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Abstract 
 

 
 The H. Sophie Newcomb Memorial College and Pottery of New Orleans, Louisiana and 

William Lycett’s china painting studio in Atlanta, Georgia provided white, affluent consumers in the 

American South at the turn of the twentieth century with several ways of achieving cultural 

legitimacy. These institutions’ lessons in ceramics decoration offered students a means of attaining 

knowledge of design movements, as well as a potential source of respectable employment for 

women. As firms that produced artistic wares, Newcomb and Lycett’s demonstrated the viability of 

industry in the region, and the capability of southerners to produce and appreciate art. These 

activities correspond with a contemporary rise in rhetoric about a “New South,” one that proposed 

a reconciliation of the region with the remainder of the United States by abandoning large-scale 

monoculture in favor of industrial development and diversified agriculture. Despite its proponents’ 

vocal enthusiasm for this progressive prescription of modernity, many simultaneously worked to 

reinforce white supremacist hierarchies and romanticized conceptions of the region’s antebellum 

history, or the mythos of a “Lost Cause,” in their efforts to harness power. Emulating examples in 

the northeastern United States and beyond, Newcomb and Lycett’s design choices reflect these 

dualities, underscoring attunement to national and international expressions of modernity on one 

hand, while reinforcing fantasies about a premodern, plantation-based past on the other. The firms’ 

selections of models for emulation reveal the aspirations of a white business class in the region and 

the firm grip of mythologies about the South in the national imagination. 
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Introduction 
 
 

 In the late nineteenth century, two ceramics schools in the American South offered an 

increasingly powerful white business class a solution to several of its problems: a perceived lack of 

culture, slow economic development after the Civil War and Reconstruction, and respectable 

employment for affluent wives and daughters. Through their production of artistic wares, the 

Newcomb College Pottery in New Orleans, Louisiana and William Lycett’s china decorating works 

in Atlanta, Georgia demonstrated the possibilities, however small in scale, for industrial 

manufacturing, and the feasibility of a professional pursuit thought perhaps better suited to women 

and their “delicate sensibilities.”1 Using different aesthetic and material solutions, each also answered 

the culture problem, proving that southerners were capable of producing and appreciating art. The 

Newcomb College Pottery created its products from regional clays, and it adhered to new standards 

in industrial design that called for simplified, naturally-derived ornament in limited hues. Lycett’s 

studio decorated European porcelain with detailed, colorful renditions of botanical subjects, typically 

paired with gilding and other flourishes, in an endeavor that applied fine arts sensibilities to domestic 

objects. Responding to similar general concerns, the two firms looked to particular audiences and 

their preferred models to determine the direction of their designs.2 

 Following the work of design theoretician Tony Fry, this dissertation argues for an 

understanding of the specificity of the meaning of design to its geographic and temporal contexts, in 

this case the postbellum American South. Drawing on poststructuralist theory, Fry contended that 

 
1 Edwin AtLee Barber, “The Pioneer of China Painting in America,” New England Magazine, 1895, facsimile, 

Edward Lycett Collection, MSS 214f, Kenan Research Center, Atlanta History Center. 
 

2 The Newcomb College Pottery has historically been referred to as both the Newcomb Pottery and the 
Newcomb College Pottery. I have chosen to use the latter, with Newcomb in short, and “the Pottery” to distinguish 
from Newcomb College where necessary. The Lycett enterprise was advertised and discussed under several different 
names, sometimes concurrently, and over the course of this period of study. For the sake of simplicity, I refer to it as 
William Lycett’s studio, or Lycett’s in short. 
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objects operate as cultural signs, constitutive of the ideologies held by groups within structures of 

power. His approach turns away from paradigms which claim a singular designer’s control over the 

meaning of an autonomous object, and toward the multitude of agents and factors involved in the 

production, consumption, and reception of objects, which often result in their carrying multiple 

meanings.3 By accounting for the Newcomb College Pottery and Lycett’s studio’s attunement to 

particular consumer audiences, their relevance within New South ideology, and their roles within 

constructions of white womanhood in the postbellum South, this dissertation resituates their 

selection of design idioms as indicative of the efforts of an ascendant white business class to gain 

cultural legitimacy. Rather than argue for their originality, I acknowledge that these firms’ designs 

were highly emulative and contend that this emulation bears deep significance, relative to the 

aspirations and concerns of the audiences for which they were intended. No matter how nebulous, 

these objects were likewise able to appear in some way southern, revealing the power of regional 

identity both within the South and in the remainder of the United States during this period. In the 

case of Newcomb, its products communicated a definition of the South to the region and nation at 

large; Lycett’s, on the other hand, sold a mode of being southern largely to those within the region. 

