food', hasty-pudding 
[ 
... 

] is extremely nutritious. [ 
... 

I Crowdie is not so generally used as 
hasty-pudding. It is however, a very common dish in the North, 

among labourers of all descriptions, but particularly miners, as it is 

soon made ready, and without much trouble. The process is extremely 
simple; and consists of pouring boiling water over oat-meal and 
stirring it a little. [ 

... 
r, 48 

45 This paragraph is based on Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 
166o-1760 1996. p. 152. 
46 See, for example, Loma Weatherill Consumer behaviour and material culture in Britain 1660-1760 
Routledge: London and New York 1996, pp. 153-155. 
47 Sir Frederick Morton Eden, 1766-1809, The state of the poor, or. An history of the labouring 
classes in England, from the conquest to the present period.. 1797. 
48 Sir Frederick Morton Eden The state of the poor, or, An history of the labouring classes in 
England, from the conquest to the present period.. 1797, p. 496ff., quoted in Asa Briggs flow they 
lived. An anthology of original documents written between 1700 and 1815 1969, p. 280. 
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Soups and broth, boiled meats and stews were not a preferred part of the diet, to the 

point where the English preference for eating roast meat became a national 

stereotype, and Continental visitors found it sufficiently remarkable to comment 

upon it. 49Eden's comments suggest that even 'the poor' did not eat soups, although 

their meagre supplies would have made it an economical and furthermore 

nutritious form of preparing them, but equally, such charitable concerns of the 

'charitable classes' may reflect impressions rather than insights 

Thus in 1795 The Times' recommendations, "The way to peace and plenty", given 

to 'the Poor' contained admonitions, which for the most part were concerned with 

moral behaviour. The poor were told to work hard, be frugal and to save up for 

rainy day. They were to abstain from drink and to avoid bad company, go to church 

and not to neglect to take their family, and, interestingly, to get rid of their dogs 

because they "rob your children". This piece of advice would have been rather 

different had dog meat been acceptable as food in Britain at the time. Wedged 

between the exhortation to be polite to their superiors and to be "quiet, and 

contented, and never steal, or swear"they also receive the following advice: "Learn 

to make broth, milk pottage, rice-pudding, etc. One pound of meat, in broth, will go 

further than two pounds boiled or roasted. "50 Similarly improving and moralising 

advice was given to 'the Rich'. It appealed to the wider social and national 

conscience and readers' willingness to contribute to the national situation, which in 

the late eighteenth century was characterised by high grain prices, the increasing 

number of poor, population growth and Malthusian angst. Thus the rich must 

equally 'destroy useless dogs'. The list drawn up for their benefit is preoccupied 

with foodstuffs and their deployment. It starts with the call to abolish "all gravy 

soups, and second courses. " followed by "Buy no starch when wheat is dear. " 

Neither bread nor meat should be given to dogs or other animals, and skimmed 

milk is to be saved up and given to the poor or sold at a low price. No rich person 

49 See for example DIARIES: VY0022SSSC, Frederick Saussure's comment dated 29th May 1727: 
"... English people are large eaters; they prefer meat to bread, some people scarcely touching the 
latter. The cooking is simple and uniform, stews are seldom served, and they do not roast or boil their 

meats as much as we do, which makes it, I think, more succulent and delicate, thereby giving it a 
better taste. " 
50 Quoted in Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century Penguin: Harmondsworth 1982 p. 
373; source cited at length but no further details regarding references are given. 
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should be buying 'weighing', that is cheap meat or gravy beef for "if the rich 

would buy only the prime pieces, the poor could get the others cheap. " The advice 

is in the tradition of paternalism to extend a form of general patronage, and 

expressly includes food gifts and teaching the poor its preparation, for example to 

prepare "broth, rice-puddings, etc., for the poor, and teach them to make such 

things". 51. 

Count Rumford's experiments with 'soup kitchenS'52 found a receptive audience in 

England, though perhaps less amongst the poor themselves than amongst those 

whose means, altruism and paternal instincts led them towards improvement 

schemes. They are further indicators that the basic form of food preparation was 

not automatically the most ubiquitous one. On the other hand, cookery books 

testify to a great variety of recipes for them, and Parson Woodforde who as a 

member of the comfortable sorts could have had his whim on roast beef, does not 

despise them. 53 

The users: housewife, cook, and servant 

The kitchen labour force wielding these tools was female. Concerning their training 

and expertise, it was a commented upon fact that women were less accomplished 

than male cooks, who were usually French or French-trained. To introduce the 

cooks is to introduce a large, socially varied and heterogeneous group where users 

and owners, depending on the social standing of the household, were not 

necessarily the same person. Users were not necessarily owners and housewives 

were not perforce professionals, while the mostly female cooks were servants 

rather than respected professional; none of these groups of users had the means or 

51 A paternalistic outlook is obvious in other places. Further advice to ensure 'peace and plenty' spelt 
out the relationship that the rich should foster towards the poor included that they themselves should 
be a role model in going to church. They were to ensure that the servants went as well by assessing 
the management of their farnilies, and to visit 'poor neighbours' making sure to prefer those poor who 
adhered to the standards outlined for them. See Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 
1982, pp. 373-374; the source is The Times in 1795 and cited at length, but no further references 
f iven. 
2'Benjamin Thomson Count Rumford Collected works of Count Rumford 1968. 

53 Parson Woodforde recorded having soup, for dinner and serving it to guests, along with other 
messes all year round. Amongst the soups recorded are veal, pea, giblet and white soup. See, for 
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the lobby to effect changes on the hearth front; if they did, then the record of their 

activity does not appear to have survived. 

