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A GUIDE TO THE IDENTIFICATION OF NINETEENTH CENTURY CERAMIC
BODY TYPES

Christopher Thompson and Andrew Wilson

Introduction:
This taxonomy began as part of the initial stage of the Mint
and Hyde Park Barracks artefact analysis and was used in
excavations at Regentville. The rigorous requirements of
computer assisted
artefact analysis meant
that concise
workable
defini tions
of
descriptive
terms
had
to
be
developed.
The definitions are designed to be applied to sherds rather
than whole pieces, without assumed expertise or extensive
training. The porosity of a sherd can be tested by touching a
broken edge to the tongue. The taxonomy is designed to
include all types of ceramics recovered from Australian
historic sites and is therefore broader than that proposed by
Linda Worthy (1982).
Neutral descriptive terms have been adopted for the nine
types, historical terms are unsuitable:
'it would save trouble if manufacturers would adopt some
system, instead of adhering to names that often mislead
as to the character of the ware' (Janvier 1880:124).
Broad Ceramic Groups:
Tradi tionally ceramics are divided into three broad groups
based on
raw materials and firing
temperatures.
These
divisions, discussed here, became increasingly blurred during
the 19th century. Janvier (1880:124) noted:
'that the
modern earthenwares,
the
stonewares
and
porcelains run into each other by almost imperceptible
gradations' .
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EARTHENWARE: Principally composed of common red clays, found
in most places around the world. To produce workable bodies
they are often mixed with other components such as ball clay,
sand (silicates), ground up sherds, kaolin, flint, etc. These
wares are characterised by their porosity and are fired up to
tempera tures of 1100· C. They can be found in both a glazed
and unglazed state. When fired they can range in colour from
a pure white to a deep red, depending on the mineral traces
found in the clays and additives.
STONEWARE: Formed of similar materials to earthenwares but
are fired at higher temperatures (about 1300·C) so that the
silicates present partially vitrify (become glass like)
causing the body to become dense, hard and impervious to
liquids. When coarse stonewares are fired the body tends to
have a brown-grey appearance. Fine stonewares often have both
felspar and kaolin added to the body and can have the
appearance of porcelain except that they are rarely, if ever,
translucent.
PORCELAIN: Fine, dense, hard and impervious wares and are
usually distinguished from other bodies by being white,
glassy and translucent when glazed. The manufacture of
porcelain originated in China during the Tang Dynasty.
Porcelains began to be produced in quantity in Europe from
the 18th century on.
'Essentially,
the
body
is
made
of
two
princifal
elements: the first is kaolin, an infusible clay, wh1ch
can be used on its own or in association with plastic
clay or with magnesite; the second, which must be
fusible, is felspar or other calcareous minerals such as
siliceous sand, gypsum, or chalk, either alone or in
different combinations' (Brongniart 1877.2:264).
Porcelain is fired at temperatures ranging from 1250·C to
1400· C. Variations of true porcelain have been developed in
Europe including soft paste (or artificial) porcelain which
does not use felspar or kaolin in the paste, and bone china.
These variants are not considered as separate wi thin this
taxonomy
because
their
identification
requires
some
expertise. There appears to be little or no difference in
their use or function.
Body Types:
COARSE EARTHENWARE: Earthenware with coarse inclusions.
Normally reddish-brown in colour. The break has a coarse
textured appearance, often with visible impurities. The body
is very absorbent and sticks to the tongue. Variations in the
colour across the break can result from uneven firing.
Most often used for bricks, agricultural drains and items
where porosity is acceptable and a smooth finish is not
important. These pieces are rarely glazed.

RED
EARTHENWARE:
Refined
earthenware
without
coarse
inclusions. Ranging in colour from reddish-brown to cream.
The break has an even, sandy textured appearance, most often
without visible impurities. The body is very absorb~nt and

sticks to the tongue.
do occur.

Variations in colour across the break

wares,
Most
often
used
for
flowerpots,
utilitarian
architectural elements and some decorative wares.
These
pieces can be both glazed, in colours or with clear glazes,
and unglazed (often called TerrBcotta).
WHITE
EARTHENWARE:
Highly
refined
earthenware
without
inclusions. Ranging in colour from pure white to grey. The
break has an even, fine, sandy textured appearance. Most
bodies are quite absorbent and stick to the tongue.

Most often used for table and decorative wares. These pieces
are usually clear glazed and may be decorated with transfer
prints or hand painted colours.
PIPE
CLAY:
Highly
refined
white
earthenware
without
inclusions. The break has an even, very finely textured
appearance. The body is absorbent and sticks to the tongue.

Used for mould pressed tobacco pipes. The tip of the stem is
occasionally glazed yellow or red.
COARSE STONEWARE: High fired body with coarse inclusions.
Ranging in colour from grey to brown. The body is not
absorbent. Colour variations across the break are common.

Most often used for drain pipes and occasionally
Often found with a mottled brown or grey salt-glaze.

bricks.

FINE STONEWARE: High fired, dense body. The colour of the
body varies enormously and is normally related to function.
Utilitarian wares are usually cream to brown to grey.
Specialised decorative wares can be almost any colour. The
break has a finely textured, smooth, compact appearance.
Colour across the break can vary also according to function.
The body is not absorbent.

Used for utilitarian wares such as ginger beer and stout
bottles, jugs, storage jars. From the late 18th century it
was also used in the production of specialised decorative
wares such as Josiah Wedgwood' s jasper and black basal tes.
Utilitarian wares are usually salt-glazed or clear glazed.
VITREOUS STONEWARE: High fired, dense, vitrified body, The
colour of the body ranges between white and grey. The break
has a finely textured, smooth, compact appearance. The body
is not absorbent.

Used for plates and other tablewares. Usually with a clear,
hard glaze. Often decorated with underglaze transfer prints
and or enamel over glaze painting and gilding.
PORCELAIN: High fired, very finely textured, hard, vitrified
translucent body. The colour ranging from creamy whi te to
pure white. The break usually with a sharp edge, the colour
even. The glaze often merges with the body. The body is not
absorbent. Most of these pieces are finely potted .
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Used principally for table and decorative wares. Usually with
a •. clear, hard glaze. Often decorated with underglaze transfer
pr~nts and or enamel over glaze painting and gilding.

ORIENTAL PORCELAIN: High fired,
finely
textured,
hard,
translucent body. The colour ranging from greyish white to
white, often with a faint blue-grey tinge. The break often
with a coarse waxy texture, with sharp edges. The glaze often
appears to be distinct from the body. The body is not
absorbent and does not stick to the tongue.
Used
principally
for
tablewares.
Often
decorated
with
underglaze blue hand-painting with a clear glaze. Sometimes
with raised overglaze painting. OccasionallY painted with a
green celadon glaze. Never decorated with transfer prints.
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