The Newcomb College Pottery emerged in 1895 from the Art Department at the all-

women’s H. Sophie Newcomb Memorial College in New Orleans, Louisiana. The Pottery was 

presented as a means for the students to apply their education in contemporary design principles to 

objects in a professional capacity, primarily because few such opportunities were available in the 

South at the time, let alone open to women. Raw clays, sourced from throughout the region, were 

 
3 Tony Fry, Design History Australia (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1988), 64-65; 70-79. Fry’s discernment of 

meaning based on a reconstitution of historical evidence and attention to cultural milieu has parallels in material culture 
studies, but differs in its emphasis on the visual over material and level of attachment to marketplace and economic 
factors. See Jules David Prown and Kenneth Haltman, eds., American Artifacts: Essays in Material Culture (East Lansing: 
Michigan State University Press, 2000). Fry’s focus on Australia’s context, as a location outside design centers in Europe 
and the United States, but with its own internal history of marginalization of indigenous people, has provided a helpful 
framework for considering the relationship of design in the American South with that of the remainder of the United 
States. 
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shipped to the Pottery and mixed on-site for the fabrication of earthenware bodies. Despite many of 

Newcomb’s students being thoroughly trained in ceramic techniques and design, men, primarily 

Joseph Fortune Meyer during this dissertation’s period of study, threw most of the Pottery’s vases 

and other decorative wares. After an initial firing to their biscuit stage, women decorators, from 

advanced students at Newcomb College to graduates of the program and instructors in the art 

department, decorated the objects’ surfaces with abstracted designs of flora and fauna in enamels 

before finishing them with glazes, typical of underglaze ceramic painting of the period. The pieces 

were then completed with a second firing.4 Henrietta Davidson Bailey’s 1905 vase typifies the 

Pottery’s output by the first decade of the twentieth century (fig. I.1). Tall and ovoid in shape, with a 

short, round mouth, the vase is wrapped with a wide band of ornament, primarily occupied by a 

series of elongated pine trees. The trees’ clusters of needles are all positioned at the vase’s shoulders, 

emphasizing the object’s overall shape. Executed mostly in shades of blue, Bailey’s incised 

delineation of the trees, their foliage, and bands helps distinguish one element of the ornament from 

another. The Newcomb College Pottery produced hundreds of objects each year, which were at first 

only sold at its own gallery and another store in New Orleans, but were eventually distributed 

through a variety of retail establishments throughout the United States, including jewelry stores, 

dedicated “Arts and Crafts” shops, and department stores like Marshall Field’s in Chicago. Although 

 
4 “Pottery at Newcomb,” New Orleans Times-Democrat, November 22, 1896; Mary Given Sheerer, “Newcomb 

Pottery,” Keramic Studio, November 1899, 151; Mary Given Sheerer, “Newcomb Workers – An Appreciation,” Newcomb 
Pottery Vertical Files, University Archives, Tulane University; Bulletin of the Tulane University of Louisiana (New Orleans: 
Tulane University, 1907), 48, University Archives, Tulane University; Notebook of Maude Robinson, Doc. 1002, Joseph 
Downs Manuscript & Ephemera Collection, Winterthur Library; Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen, Martin Eidelberg, and 
Adrienne Spinozzi, American Art Pottery: The Robert A. Ellison Jr. Collection (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 
2018), 224. Bulletins for Newcomb College began listing students in “Pottery Design” in the 1906-1907 year, and 
Newcomb student Maude Robinson’s extensive and thorough notes on clays and firing make apparent the extent to 
which these women were educated in their subject. The early article in The Times-Democrat implies that both the potter 
and the students were working according to furnished designs. 
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the Pottery continued in operation until 1939, this dissertation’s period of study ends in 1910, when 

the Pottery’s increasing turn to matte glazes began to significantly shift its products’ aesthetics.5 

 William and Francis Lycett founded their art school and china painting works in Atlanta, 

Georgia in 1883. The art school offered lessons in a variety of media, but china painting was its main 

emphasis. Customers could view the Lycetts’ work, as well as other ceramics, in accompanying “art 

rooms.” The china painting works offered numerous services, from gilding and firing pieces for 

china painters without home kilns, to completing hand-painted china customized to buyers’ 

requests. Undecorated porcelain objects and tableware were imported from Europe, largely the 

manufacturing hub of Limoges, France, at first through New York wholesale firms and then 

through the company’s direct trade with European companies. These “blanks” were then decorated 

at Lycett’s through the application of enamels and gilding in multiple layers and firings, typical of 

overglaze ceramic painting of the period.6 The firm most frequently employed naturalistic designs, 

also of flora and fauna, and were renowned for their “white and gold” tableware, or white porcelain 

pieces completed with gilt monograms and stippled rims. A platter produced by Limoges 

manufacturer Pouyat and decorated at Lycett’s around the turn of the century incorporates many of 

the firm’s characteristic elements (fig. I.2). Roses molded in the platter’s rim are picked up through 

heavy gilding, but many of the platter’s other features are obscured with its myriad decorations. The 