This prompts a return to the issue of apprenticeships. Historians have ceased to 

treat the question of servants and their masters and mistresses as one of socially 
inferior and oppressed versus the socially superior and autocratic. Instead, they 

have found that while individual cases may highlight the worst abuses of the power 

relationship, the structure in principle provided for a balance of interests. Just as 

servants were dependent on their masters, so were these on their servants, stressing 

the element of mutual dependence that prevailed. 54 Pennell on the other hand 

concurs with Yentsch in the observation that power does not accrue to pots. 55 

Perhaps the definition of power wants scrutinising. Undeniably, women's work in 

the kitchen, often carried out by women who were servants rather than mistresses 

of a house, hard, dirty and in many respects repetitive - the round of daily meals, 

weekly chores, seasonal tasks - was too private, hidden, inconspicuous and too far 

removed from access to a political voice to give these women power in the 

conventional sense. If power is defined as being the open, uninhibited and 

unchecked exercise of a person's will, then the invisibility and tightly 

circumscribed exercise of a will meant that these women were powerless. But their 

voices cease to be marginal or inaudible when one considers that particularly the 

task of cooking resulted in the preparation of that vital ingredient to human social 

existence - the stuff of meals, food. Even a servant working to the instructions of a 

superior, ultimately the orders of the mistress and master of the house, would have 

had the occasion here and there, where herjudgement and her decision or 
discretion found expression. 

example, James Woodforde The diary of a country parson 1758-1802 1984, March e, 1794 and 
April 8"', 1796 respectively. 
54 Simone Clarke Aspects of Female Gentility in Eighteenth-Century North Wales 1999, and Tim 
Meldrum Domestic service and gender 1660-1750 2000. 
55 See Sara Pennell The material culture offood in early modem England ca. 1650-1750 1997. 
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Changing cooking technologies 

The difference between down-hearth and range was considerable. Open or down- 

hearth cooking was simple, and it was most effective if the heat of the cooking fire 

also served to heat the dwelling place. The down-hearth fireplace was open and 

contained a live fire, giving warmth and brightness; it had therefore many of the 

features associated with sitting around a fire or a fireplace. The range raised the 

source of heat, enclosed and harnessed it. It was still warm, but not bright. Working 

at it was like working at a machine for cooking. Over a period the process of 

cooking was moved from an open and down-hearth to an enclosed and raised 

facility, from being in the centre of the room to the sidewall, into a recess, from the 

'hall', which served as a central gathering place, to a 'kitchen' separated from the 

rest of the house. When it moved from centre to the side of the hall or room, and 

into a recess with a chimney this changed. Even so, the change was very slow and 

the open or down-hearth was not completely abandoned for cooking until into the 

nineteenth century. Although the change away from the open hearth was 

recognised for its utility in saving fuel, the lesson was never translated into better 

stoves rather than ranges, and fuel economy did not become an issue with 

manufacturers until the early twentieth century. 16 

In the houses of those who were in a position to influence trends or set trends, and 

who had a voice in public, servants did the work. Cheap labour took away the 
incentive to innovate and develop labour-saving devices. The same could be said 

about cooking. Those who had a voice in society, did not do the cooking, neither 
did their wives. The inconspicuous, socially remote, mainly female work-premises 

would not have been in the vanguard of rapid, general and drastic change. It is only 

when the private is made public that it can be and is in fact subjected to the 

pressure to conform to the reigning fashion. This applies equally to a wide 

spectrum of interests; whether the matter at hand is a parlour inspected by visitors 

or the occurrence of child abuse. Changing cooking technology, nevertheless, had 

architectural and certainly interior architectural consequences. 

56 See Doreen Yarwood The British kitchen, Housewifery since Roman times 1981, p. 86 



213 
6. Tool to consumption 

Hygiene and cleanliness: cooking vessels and danger 

Little routines around everyday objects create familiarity, value and patterns of 

doing things that structure life itself. Cleaning routines are a prime example. Not 

only do they represent the reclaiming of the object from use and disintegration in 

the form of having become "dirty" through use. Through cleansing it from use and 

its traces, the functional object - whose entire raison dWre is repeated use - is 

reinstated in to its ideal state of object in pristine condition, it also means readying 

it for the next occasion of use. 57 The act of cleansing in Western culture is deeply 

imbued with notions of moral cleansing, of coming clean and of washing off sin. 

Use equates with sin, the clean and pristine surface equates with purity and 

untarnished and untainted saintliness. Most religions advocate ritual washing, and 

the cleansing rituals extend from the human soul and body to everything that 

surrounds the body and comes into the sphere of human influence and control. To 

that extent cleaning means moral reclaiming and creating the moral conditions 

under which the cleansed person can be readmitted into the household. In pure, 

protestant ethic, frugality and prudence were regarded as a housewife's virtues. 

Reintegration of objects does not carry the same moral weight; however, Western 

notions of hygiene and propriety are influenced by this morality of washing. 

The investigation concentrates on food before it leaves the kitchen, and looks at 

those aspects of food which were connected directly with the way it was prepared, 

namely cooked, and made comestible, fit and fitting for human consumption 

through the application of heat. 

Change is a social phenomenon, but at a lower level, it is the reciprocal influence 

from gadget to framework technology, and vice versa. Development towards more, 

faster and cheaper in the domain of making aimed to satisfy and stimulate demand. 

It also aimed to establish different customer bases, and to remain competitive in the 

responsiveness to buyers' preferences with more affordable items. To offer greater 

choice, a wider range of specialisation to appeal to a heightened sense for 

57 See for example, Susanna Whatman The housekeeping book of Susanna Whatman 1776-1800 1956, 
p. 16; Samuel and Sarah Adams The Complete Servant 2000, p. 105. 
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smoothness, lightness and certain qualities of appearance corresponded to 

heightened interest in hygiene. As opposed to cleanliness: bacteria and concerns 

about disease went hand in hand with a growing trend to clinical conditions, 

whereas before it was 'good husbandry' of the housewifely effort to maintain the 

58 house and her tools in good order. Unsurprisingly, changes were most likely to 

have taken place in the houses of those who could either afford them, or who were 

susceptible to suggestions of improvement, innovation and fashion to invest in new 

forms and variations of technology. In that respect the kitchen and its furnishings 

were subject to the same spirit and zeal for improvement as the rest of the home. 

In his commentary on Pyne's depictions, Gray praises the clean appearance of 

pottery, "There is something so cleanly in the vessels made by the potter, that it is 

no wonder they have, in a very considerable degree, superseded those of wood and 

of the various metals. Pewter is now [in 1808] only seen as a relic of other times on 

the shelves of our peasants [ ... ]" and how "its cleanliness and elegance will, 

perhaps, for ever secure to it an universal <sic> use. " 59 Even in an article designed 

to sing the praise of copper-smithing as part of the arts and manufactures the author 

includes a comment on the dangers of the metal: "Unfortunately unless great care 

is taken, it [copper] is far from being innocent with respect to health. We think it 

worth while <sic> here to notice the following case. [ ... ] M. Gallet, formerly 

apothecary in the armies [ ... ] discovered a remedy for the poison communicated by 

verdigris in ill-cleaned copper vessels. [ ... ] he drank a strong solution of sugar in 

water [ ... ]"'0 This apparent digression, stopping his observation on the craft of 

smiths to introduce a potential remedy seemed 'worth while' to the author. 

