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EEnnoocchh  BBoouullttoonn’’ss  CCrroowwnn  DDeevvoonn  FFllaattbbrruusshh  FFlloorraallss  
 
 
Freehand painting of patterns on ceramics in the 1920s 
and 30s has its origins in the British Arts and Crafts 
movement. Art Pottery, as it was called in the 19th 
Century, was itself a reaction against the industrialisation 
of the British ceramics industry, which had almost 
completely succumbed to mechanisation and mass 
production by the mid 1850s.  
 
Originally, Art Pottery was made by individual potters 
who followed the Arts and Crafts ideal and created and 
sold their works independent of any large company. 
However, some of the leading potteries of the time saw 
the market potential of the genre and set up studios in 
which to produce handcrafted wares. Royal Doulton 
established its Lambeth studio in the second half of the 
1800s, Minton weighed in some time later, as did 
Wedgwood. Numerous other smaller manufacturers 
followed suit, some very successfully, because the 
freehand style lent itself to a less regimented design to the 
production routine. 
 
So, by the 1920s many small and large British companies 
were well-versed in hand painting techniques. Fieldings, 
for example had a long tradition of hand painting of both 
floral decoration and picturesque scenes on its wares, as 
did many of its competitors. The mid to late twenties, 
however, called for new techniques and methods of 
applying colours and designs, and Clarice Cliff and Susie 
Cooper, particularly, are regarded as trailblazers in this 
field. 
 
Flatbrush and other ‘contemporary’ freehand decoration 
was almost exclusively the preserve of paintresses, the 
method at the time being considered a particularly 
feminine pursuit. Hundreds and hundreds of women were 
employed in the Staffordshire region during the Art 
Pottery craze to apply an incredible range of floral and 
modernistic patterns to the wares of the time. Clarice 
Cliff, for example, employed more than two hundred 
women during the heyday of her Bizarre wares. Many of 
these paintresses were highly skilled artisans, underpaid 
and overworked, and it is to them that we owe a great debt 
for the beautiful creations they produced in the twenties 
and thirties. 
 
The supply of talented paintresses to replicate designs, and 
the fact that hand painted designs did not require 
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expensive lithographic or transfer processes, meant that Enoch 
Boulton could trial a variety of flat brush designs and increase the 
supply of those patterns that found broad appeal. This explains why 
more than seven hundred patterns were produced in the ‘A’ pattern 
books alone.  
 
The creation of a pattern usually followed a set practice. From 
drawings, a number of partially decorated wares were made as 
templates. The outline of the pattern was painted and was then 
partly filled with examples of the brushstrokes. The colours were 
usually numbered to allow the paintresses to select the 
recommended paints. The templates were then glazed, fired and 
passed on to paintresses to imitate the patterns. 
 
The skills of the paintresses should not be underestimated. Many of 
Boulton’s patterns called for deft brushwork, such as the use of a 
variety of brush techniques to paint in the ground: careful control of 
brush strokes to reveal various colour depths, waving the ground, 
painstaking stippling by brush as shown in all but one of the 
patterns opposite and more especially creating the delicate texture 
of grounds such as in pattern A264 shown below. 
 
Various standard and idiosyncratic brush skills allowed the 
paintresses considerable flexibility in creating texture and effect. 
One technique that features in a number of the examples shown was 
a dried brush technique, where the smallest amount of colour was 
taken up by a dry camel hair brush and applied skilfully to the 
Ware. This produced a similar effect to watercolour washes, giving 
off various hues, from opaque to translucent, and allowed the 
paintress to exploit the biscuit colour to maximum effect. 
 
Flat end brushes and fan brushes were a popular choice as both were 
ready-made to produce a variety of in-fill effects, whereas round 
ferrules were used for detailing. Brushes were also custom-shaped 
to produce effects, such as concave brushes that allowed the 
paintress to dab rapidly a series of semi circles to build up the 
ground. 
 
Another technique that gained popularity 
during the 1930s was sponge dabbing. The 
Crown Devon Aztec pattern is a classical 
example of this. Paintresses used a series of 
stencils that represented different parts of the 
pattern. Paint would be drawn up on a sponge 
and applied against the stencils to give a 
textured look to all or parts of the pattern. 
Often the process involved using different 
stencils and colours to build up the various 
shapes that made up the pattern.  
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