 
5 Sally Main, “Conscious Freedom: The Newcomb Pottery Enterprise,” in The Arts & Crafts of Newcomb Pottery, 

David Conradsen et al (New Orleans: Tulane University, 2013), 57; Jessie Poesch, Newcomb Pottery: An Enterprise for 
Southern Women, 1895-1940 (Exton, PA: Schiffer, 1984), 61-64. In current scholarship, Paul Cox, who became chief 
potter at the Pottery in 1910, is usually credited with the invention of matte glazes at the firm and subsequent 
interventions in approaches to ornament. Some objects registered for sale in the years prior to Cox’s arrival are 
completed with similar glazes, suggesting that the transition was already underway. 
 

6 Advertisement, Atlanta Constitution, October 7, 1883; Advertisement, Art Amateur, January 1884; “Personal,” 
Crockery & Glass Journal, July 28, 1898; “At the Lycett Art Rooms,” Atlanta Constitution, November 9, 1890; Camille Piton, 
A Practical Treatise on China Painting in America (New York: J. Wiley & Sons, 1878), 20-24, Rare Books, Winterthur Library; 
Florence Lewis, China Painting (London: Cassell & Company, Ltd., 1883), 5-6, Rare Books, Winterthur Library; Marion 
Kemble, How to Learn to Paint with Oil and Water Colors (Boston: S. W. Tilton and Company, 1888), 130, Winterthur 
Library; Louise Vance-Phillips, Book of the China Painter (New York: Montague Marks, 1896), 47, 223, Winterthur Library. 
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rim is covered in a marbled, deep blue finish, separated from the peach roses, dark pink buds, and 

blue-green leaves that wind around the center with a thin, gilt border of scrollwork. With its details, 

foreground highlights, and misty green center, this illustrative center almost appears as a mysterious 

window into a rose garden. Retail sales of Lycett’s china largely occurred in-house in Atlanta, but 

society columns in newspapers throughout the South noted the presentation of its products as prizes 

at social gatherings and gifts to newlyweds. As with the Newcomb College Pottery, this dissertation’s 

terminus in 1910 marks a sea change at Lycett’s – after William’s death the previous year, several of 

the firm’s china painters departed to start their own businesses, and Lycett’s subsequently divided 

between his second wife and his son.7 

 Both the Newcomb College Pottery and Lycett’s studio present regional microcosms of 

greater national developments in the ceramics trade and design in the United States in the last half of 

the nineteenth century and can be viewed as responses to these attempts to foster large-scale 

ceramics manufacturing in the country. In the mid-nineteenth century, centers of pottery production 

emerged in Brooklyn, New York; Trenton, New Jersey; and East Liverpool, Ohio; and these city’s 

factories benefited from increased demand for various table, bar, and sanitary wares to serve the 

needs of the growing numbers of hotels, restaurants, and other businesses in America’s growing 

cities. Tariffs passed during the Civil War raised duties on English, Continental European, and Asian 

ceramics to such a degree that these companies began to make inroads into the American market, 

especially in various grades of white wares. English immigrants who had trained in the Staffordshire 

potteries flocked to these factories, while others found employment in new china decorating houses 

that were established in coastal urban centers, like New York City and Boston, to serve the luxury 

 
7 Michelle Miller, “Painted Porcelain of the Lycett Studios of Atlanta,” in Homecoming: The Sixth Henry D. Green 

Symposium of the Decorative Arts, ed. Dale Couch (Athens: Georgia Museum of Art, 2013), 114; Barbara Veith, “Edward 
Lycett (1833-1910): An Anglo-American Potter,” (master’s thesis, Cooper-Hewitt, National Design Museum and 
Parsons School of Design, 1999), 463-465; see also Carlyn Crannell Romeyn, The Lycetts (International Art Porcelain 
Teachers, 1983). 
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goods side of the trade.8 All of these efforts came to the fore at the Centennial Exposition in 

Philadelphia in 1876, where Americans were able to view and compare their country’s efforts with 

those of more established centers abroad. 

Most critics expressed their dismay at the poor design of American offerings at the 

Centennial Exposition, but a few companies attempted to compete with European manufacturers by 

displaying highly elaborate, decorative objects that portended the new attention to artwares that 

would become critical at many American porcelain firms for the next several decades. Best known 

among them is the Century Vase, designed by Karl H. L. Mueller and executed at the Union 

Porcelain Works of Greenpoint, Brooklyn (fig. I.3). The base is divided into panels of cameo-like 

raised figures, separated by gilt bands, that depict various scenes from the myths surrounding the 

settlement of the American West; each band is topped by the molded head of a western animal, 

painted in vivid detail. In the large central register, painted decorations are organized around white 

cameo busts of George Washington and two handles formed and painted as bison heads. 