The authors of 7he complete servant, published in 1825 stress that cleanliness 

"must be considered as thefirst and leading principle of the kitchen-maid, as well 

58 Clean in the sense it is used here implies 'good order' and clean appearance was the high standard 
at the time when microscopic 'invisible' dirt had not yet been discovered. 
59 W. H. Pyne Microcosm: or, a picturesque delineation of the arts, agriculture, manufactures, &c. of 
Great Britain... Part I Early trades and industries 1808, republished 1974, p. 11. According to the 
original introduction (n. p. ) the Microcosm had a double purpose, first, to present students and 
amateurs with "picturesque representations of the scenery of active life" and second, to show them 
accurate depictions of the various sorts of instruments and machines used. 
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as of the head cook and all other persons in any way employed in the business of 

the kitchen. "61 With the cook, the authors insist, "it becomes a CARDINAL 

VIRTUE"62. The "boilers, saucepans, and other vessels, to be used for culinary 

purposes, must be kept perfectly clean and well tinned. BLOCK TIN sauce pans, 

<sic> &c. are safest, and perhaps best for these purposes. - When washed they 

should be dried by the fire before they are put away; and they should always be 

wiped out again, with a clean dry cloth, immediately before they are used. This is 

to be done chiefly to prevent rust, and its baleful effects. 9ý63 And in preparing soups 

"the first care of the Cook will be to see that the stew-pan to be used is well tinned, 

scalded, and wiped out perfectly clean and dry. "64 The cook's maxims are listed, 

and amongst them: "Never use any boiling or stewing utensil, pot or pan, spit, 

cookhold, spoon, ladle, or skewer, sieve, tammy or pudding cloth, jelly bag, net, 

tape, or other kitchen article, that have not been well scalded or washed with 

boiling water, and thoroughly dried. "65 

The kitchen environment was sufficiently conspicuous and deemed sufficiently 

important to impinge on visitors' perceptions with regard to English standards of 

hygiene and cleanliness. Usar de Saussure's comment is an indication that 

foreigners noted the English for having high standards in this respect: "The amount 

of water English people employ is inconceivable, especially for the cleansing of 

their houses" and although "they are not slaves to cleanliness, like the Dutch, still 

they are remarkable for this virtue. [ ... ] well-kept houses are washed twice in the 

seven days [ ... ] and even every morning most kitchens, staircase, and entrance are 

scrubbed. All furniture, and especially all kitchen utensils, are kept with the 

greatest cleanliness. " (1720s). The impeccably maintained kitchen and its utensils 

were part, and a socially significant part at that, of that 'pride in better material 

60 See C. Gray's explanations in W. H. Pyne Microcosm: or, a picturesque delineation of the arts, 
agriculture, manufactures, &c. of Great Britain... Part I Early trades and industries 1808, 
republished 1974. 
61 Samuel and Sarah Adams The complete servant 2000, p. 79, authors' italics. The authors had 
themselves passed through the ranks of service in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 
62 Samuel and Sarah Adams The complete servant 2000, p. 65, authors' capitals. 
63 Samuel and Sarah Adams The complete servant 2000, p. 66, authors' capitals. 
64 Samuel and Sarah Adams The complete servant 2000, p. 69. 
65 Samuel and Sarah Adams The complete servant 2000, p. 77. 
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conditions' 66 that led contemporaries from all social layers to invest in material 

possessions. 

Material factors promoting change and factors promoting continuity 

The message about innovation with regard to cooking technologies is ambivalent. 

Was there change and innovation as the promotional literature of braziers and 

ironmongers would have their readers believe, or was there little change until the 

early nineteenth century, particularly in the light of the fundamental changes by the 

development of gas ovens and electricity? Since the evidence afforded by handbills 

hails from the last quarter of the eighteenth century, they suggest even if they do 

not prove that it was not until the late eighteenth century that appreciably new 

technology came into English kitchens. 

Beyond a doubt there were many other factors, large and small, global and 

personal, whose influence would have made their way into the kitchens of 

eighteenth century England. They would have influenced the shape, the feel, the 

weight, the look and the use and expectation of functionality of the quintessential 

cooking tool, the cooking pot, or more indirectly prepared the ground for change at 
least as much as the factors discussed above. 

The importance of routine activity 

The routines warrant further attention. Routine, the getting into one and other 

references to routine actions tend to indicate something negative. The fear of 
boredom and the desire for stimulation and excitement cloud the judgement of 

those aspects of routines that are helpful, indeed vital. A musician's hands can 

acquire routines - patterns of movement - to become more efficient at playing 

harmonies on her or his particular instrument. Routines presage skills that are 

frequently needed, and that therefore should take up as little attention as possible, 

to have sufficient energies to perform well in the creative, changing areas where 

this energy is needed. A cook needs her routines to be able to concentrate on the 

66 See Roy Porter English society in the eighteenth century 1982, p. 239. 
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additional tasks, not the worrying about where to find the slotted spoon. Routines 

facilitate good performance. The positive feedback and the reduced need for worry 

or fear explain why routines are something positive and indeed healthy. Their 

psychological effect extends further. Routines contribute to and bolster a person's 

sense of self-worth and well-being, comfort and confidence as much as the sense of 

achievement derived from tackling exceptional tasks does. Routine thoughts and 

assumptions about the world, which accept or take a thing for granted as opposed 

to subjecting everything to constant questioning, as for example the 'fact' that the 

sun will rise in the morning even on days when that sun is shrouded in thick fog 

and therefore not visible, are routines without which the mind would be unable to 

cope. A sense of security, and the attendant ease is derived from and based upon 

the foundations created by routines. 