Trapezoidal panels feature exactingly illustrated scenes of Americans at work with various 

innovations, such as a woman at her sewing machine or linemen stringing telegraph cables. These 

illustrations are separated with stylized vines and flowers, all in black on a stippled ground. Around 

the vase’s neck, zagging gilt arrows emanate from eagles with outstretched wings, all against a blue 

ground. This eclecticism and elaborate ornamentation became frequent elements of American 

decorative porcelain in the late nineteenth century, a means of demonstrating manufacturers’ ability 

to keep pace with the artistry of their Continental counterparts. American manufacturers’ efforts did 

not negate the impression of English and Continental ceramics’ superiority, however, and tableware 

 
8 Regina Blaszczyk, Imagining Consumers: Design and Innovation from Wedgwood to Corning (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 2000), 55-59; Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen, American Porcelain 1770-1920 (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1989), 21; Ellen Paul Denker, Lenox: Celebrating a Century of Quality 1889-1989 (Trenton: New Jersey State 
Museum, 1989), 9-11. 
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and decorative objects from the likes of Royal Worcester and Minton in England, Sèvres and the 

various Limoges factories in France, and Dresden in Germany retained their elevated status for 

American consumers. Changes in tariffs, especially in the wake of the Panic of 1893, significantly 

decreased duties on imported ceramics, making the desirable European ceramics all the more 

available and necessitating continued novelty from American manufacturers.9 

The preponderance of types of ornament on the Century Vase, from flat or stylized 

repeating patterns to detailed illustrations to low-relief sculpted surfaces, reflects the popularity of 

juxtaposing a multitude of design sources in a single object or interior during the late nineteenth-

century Aesthetic Movement. This constellation of activities at the end of the nineteenth century 

resulted in a general increased interest among affluent consumers in assembling beautiful, finely-

crafted objects and furnishings within the home and arranging them in harmonious compositions. 

Ascribing a specific set of attributes to the American Aesthetic Movement is difficult, due to the 

broad categories of artistry that its proponents often embraced, but a general love of repeating 

patterns stands out as one major characteristic. Influenced by British Aesthetes, this tendency 

toward flattened renditions of botanical subjects traces its roots to British design reform writers and 

designers of the mid-nineteenth century. Voicing their displeasure with the country’s domestic 

products after its showing at the Great Exhibition at the Crystal Palace in London in 1851, 

numerous authors advocated for a national intervention in design. Owen Jones, Christopher 

Dresser, and Lewis Foreman Day, among others, advocated for the application of stylized, symbolic 

ornament based on natural subjects to industrially produced objects as a palliative for the imitations 

of historic, handcrafted elements that were replicated on any number of articles at the time. They 

 
9 Blaszczyk, 61-64; Frelinghuysen, American Porcelain, 52-55; Frelinghuysen, “Aesthetic Forms in Ceramics and 

Glass,” in In Pursuit of Beauty: Americans and the Aesthetic Movement, Doreen Bolger Burke et al (New York: Metropolitan 
Museum of Art, 1986), 199, 205-208; Charles Venable et al, China and Glass in America, 1880-1890: From Table Top to TV 
Tray (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 2000), 122-124; 326-328; Marvin D. Schwarz and Richard Wolfe, A History of 
American Art Porcelain (New York: Renaissance Editions, 1967), 47. 
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saw solutions in Asian and Middle Eastern approaches to form and ornament and encouraged their 

readers to use similar principles in purchasing furnishing and creating designs. In addition to myriad 

publications on the subject, from Charles Locke Eastlake’s Hints on Household Taste to articles in 

contemporary periodicals, many Americans were educated in British design reform principles via 

pedagogy in newly-established art institutions and museums.10 

 Spurring greater investment in artistic wares at large ceramics manufacturers, the Centennial 

Exposition likewise served as a catalyst for the establishment of “art potteries,” or small producers 

solely dedicated to the creation of artistic ceramic wares, throughout the United States. Part of the 

impetus lay in French porcelain manufacturer Haviland’s alluring displays of barbotine, an underglaze 

decorating technique using colorful clay slips, which tempted several American artists to replicate it 

in their own studios. Another significant factor was the display of overglaze painted china presented 

by a group of women from Cincinnati, Ohio who had taken lessons at the city’s McMicken School 

of Design. Enthusiastically received, their exhibit further popularized china painting as a hobby for 

women throughout the country, encouraged with Aesthetic Movement calls for beautifying the 

home. Their success also directly contributed to the establishment of several firms dedicated to the 