The positive effects of routines may not directly be harnessed to the explication of 

routines arising from household management and cooking techniques, but as basic 

factors they need to borne in mind. For the use of cooking vessels, as Bachelard 

who explains the phenomenology of the house, sees it: "The minute we apply a 

glimmer of consciousness to a mechanical gesture [ ... ] while polishing a piece of 

old furniture, we sense new impressions come into being beneath this familiar 

domestic duty. For consciousness rejuvenates everything, giving a quality of 
beginning to the most everyday actions. It even dominates memory. How 

wonderful it is to really become once more the inventor of a mechanical action! 
And so, when a poet rubs a piece of furniture - even vicariously - when he puts a 
little fragrant wax on his table with the woolen <sic> cloth that lends warmth to 

everything it touches, he creates a new object; he increases the object's human 
dignity; he registers this object officially as a member of the human household. ', 67 

Even if his focus on the poet - he was, it must be remembered writing on the 

poetics of space - goes a little farther than most historians might want to go, the 

observation/interpretation of registering - possibly re-registering - is worth 
retaining and worth playing with. It is through use, through using objects that they 

retain their place (and space) and through using them that their status, role and 

67 Gaston Bachelard The poetics of space. The classic look at how we experience intimate places 1994, p. 67. 
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function are constantly re-confirmed, tested, assessed and - in the end of the 

object's life cycle - denied. In using an object, be it that we look at it, if being 

looked at is its function (a picture or ornament) or be it that we fill it (a bucket) or 

kick it (a football) it enters our consciousness and enters it in its accepted way. 

Only use of an object - and the uses can change over the course of its life cycle - 

ensures its place. 

Bachelard's thought on objects inside the house extend further still: "Objects that 

are cherished [ ... ] really are born of an intimate light, and they attain to a higher 

degree of reality than indifferent objects, or those that are defined by geometric 

reality. For they produce a new reality of being and they take their place not only in 

an order but in a community of order. From one object in a room to another, 

housewifely care weaves the ties that unite a very ancient past to the new epoch. 

The housewife awakens furniture that was asleep. ""s The important aspect to take 

away from his musing is the notion that through routine little tasks of keeping, 

cleaning, looking after and using objects, they are created, tied to the present and 

the past alike through the actions that involve them. 

Bachelard has still more to offer: "A house that shines from the care it receives 

appears to have been rebuilt from the inside; it is as though it were new inside. In 

the intimate harmony of walls and furniture, it may be said that we become 

conscious of a house that is built by women, since men only know how to build a 

house from the outside [ ... ], '69And further: "we can sense how a human being can 

devote himself <sic> to things and make them his own by perfecting their beauty. 

A little more beautiful and we have something quite different. [ ... ] Through 

housewifely care a house recovers not so much its originality as its origin. "70 

" Gaston Bachelard The poetics ofspace. 7he classic look at how we experience intimate places 
1994, p. 68. 
1 Gaston Bachelard The poetics ofspace. The classic look at how we experience intimate places 
1994, p. 68. 
11 Gaston Bachelard The poetics ofspace. The classic look at how we experience intimate places 
1994, P. 69. 
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The transformation of the work environment: change, innovation and 

progress 

The prevailing perception of kitchen and home still treats them as part of 

consumption, when that is defined as a passive receiving and opposed to the active 

principle of making, but not a focal point of the investigation. As evocatively and 

centrally domestic, they have never been seen as directly contributing to any 

nation's GNP. Kitchens of course do not fit the 'passive' attribute. They were and 

are to some extent still work places and places of transformation, some only small- 

scale others on a big scale. They contribute to the beneficiaries' and individual's 

benefiting from its 'products', their sense of personal and physical well-being. The 

phrase 'hearth and home' may be a clich6 and its symbolic value questioned but its 

real effect as yet holds. 

There is some difficulty in analysing the 'kitchen workshop' because those who 

worked in such informal, artisan-type work places did not keep minute books. 

Guidelines in cookery books are of great value but are still somewhat limited. 

While public or extremely large kitchens functioned in factory fashion, with 
division of labour, production chains and simultaneous productions, in the private 
household, the kitchen quarter functioned more in the fashion of a craft workshop. 

The retrospective account of the Lancashire governess, Miss Weeton, about the 
loss of a dinner (lunch) because it was knocked off the oven by a rushed child 

points out the irony of changing design and 'progress'. The recollection dates from 

the very end of the eighteenth century and suggests that enclosed cookers were not 
in all respects perfect, since the accident she describes could not have happened 

with a down-hearth fireplace. The passage also illustrates the importance of even 
the simplest food, prepared in a simple manner and is worth quoting in full: 

"I knew not who to borrow of, since my aunt was so unwilling to lend, and 
therefore starved. One day, one of my pupils paid me a penny for some 
thread. It was a treasure to me! I bought some potatoes, boiled and mashed 
them with milk (which I paid for half yearly). 'Well, I shall have a dinner 
to-day! ' thought I. I was too sure, and accordingly, punished for my 
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presumption. When they were ready for eating, I placed them on top of the 
oven, whilst I fried some bacon and eggs for some of my pupils, who 
generally brought their dinner. One of them in passing the oven hastily, 
threw down the dish of potatoes on the floor amongst some ashes, so that 
they were utterly unfit to eat. I can never forget what I felt at that moment. 
I hastily placed the frying pan on the floor, and without speaking, ran 
upstairs into the parlour where, shutting myself up, I gave vent to my 
disappointment in a violent fit of crying. I had borne patiently till then, but 
the loss, though only of a pennyworth of potatoes, was too much for me. "" 

It is unhelpful to belabour the point about an unsophisticated England, where food 

and food preparation techniques and technology apparently stagnated, or regressed 

after the middle ages. Instead of stoves and enclosed, more tightly controllable and 

more economical cooking devices such as the brazier and the clay oven, which 

were both important parts of Continental traditions of culinary preparations, 

England favoured spit roasting. Boiling and baking in the crust, to which a long 

tradition of pies, savoury and sweet attests, were its concomitants. The point is 

rather that England's kitchens reflected a trend that has been argued for its culture, 

or rather the absence of a high culture, more generally. The kitchens of even the 

wealthy, although this group was aware of the alternatives, displayed features 

found much lower down the scale, but preference and the development of new 

preferences are influenced by the status quo, which in this case was evidently not 
found wanting enough. Indeed, Count Rumford was a foreigner, whose 

experiments with economical cooking and fuel techniques were developed for his 

Bavarian patron. 

Just as the 'technologies' employed in making domestic metal hollowware were a 

mixture of incremental, but hardly measurable, yet also large, seemingly 

revolutionary changes towards a better understanding of metalworking, in just the 

same way the workshop 'home' underwent change. However, such change was not, 

as Davidson points out, initiated by the workers inside it, nor did the households 

generate any measurable power that could have enforced change in other sectors, 

which in turn would have benefited the household. As a station of end- 

consumption, the household was not itself a unit of production that created 

11 From Miss Weeton'sjournal of a governess A reprint of Miss Weetonjournal ofa governess vol. 
1,1807-1811, New introduction by J. J. Bagley 1969, p. 26, with italics as given in the source. The 



221 
6 Tool to consumption 

measurable value; the value it created was focused and directed to those living 

within it, and in many cases consumed immediately. 72 These short-term objectives 

were justified by the longer-term benefits of stability, safety, and emotional and 

physical well-being, for ultimately the household was part of the chain that 

maintained the greatest asset any economic system boasts - its human beings. 

Innovation in the household and ultimately in the kitchen was geographically and 

socially uneven. A possible explanation is the specific, according to historians, 

increasingly institutionalised status of the home as a sphere apart, at least for 

middling householders. This retreat from the world of work and public affairs 

would have resulted in decoupling the private realm from pressures to function as 

an efficient economic micro-unit other than in terms of the much-contemplated 

end-consumption would have eased, or changed to functionality as an efficient 

social unit. It would certainly have lost ground against considerations of social 

competitiveness (Teeping up with the Jones'). Such developments in the strata of 

society 'who could' would add to the explanations so far given for the adoption of 

labour-intensive, expensive gadgets (stoves) which took place in the households of 

the better- or well-to-do by the end of the eighteenth and the beginning of the 

nineteenth centuries. 

Conclusion: change, innovation and progress? 

The chapter has made the case for arguing that consumers of cooking vessels were 

users. It has identified some of the conceptual changes that affected kitchen and 

cooking technology, of which the most important feature was the move from a 
hearth level with the floor to a grate or range at waist level. Other changes either 

triggered or accompanied this fundamental change. Fire's technology changed 
from wood and charcoal to coal or coke. The long handles of utensils got shorter, 

and the three feet and the rounded bottom of cooking pots disappeared in favour of 

the flat-bottomed utensil that could sit on the stove. It might no longer be round, 
but oval, or in the case of sheet metal, square. It is essential to differentiate between 

context is tum-of-the-century Lancashire, 1798-1800. 
72 See Davidson's assessment in Caroline Davidson A woman's work is never done. A history of 
housework in the British Isles 16.50-1950 1986. 
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the innovations and inventions that signalled conceptual changes, such as the move 

from down-hearth, to open grate and eventually, to enclosed range, and their 

translation into practice. One of the key arguments of this chapter has been for the 

continuities engendered by material objects, and tools in use, through the very 

practices and habits of the people working with them. If cooking pots remained 

large and durable, they nevertheless changed from being an investment in 

expensive materials - brass and copper - to the cheaper and less visually attractive 

cast iron. After all, those offering tinning and mending services counter-weighed 

the advertisement offering replacement services discussed in Chapter 4. But cast 

iron cannot be mended without complications and on those occasions where they 

were, it usually meant that any aesthetic features and in fact stability was lost. 

The list of changes encapsulates the key shifts in material culture, associated with 

modernity: the vision of increasing de-materialisation and the more complete 

exploitation of the materials employed. This includes indicators such as the option 

of replacement rather than long-term investment. Another trend of significance is 

the greater domestication of the source of heat. The element fire is more confined 
in the range, and the place of cooking is acquiring the features of a machine, 
internalising and eventually completely screening its functioning from view, 

replacing the creature-like open fire. In keeping with these trends is the more overt 
interest in hygiene and greater safety. Whilst the ergonomics of eighteenth-century 
kitchens elude precise measuring since no time-space study of actual activity is 

possible, the detour of re-enactment suggests that over the course of the eighteenth 

century conservative patterns of work and working traditions were challenged. 
They were slowly, gradually and above all unevenly amended to incorporate the 

new technologies, the new objects, and with them the need to establish new work 

routines, and as the example of Miss Weeton shows, new areas of vigilance. 

In the example of cooking vessels another concern becomes apparent: the concern 

about risk and danger. Rather than remain a matter of private discretion, the 

awareness of the dangers inherent in the use of certain materials was made a public 

concern. Turned into a moral concern, responsibility could be laid at the door not 

only of cooks and servants, but also those buying and making the utensils. This was 

not a new concern, but it fits into a greater trend towards risk reduction. The late 
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seventeenth century saw the advent of fire insurance; the late eighteenth century 

extended the need for safety and security to the use of materials in the creation of 

the interior. From now on, manufactured objects should not only please, perform 

well and be good value for money, they also had to be safe. And with batch output 

as the precursor to proto-mass production, the trend for safety in products was itself 

on the way to attaining more general support and thereby critical mass. 

The kitchen was part of the domestic material culture and part of the material 

culture of the workplace. Importantly, it was the workplace of the majority of 

housewives where they spent many hours every day of their lives. Cooking was 

hard and messy physical labour, and cooking and boiling were not only needed to 

prepare cooked dishes daily, they were also the methods used to preserve food for 

storage. Hot water was needed for cleaning and washing, including personal 

hygiene, and in most cases the kitchen provided them. Unlike the male worker, the 

female cook for the most part did not own the tools she used. Where users were not 

necessarily owners and therefore not investors, the main incentive to invest in new 

technology is disconnected from the point of access. In households where owner 

did equal user, use habits and the sheer durability were potentially a delay factor. 
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CONCLUSION 

"Apartfrom learning some moderately unusualfacts, and regarding them 
from a mildly unconventional point of view, is there any general benefit 
from looking at the social life of commodities in the manner proposed in 
this [study]? Mat does this perspective tell us about value and exchange 
in social life that we did not know already, or that we could not have 
discovered in a less cumbersome way? "' 

The lyrical eye of the historian, however 'dark' the glass through which sthe is 

looking, influences that which has been observed. As the title indicates, the study 
has taken a reflexive approach in recognition of the fact that the investigation 

consciously gives importance to something that was not thought of in that way in 

its time. Appadurai's observation about the investigation of commodities therefore 

readily applies to that of cooking vessels. In this concluding section it will be made 

clear that the unconventional point of view and the inevitable distortion 

nevertheless yield a number of insights that can further historians' understanding of 
the material culture of the kitchen, and the role of manufactured objects in general. 