 
10 Margaret Laster and Lee Glazer, “Introduction,” in Palaces of Art: Whistler and the Art Worlds of Aestheticism, ed. 

Margaret Laster and Lee Glazer (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 2013), 7; Jason Edwards and Imogene Hart, 
“Introduction,” in Rethinking the Interior, c. 1867-1896 (London: Ashgate, 2010), 8; Stacey Sloboda, “The Grammar of 
Ornament’: Cosmopolitanism and Reform in British Design,” Journal of Design History 21, no. 3 (Autumn 2008): 225-231; 
Roger B. Stein, “Artifact as Ideology: The Aesthetic Movement in its American Cultural Context,” in Burke et al, 25-27; 
Catherine Lynn, “Decorating Surfaces: Aesthetic Delight, Theoretical Dilemma,” in Burke et al, 54-55; Elizabeth Aslin, 
The Aesthetic Movement: Prelude to Art Nouveau (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1969), 15-33; Charlotte Gere, Artistic 
Circles: Design & Decoration in the Aesthetic Movement (London: V&A Publishing, 2010), 16-17, 64-65; Wendy Kaplan, 
“Spreading the Crafts: The Role of the Schools,” in “The Art that is Life”: The Arts & Crafts Movement in America, 1875-
1920, ed. Wendy Kaplan (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1987), 302-305; Robin Spencer, The Aesthetic Movement: Theory 
and Practice (London: Studio Vista, 1972), 10, 87-91; Martha Crabill McClaugherty, “Creating the Artistic Home, 1868-
1893,” Winterthur Portfolio 18, no. 1 (Spring 1983): 1-26; Mary Ann Apicella, “The Art in Manufacture: English Painted 
Tiles of the Nineteenth Century,” in The Tile Club and the Aesthetic Movement in America, Ronald G. Pisano (Stony Brook, 
NY: Museums of Stony Brook, 1999), 70; Lectures on the Results of the Exhibition, Delivered Before the Society of Arts, 
Manufactures, and Commerce, vols. 1-2 (London: David Bogue, 1853), HathiTrust; Peter Trippi, “Industrial Arts and the 
Exhibition Ideal,” in A Grand Design: the Art of the Victoria & Albert Museum, ed. Malcolm Baker and Brenda Richardson 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1997), 79-88. Following Margaret Laster and Lee Glazer’s example, I use the term 
“Aesthetic Movement” as a loose descriptor for this activity; they reserve “Aestheticism” for artists and theorists during 
that period who were revisiting Kantian ideals of artistic autonomy. 
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production of art ceramics in Cincinnati, most important among them the Rookwood Pottery. 

Formed in 1880 by artist Maria Longworth Nichols (later Storer), whose substantial familial wealth 

could support the financial upheavals of a fledgling pottery company, the firm became a dedicated 

art pottery business when Nichols brought on William Watts Taylor as manager in 1883. Under 

Taylor’s direction, the firm focused entirely on the production of earthenware vases and other 

decorative objects made from regional clays, rather than striving to make tableware and other 

utilitarian objects. Rookwood eventually grew to create numerous product lines with different styles 

of decorative finishes, but they often involved renditions of natural subjects and figures, highly 

influenced by Japanese ceramics (fig. I.4). The plethora of art potteries that were founded after 

Rookwood tended to focus more on glazes and forms after the 1890s, when the Grueby Faience 

Company in Boston perfected a matte green glaze that became exceedingly popular (fig. I.5).11 

  These art potteries benefited from the growing interest in possessing artistic goods during 

this period, but their rise also corresponds with that of the Arts & Crafts Movement in the United 

States. Like the Aesthetic Movement, the Arts & Crafts Movement had trans-Atlantic origins in 

Great Britain that were connected to increasing industrialization. Figures like John Ruskin and 

 
11 Frelinghuysen, Eidelberg, and Spinozzi, American Art Pottery, 34-38, 43-44; Martin Eidelberg, “Art Pottery,” in 

The Arts and Crafts Movement in America 1876-1916 (1972, reprint; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 151-
152; Kirsten Hoving Keen, American Art Pottery (Wilmington: Delaware Art Museum, 1978), 4-10, 16; Garth Clark, A 
Century of Ceramics in the United States, 1878-1978: A History of Its Development (Syracuse, NY: Everson Museum of Art, 
1979), 5; Kenneth Trapp, “Introduction,” American Art Pottery (New York: Cooper-Hewitt Museum, 1987), 9-11, 22-24; 
Elaine Levin, “Ceramics: Seeking a Personal Style,” in The Ideal Home, 1900-1920: The History of Twentieth-Century American 
Craft, ed. Janet Kardon (New York: American Craft Museum, 1993), 77-91; Isabelle Anscombe, A Woman’s Touch: Women 
in Design from 1860 to the Present Day (New York: Viking, 1984), 43-44; Nancy E. Owen, Rookwood and the Industry of Art: 
Women, Culture, and Commerce, 1880-1913 (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2001), 40-51; Carol Sue Boram-Hays, Bringing 
Modernism Home: Ohio Decorative Arts, 1890-1960 (Columbus, OH: Columbus Museum of Art, 2005), 19-22. For additional 
surveys of American art pottery in private and museum collections, see Ulysses G. Dietz, The Newark Museum Collection of 
American Art Pottery (Newark, NJ: The Newark Museum, 1984); Barbara A. Perry, American Art Pottery from the Collection of 
the Everson Museum of Art (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1997); David Rago, American Art Pottery (New York: 
Knickerbocker Press, 2001). For more on the women and activities surrounding ceramics in Cincinnati, see Robert C. 
Vitz, “Cincinnati and the Decorative Arts: The Foundations,” in Cincinnati Art-Carved Furniture and Interiors, ed. Jennifer L. 
Howe (Cincinnati: Cincinnati Museum of Art, 2003), 14-18; and Carol Macht, “Introduction,” in The Ladies, God Bless 
‘Em: The Women’s Art Movement in Cincinnati in the Nineteenth Century (Cincinnati: Cincinnati Art Museum, 1976), 7-13. For 
a period source on the development of ceramics, see Edwin Atlee Barber, The Pottery and Porcelain of the United States (New 
York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1893). 
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William Morris protested the increasing mechanization employed in the production of cheap 