The study started with the postulate that mundane objects have to be treated as 
integral to the revolutions in production and consumption. It has further made a 

case for mundane, manufactured objects as important factors in the way human 

beings respond and interact with the material world around them, and in two ways: 
the physical structuring of space, namely interior space, and the structuring of 
activities. The relationship human-to-object is based on a transition of the object 
from product to tool. The combination of structured, inconspicuous and everyday 
spaces on the one hand, and the patterning of repeated activity was the experience 
for the great majority of people, and in the specific case of domestic hollowware 

these were women. The study has not taken a gender-history approach, but 

nevertheless contributes to the general endeavour to embrace the material culture 
of the less visible and underrepresented sectors of society. 

1 Introducing his conclusion to The social life of things Appadurai posits this rhetorical question. See 
Aýun Appadurai 'Introduction: commodities and the politics of value' in Arjun Appadurai (ed. ) 71e 
social life of things. Commodities in cultural perspective 1992, p. 56. 
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The period of about a hundred years has provided the research with a starting point 
in Abraham Darby's patent for casting pots in sand in 1707 and a finishing line in 

Count Rumford's experiments with double-bottomed vessels for greater economy 
in fuel at the turn of the nineteenth century. Rumford's experiments were self- 

consciously scientific, but they only seemingly mark a new departure in the 

approach to cooking technology. A century earlier, Papin presented his 'bone- 
digester' or pressure cooker, and both merely took to scientific heights what was 
demanded of manufacturers. The founders at Coalbrookdale and others too, as the 

court cases and the correspondence have shown, responded closely to demand, and 
durable quality was not the achievement of a single genius but rather the result of 
fierce competition. 

The study has traced the progression of a cooking pot from the workshop of the 

maker to the workshop of the user. The life cycle as depicted is a generalised and 

not a specific one, and chapters three to six have presented glimpses of the 

trajectory rather than a continuous mapping. Conspicuously absent is the final 

stage, when the metal pot is destroyed and its metal contents returned to be 

recycled by the maker. The life cycle model, however, was used to provide the 

methodological tool and not a harness, and it has served to focus and investigate 

each stage or context in turn to identify the different forces at work whilst the 

object moves from being a product to being a tool. 

Objects do not act but a great deal of human action is geared to happen around 
objects. Ultimately, the history of objects will be secondary to the history of what 
people do with objects, through objects, and because of objects. Viewing objects, 
in this case eighteenth-century cooking vessels, through the various contexts or 
stages of their potential life cycle, has triggered four explorative journeys into the 

various related areas of human productivity at the time. 

Between 1700 and 1800 kitchen objects became lighter and cheaper. They 

proliferated in terms of mass and pointed to a trend for less matter and more 
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design, intention and ideas. Generally, the interior architecture became flimsier, 

though this did not necessarily apply to the use or work routines around and 
involving them. Indeed, in some ways more routines developed in response to the 

greater number of tools. 

Continuities do not make for good story lines, and when things do not change 

negative interpretation prevails, when the explanation may well be more complex. 
The study helps us to understand why even the mundanely functional objects did 

not necessarily always change according to rational considerations, in part because 

it highlights that being rational is a relative and not an absolute quality. Petroski's 

warning that there is no perfect design holds. On the other hand: even the areas 

most attached to traditions, entrenched and traded work patterns did change. The 

power of fashion and regular change according to fashion, is strongest in areas 
where the actual patterns around the tool are least likely to change dramatically, or 
where the person calling the change is least affected by the changes in their work 
patterns, or where there is the least risk involved in not effecting the change in 

action in accordance with the new tool. In other words, the cook with a heavy 

schedule and little margin for experiment and error, who is in charge of putting the 
family's dinner on the table by the appointed hour is less likely to want a new tool 
than the mistress asking her servant to adorn her mistress's head with the latest 

confection in hats. 

Most importantly, the scale of things changed. If quantification has not been 

attempted here, other investigations have demonstrated that the availability and 
accessibility of manufactured goods increased vastly between the end of the 
seventeenth century and the start of the nineteenth century. Increase produces its 
own dynamics, of course, in influencing change and continuity. Thus for example, 
increasing amounts of advertising increased the virtual presence of goods. The 

opening of the new iron age, even though it did not extend to all objects but which 
completed the change from brass and copper to iron, if not everywhere and not 
comprehensively, then conceptually meant that the typical pot became a cast iron 

object, flat-bottomed and leg-less. 

, -ýy ý 
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The focus study of metal cooking vessels has validated the three-pronged approach 

regarding sources. It shows how much a better understanding of their trajectory and 

the contexts may add to historians' understanding of these contexts, and how an 

important area, the female workshop, has been affected. This is a corrective to that 

taken by scholars looking at other manufactures, and a step away from the luxury- 

necessity debate. It shows the dynamic, active side to consumption, where 

questions of need, want and desire become less important, while the question of 

how an object satisfies its owner's need for activity rises to the fore. The study 

provides a corrective to the separation of production and consumption; to look only 

at the one or the other in isolation, or indeed only at the trading situation, would 

mean that many of the influences would not be as acutely evident because they 

arose elsewhere. 

Manufactured objects 

In the overall process of integration of material objects into the material culture of 

the workplace, each stage represents the opportunity to reinforce existing 

messages, or to create new ones that challenge the status quo. It follows that the 

more marked and distinctive each stage is, the greater its power of influence. A 

firmly entrenched 'virtual supply' stage with concomitant material culture (as 

opposed to an oral one) has greater interest and greater powers to enforce its 

message. Equally, a complex physical supply system will impart its chosen 

message about the accessibility and availability of a given object. To some extent, 

of course, these were integrated systems, as in the case of the Coalbrookdale 

founder and supplier, thereby shortening the chain of messages. 

No single commodity can usefully explain changes and continuities, and thereby 

account for a culture as a whole, but understanding one type better can give clues 

as to how that culture worked. It is on the other hand quite impossible, given the 

vast number of material creations, to cover them in their totality; the picture would 

moreover not be any more complete or incomplete than the case study of the single 

object type. Consumption, in a sense, can be viewed only through its parts, never 
through its sum. Much investigation and interest by analysts has been deployed 
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with regard to clothes and luxury goods, for example. It is time to view 

consumption and trade through a very different group of goods. Essentially, this 

involves objects that were the domain of a different set of materials, skills and 

technology: mundane and inconspicuous tools rather than luxuries of ostentatious 
display. Such categorisation throws up problems, and therefore the formulation 

seeks to indicate rough definitions rather than clear-cut boundaries. 

Manufactured objects are products for most stages of their life cycle, including the 

recycling stage, though these are not necessarily the greatest part of their existence 
in terms of duration. They are tools in only one stage of their life cycle, the use 

stage, which is normally referred to as the consumption stage. Use therefore is the 

real measure of consumption; whatever the user did with the object (intended use 

or customised use) display it, wear it, hide it, eat it, or use it to produce other 

objects to use. The routines and patterns of action include luxury pastimes such as 
looking at a picture gallery or drinking tea, while others are more everyday, more 
work-a-day routines, or the routine movements of negotiating furniture in a space. 
In sum, objects become tools (activity/dynamic) and building blocks 

(structure/stability/stasis) at the same time. Both these functions are essential to the 

way humans operate within their environment, social and physical. Activity 

patterns also induce stability of course; routines are but pre-forms of traditions, 
trusted ways of doing things, and qualities such as skilfulness are in great part a 
result of such honed, traded routines. The composite picture of the operation, 
bringing together evidence for demand and supply, promises to offer a challenging 
supplement to historians' understanding of early-modem English culture and 
economy. 

The data suggest that cycles of production, distribution, and acquisition and use are 
better viewed as sets of choices effected in relation to specific local and individual 

circumstances rather than determined by emulating or compulsive consumer 
behaviour. Models of deterministic linear development, in which the human actors 
behave as perfect economic beings, are as seductive as they are unhelpful, and it is 
irrelevant if the subject matter concerns the use of steam engines or pots. 
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An important part of the discussion surrounding commodities are the services that 

developed and built up around them. However mundane in nature, the goods and 

cornmodities sold, bought, traded, used and owned came supplied with a 

considerable amount of service, and in turn were therefore expected to have this 

supply of services. Cooking vessels, most notably those that required mending and 

tinning to prevent danger and damage may be treated as such 'emblematic' objects 

and experiences of objects of human existence. 2 The tertiary sector was treated 

with contempt and tradesmen and middlemen regarded as profiteering parasites. 
There is room for the argument that they, too, were the result and expression of a 

great and growing desire and need for service. 

Moving to a different concern of this study: it is evidently not the nature and detail 

of change, but the incident of perceptible and perceived change that matters. Don 

Slater took this to be the dynamics of consumption, and whilst I agree, I would also 

take it to human beings' desire, need even, to effect, mark and control the flow of 

time. Incidents of change suspend judgement of the moral direction of change for 

the better and change for the worse. It suspends with the need to declare and find 

improvement, which from the point of view of design are extremely complex and 

difficult to assess, and very dependant on the angle of approach. 3 

This aspect makes them a suitable item of investigation, given the present context 

where the world of commodities has steadily, some would argue exponentially, and 

with worrying speed and dire consequences for the habitat, expanded. The 

'Wegwerfgesellschaft 94 has developed and prospered out of the long process of 

commodity proliferation, of which it is product and logical consequence. Roughly 

contemporary with this development, collectors have discovered the mundane 
kitchen item - the 'kitchenalia' - as collectible and object of interest, and interest 

2, q feel objects have the power to transcend their existence as the artifacts <sic> of everyday life and 
become emblematic of human existence. They can be used to suggest mystery and strangeness as well 
as more common experiences. " Artist's Statement on 
http: //artistsregister. conVartist-info. phtn-d? memberld=1269&number--UT'7 by Christopher T. Terry, 
artist and Professor for Painting and Drawing at the Utah State University, US, accessed 3" August 
2001. 
3 See Henri Petroski The evolution of useful things 1994. 
4 Ile expression "throw-away society" from German for 'throwing away' and 'society' implies 
single-use and waste as a general social trend. 
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has broadened from high-culture and objet Wart to manifestations of everyday 

work and tool. 

Cooking vessels, because of their mundane nature and more likely still because 

they were women's tools with little-regarded functions, are not frequently 

discussed as commodities. Put differently, they did not enter contemporary 
discourse about commodities and items of acquisition to the extent that other items 

of purchase have. Except for a relatively limited number of occasions, viz. the 
letter book, or the advertising material, little reference is made, indeed, on the 

surface, little thought is given to the purchase and use of these items. To be faithful 

to the exception: the display at Brighton, the Royal Pavilion, is of course one 
overblown statement to the tool-frippery and the class-connoisseur-ship of those 

who could. On the whole, however, cooking vessels were then, as they are now, 
background items, and relatively less discussed than chairs, china and soft 
furnishings. And maybe therein lies strength. Ultimately, the buyer and the user, 
frequently two different people but united in one aim, wanted something 
serviceable and reliable. Lasting functionality was the biggest asset, and greatest 
praise that could be bestowed. 

Standardisation 

A lynchpin of histories and analyses of industrialisation and its productions has 
been the issue of standardisation. Standardised bulk and ultimately mass 

production, with its potential for economies of scale, down-skilled workforce, and 
piece production, has been found to be a good indicator of change, and 

modernisation along the process of moving from craft to serial to factory 

production, from 'manu-' to 'machino-' facture. 

Certainly, this is borne out by the developments in metal technology, and the 
processes involved in making hollowware from the beginning to the end of the 
eighteenth century. To the extent that they have been documented in this study, 
they are redolent of a shift from single item to proto-mass-produced item (although 

the processes of making cast ware were different from those for battery ware). In 
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this context it is well to note, however, that standardisation. of product is not the 

uniform and sure indicator of modernisation. that the discussion and its pursuit may 

make it look to be. Since a product is only fully 'produced' upon reaching its 

consumer, then it is worth noting that standardisation meets its limits when 

reaching the market. Not even today, after standardisation's long hold, in the late 

twentieth, early twenty-first century of global economies and global markets have 

producers and advertisers succeeded in creating the standardised (global) 
5 

consumer. 