domestic goods and the resulting devaluing of labor, calling for a return to handcraftsmanship. Their 

stylistic resolutions to these problems ranged from Ruskin’s preference for accurate representations 

of natural subjects to Morris and others’ embrace of the kinds of flattened, repeating patterns that 

British design reform leaders wished to see employed in industrial manufacture. These individuals 

also often advocated for increased attention to the placement and relationship between form and 

ornament, not dissimilarly from design reformers, as well as the use of materials or subject matter 

from local environments. In the United States, Arts & Crafts Movement ideals influenced arenas 

from architecture to handicraft revivals to small industries, including art potteries. Some cities, 

beginning with Boston in 1897, saw the formation of Arts & Crafts Societies, where those interested 

in these ideas and their potential outcomes could hear lectures, take classes, or view juried exhibits. 

Much of the Arts & Crafts Movement’s impact in the United States was felt in domestic interiors of 

the middle classes, where homeowners used the advice dispensed from periodicals like House 

Beautiful and Ladies’ Home Journal to furnish spaces according to the dictums of simplicity and truth to 

materials. Mechanized production was not entirely vilified, and some divisions of labor and 

industrial interventions were permitted in order to achieve the goal of a “democratic,” or more 

affordable, end product. This was especially true of art potteries, where objects were often formed in 

molds or wheel-turned by a group of individuals, then decorated by another, sometimes according to 

the wishes of the firm’s manager.12 

 
12 Keen, 53; Perry, 8-9, 18; Levin, 83; Richard Guy Wilson, “Introduction,” in From Architecture to Object: 

Masterworks of the American Arts & Crafts Movement, (New York: Hirschl & Adler Galleries, 1989), 11-21; Elizabeth 
Cumming and Wendy Kaplan, The Arts and Crafts Movement (New York: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 13-15, 73-74, and 
143-178; Monica Penick, “Selling the Arts and Crafts Idea in America,” in The Rise of Everyday Design: The Arts and Crafts 
Movement in Britain and America, ed. Monica Penick and Christopher Long (Austin: Harry Ransom Center at the 
University of Texas at Austin, 2019), 93-95. For more on the Arts & Crafts Movement in the United States, see Eileen 
Boris, Art and Labor: Ruskin, Morris, and the Craftsman Ideal in America (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1986); 
Robert Judson Clark, ed. The Arts and Crafts Movement in America 1876-1916 (1972, reprint; Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, 1992); Wendy Kaplan, ed., “The Art that is Life”: The Arts & Crafts Movement in America, 1875-1920 
(Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1987); Janet Kardon, ed., The Ideal Home 1900-1920: The History of Twentieth-Century 
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 Newcomb and Lycett’s were founded within this maelstrom of ceramics development and 

design discourse, and they do not fit neatly into single categories. Newcomb followed Rookwood’s 

example as an art pottery, especially visible in its use of regional clays and wheel-thrown 

manufacture. While its dedication to representing regional flora and fauna in its ornament follows 

Arts & Crafts ideas about subject matter, the simplified and semi-abstracted renditions that the 

Newcomb College Pottery produced, as seen in Henrietta Davidson’s pine trees, readily conform to 

British design reform ideas about appropriate forms of decoration for industrially-manufactured 

goods. In this respect, Newcomb appears markedly modern. In many ways, Lycett’s adhered to the 

nineteenth-century status quo. The studio predominantly continued the practice of importing 

European porcelain, thereby affirming its superiority, and, as seen with the misty roses on the 

Lycett’ platter, its designs adhered to the conservative, representational approaches to botanical 

subjects that many British design reform theorists urged consumers to abandon. Despite its 

traditional appearances, Lycett’s, like Newcomb, also spoke to concerns about constructing 

appearances of modernity through cosmopolitanism, based on examples set by wealthy industrial 

capitalists who fashioned themselves after European aristocrats. Both of these approaches correlate 

with ascendant ideas about achieving modernity in the region during this period. 