Only in a superficial sense does the process of making end with the forming of the 

object. As the life cycle helped to show, the process of making is an ongoing one, 

and extends beyond the initial act of creation. In order to get from maker to user, 

manufactured objects are turned into abstractions and exist as mere information. 

They are presented as objects of need or desire endowed with the requisite quality 

or qualities. Through use, finally, they are continually shaped and re-cast in their 

functions every time they are used, with each instance of use validating and re- 

validating their existence, their purpose, and their functionality after the user's idea 

and vision. This has powerful implications for the realities of change and 

continuity. Change and continuity are a binary pair, and truly meaningful only 

when juxtaposed, liveable and bearable only if one is alloyed with the other. 

Change is made acceptable through elements of continuity, and continuity becomes 

viable through elements of change and challenge. 

Standardisation was not only a growing reality and not merely a message imposed 

by producers on to consumers, or a demand made by users of the objects they use. 

It was also a message about material objects, very susceptible to the stage-specif ic 

influences, and therefore extremely malleable. Standardisation would not only have 

existed as a physical reality but also as a concept that individual users would have 

S See for example Robert J. Holton Globalization and the nation state 1998, pp. 59-60. For the global 
context Holton points out that standardisation is not a monolithic force and trend. It "continues to 
have many attractions for consumers, especially when associated with powerful brand images of 
consistency, reliability, and competitiveness in process and design. Yet it clearly has its limits too. 
Global producers have not succeded <sic> in creating standardized <sic> global consumers whose 
tastes and behaviour affecting the acceptability or otherwise of particular goods and services may 
depend on a range of cultural factors as well as differential incomes. " See Holton Globalization and 
the nation state 1998, p. 60. 
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applied to their acquisition and incorporated into their daily routines of work and 

activity without necessarily having the need to assert such claims through extensive 

comparison. 

Consumer culture, technology and progress, entrepreneur-ship and invention 

The study of cooking vessels, which has been used as an example, leads to a 

number of conclusions; above all that the history of pots and pans, for all its 

apparent tightly circumscribed area of interest readily accommodates a much wider 
6 

range of contexts. Findings challenge a linear argument about 'progress' and the 

pace of change in the eighteenth century. Instead, they highlight the need to pay 

attention to the disruptive yet creative potential of friction, which occurs when 

areas of human endeavour with a high potential for change, such as production and 
design, come into contact with areas with a much slower rate of change, as for 

example cooking practices. The life cycle approach helps to build an understanding 

of the differential rate of change by making change, if not necessarily quantifiable 

and measurable in absolute terms, then at least visible and conceivable. And this 

matters where it is small objects that make a difference. Essentially, the life cycle 

model helps to correct the bias towards possession where cooking utensils have 

been considered. 

The limitations and strengths of this study 

The decision to focus on an object of use for its empirical base directed the analysis 
in certain directions and precluded others. To have counter balanced it with another 
type or types of manufactured objects might have thrown up other fruitful avenues 
of pursuit and given those that were taken up greater clarity. The empirical basis, 
for all analytical effort, remains uneven, patchy and overwhelmingly non- 
quantifiable. It supports tentative, sometimes speculative generalisation at best. For 

all its shortcomings with regard to depicting with confidence a dynamic picture of 

6 For that reason, presumably, Pennell's title implies a fragmented rather than consolidated field of 
research. See Sara Pennell ' "Pots and pans history": the material culture of the kitchen in early 
modem England' Journal of Design History 1998. 
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change, the study has attempted to provide, demonstrate and assess a model for an 

approach to these cases of uncertainty. 

The disparate sources, none of which covers the entirety of the century, make a 

direct chronological comparison impossible. From the patent war at the beginning 

to the advertisements at the end, there is evidence of concern with invention and 

skill, and the rights to both with frequent claims to patented or exclusive expertise. 
More marked changes would have been found had the nineteenth century been 

included, or had the time frame included earlier times. This is especially the case 

with regard to cooking techniques, but also production methods and technology. 
Viewed from the present, moreover, what were commented on as being huge 

changes may seem relative to the present observer, whilst developments, which 

seemingly did not elicit comment and seemingly went un-noted, may take on 

especial significance for those looking back. 

The study has reflected on the potential dernaterialisation and lightness as the 

hallmarks of 'improvement' and material progress. The same trend invited 

cheapening, greater flimsiness and less investment with regard to manufactures. 
Manufactured objects came to have a more limited life span, and were therefore 

more easily and more quickly replaced. This reduced investment in each individual 

object was counter-balanced by an increased interest in sets, collections, 

assortments, and variety. Reflected in variety are the expectation of choice and 

replacement. This has to be squared with the fact that functional objects were tools, 
thereby representing the means for use and crafts-'womanship'. Eighteenth-century 

consumer-users may have cherished the ideal of reliability and the ideal of 
specialised tools for each work process; they certainly came to embrace the idea of 
health and safety. The different stages in the life cycle - trajectory product to tool - 
each took a part in the process of integration, imbuing mundane objects with these 

particular prefixes for the consumption-use stage. 

Progress takes place alongside powerful and lasting continuities. The world of 
goods is of necessity also a world shaped by these very same goods. As the 
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consumers use them as the building blocks - in other words not as mere pieces that 

will result in a mosaic, but as building bricks that form tangible obstacles as much 

as concrete structures, they facilitate use and activity patterns to develop and take 

shape. To that extent such objects shape also the routines and routine activity, in 

short they shape and structure everyday life. This study has explored ideas that 

relate to objects made for human use. It contributes to current understanding what 

role and power material objects play in the everyday constructions of human 

existence. Finally, investigators need to include everyday objects and the tools of 

everyday activity and work into their assessment of the trends in production and 

consumption. It is by finding a middle ground between endless desires and 
industrious suppliers, in the Material Culture of everyday working lives that 

explanations of the extremes of production and consumption become more 

convincing. 

"Et le vide cessait dh lors d'etre vide. On le comblait non tant avec du savoir 
qu'avec A sens. "I 

7 See Jacques Gaillard Rome, le temps, les choses: essai 1995, p. 50. 
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