The foundation of Newcomb College and the opening of the Lycetts’ studio coincide with 

the rise to national prominence of an idea of a “New South.” Championed by landowners, 

entrepreneurs, and newspaper editors in the region, the New South centered on restructuring the 

economy in the wake of the abolition of slavery, away from monoculture and toward more 

diversified agricultural practices and industrial capitalism. Albeit small, the Newcomb College 

Pottery and Lycett’s studio exemplify new industries begun during this period, especially valuable 

 
American Craft (New York: American Craft Museum, 1993); Bert Denker, ed., The Substance of Style: Perspectives on the 
American Arts and Crafts Movement (Winterthur, DE: The Henry Francis duPont Winterthur Museum, 1996). 
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because of their production of consumer goods. One of the key elements in accomplishing the 

vision of a New South was the establishment of industrial processing and manufacturing using the 

region’s natural resources. The most vocal champion of the New South, Atlanta Constitution editor 

Henry W. Grady, demonstrated the historic neglect of the region’s raw materials and their 

correlation to consumer goods in his narration of a Georgia funeral in a speech to the Bay State 

Club in Boston in 1889: 

They buried him in the midst of a marble quarry; they cut through solid marble to make his grave, and yet a 
little tombstone they put above him was from Vermont. They buried him in the heart of a pine forest, and yet 
the pine coffin was imported from Cincinnati. They buried him within touch of an iron mine, and yet the nails 
in his coffin and the iron in the shovel that dug his grave were imported from Pittsburgh. They buried him by 
the best sheep-grazing country on the earth, and yet the wool in the coffin bands and the coffin bands 
themselves were brought from the North. The South didn’t furnish a thing on earth for that funeral but the 
corpse and the hole in the ground. There they put him away and the clods rattled down on his coffin, and they 
buried him in a New York coat, and a Boston pair of shoes, and a pair of breeches from Chicago, and a shirt 
from Cincinnati, leaving him nothing to carry into the next world to remind him of the country in which he 
lived and which he fought for four years but the chill of blood in his veins and the marrow in his bones.13 
 

As seen in many of his speeches, Grady’s words were intended to generate interest in investing 

capital in the region; thus, he enumerated the variety and availability of resources for manufacture 

(marble, lumber, iron, etc.), couched in terms of romantic attachment to “country.” 

Henry Grady’s addresses also often contained a tacit admission of the South’s backwardness, 

when compared to the economic superiority of the Northeast. For example, he explained the 

difference between antebellum and postbellum regional approaches to the economy to the New 

England Society in New York City in 1886: 

The Old South rested everything on slavery and agriculture, unconscious that these could neither give nor 
maintain healthy growth. The new South presents a perfect Democracy, the oligarchs leading in the popular 
movement – a social system compact and closely knitted, less splendid on the surface but stronger at the core; a 
hundred farms for every plantation, fifty homes for every palace, and a diversified industry that meets the 
complex needs of this complex age.14 
  

 
13 Life and Labors of Henry W. Grady, His Speeches, Writings, Etc. (Richmond, VA: Franklin Publishing, 1890), 284. 

 
14 Life and Labors, 113. 
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New South proponents repeated claims that this industrialization, a means of catching up with the 

remainder of the country, would provide the key to reconciliation. As historian Paul Gaston wrote, 

this ideology “embodied a fervent gospel of union and brotherhood, to facilitate full acceptance into 

the union, and tailored its notions of both individual and collective success to the dominant 

American pattern.”15 New South champions embraced an unfettered capitalism alongside value 

shifts that strongly emphasized individual achievement and its visualization through the 

accumulation of material goods. Enthusiasts boasted of the South’s having been “Yankeeized.”16 

This rhetoric represents an acceptance of a particular prescription of modernity, for which 

antebellum practices of large-scale land ownership and chattel slavery were reframed as a feudalistic 

past for white men, and industrial capitalism upheld as their redemptive future.17 This external 

definition was to be met with a decidedly internal solution, as opposed to the federal government’s 

interventions during the failed Reconstruction effort.18 

 Although New South proponents’ efforts were not necessarily as successful as their rhetoric 

would have one believe, the economic changes that occurred in the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries in the region engendered shifts in social hierarchies, especially in an increase of 

power for an affluent, white business class prevalent in towns and cities.19 Participants in a new 

 
15 Paul Gaston, The New South Creed (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1970), 84. 

 
16 C. Vann Woodward, Origins of the New South 1877-1913, rev. ed. (1971, repr.; Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 

University Press, 1990), 148-151; Gaines M. Foster, Ghosts of the Confederacy: Defeat, the Lost Cause, and the Emergence of the 
New South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987), 87. 
 

17 Frederic Jameson, A Singular Modernity (2002, repr., London: Verso, 2012), 39-40. Jameson’s discussion of 
modernity as a narrative category is helpful to understanding the operations of New South rhetoric.  
 

18 Eric Foner, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863-1877, updated ed. (1988; New York: Harper & 
Row, 2014). 
 

19 Woodward, 150-151, 291-320; Gaston, 203-204; Edward L. Ayers, The Promise of the New South: Life After 
Reconstruction (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 64-65; Gavin Wright, Old South, New South: Revolutions in the 
Southern Economy Since the Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1986), 11-16, 125-197; Don H. 
Doyle, New Men, New Cities, New South: Atlanta, Nashville, Charleston, Mobile, 1860-1910 (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 1990), 3-10, 17-19; Barbara Jeanne Fields, “The Advent of Capitalist Agriculture: The New South in a 
Bourgeois World,” in Essays on the Postbellum Southern Economy, ed. Thavolia Glymph and John J. Kushma (Arlington: The 
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movement toward urbanization, these individuals influenced, or in some cases entirely reshaped, 

social structures to better suit their economic pursuits and associated value systems. They imposed 

similar changes on their landscapes. Just as northeastern industrial capitalists’ economic models were 

upheld as the standard for progress, so were their aesthetic preferences and cultural activities. In new 

suburban neighborhoods and rebuilding projects throughout the region, developers and patrons 

constructed domiciles and business buildings that conformed to northeastern visions of 

metropolitan cosmopolitanism; namely, a conglomeration of styles derived from European 

sources.20 

As Reiko Hillyer has argued, this desire for “northern approval” was most prominent and 

active in Atlanta, Henry Grady’s home city and thus a center for New South rhetoric. Much of this 

was practical – Atlanta emerged as a new central distribution center for major national railroads in 

 
University of Texas at Arlington, 1985), 73-94; David L. Carlton and Peter A. Coclanis, “Capital Mobilization and 
Southern Industry, 1880-1905,” in The South, The Nation, and the World: Perspectives on Southern Economic Development, Carlton 
and Coclanis (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2003), 99-114; Martin Ruef, “The Human and Financial 
Capital of the Southern Middle Class, 1850-1900,” in The Southern Middle Class in the Long Nineteenth Century, ed. Jonathan 
Daniel Wells and Jennifer R. Green (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2011), 203-224; Martin Ruef and 
David Reinecke, “Does Capitalism Produce an Entrepreneurial Class?” Research in Organizational Behavior 31 (2011): 237-
240. As many historians have argued, the dependence of the region on external financial capital, in addition to the 
struggle to compete with more established manufacturing centers in the Northeast and West, resulted in an extractive 
form of industrialization. Rather than being processed internally into consumer goods, the raw materials that Grady and 
others cited as integral to the region’s economic future were often solely extracted or minimally processed (i.e. cotton 
into yarn) before being shipped northward. Consolidated corporations, especially railroads, that operated in the region 
were headed by northeastern industrial capitalists. Although Woodward and others claimed that the middle classes grew 
during the last decades of the nineteenth century and the first of the twentieth, Ruef and Reinecke have demonstrated 
that an entrepreneurial class actually shrunk from its antebellum size in the years following the Civil War and did not 
recover to the extent that New South proponents and historians have implied. In consideration of Ruef and Reinecke’s 
definition of the entrepreneurial class, I have elected to use Don H. Doyle’s broader “business class” terminology, which 
includes the bureaucratic class that lay outside of Ruef and Reinecke’s study. My reference to power acknowledges the 
pertinence of Ruef and Reinecke’s argument that New South proponents’ visibility and power, especially in the control 
they exercised over newspaper publication, outsized the business class’s actual size and growth. 
 

20 Doyle, 89-93, 100; Ayers, 65-75; Reiko Hillyer, Designing Dixie: Tourism, Memory, and Urban Space in the New 
South (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2014), 1-12; Richard Gray, “Inventing Communities, Imagining 
Places: Some Thoughts on Southern Self-Fashioning,” in South to a New Place: Region, Literature, and Culture, ed. Suzanne 
W. Jones and Sharon Monteith (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2002), xiii-xviii. Influenced by 
postcolonial theory, Richard Gray describes the construction of regionalisms, and southern identity in particular, as a 
product of centralizing cultural dominance, wherein the region is defined against the center, and vice versa. While Gray’s 
assertions more clearly illuminate the narration of distinctions between the South and other regions, it also serves to help 
explicate the attempts by some southerners to imitate other regions in order to achieve the standing associated with a 
cultural center. 
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the wake of Reconstruction, saw a proliferation of new businesses as a result, and, due to its 

infamous burning during the war, required large amounts of new construction. The second-largest 

city in the South during this dissertation’s period of study, it also saw a massive rate of population 

growth, from 37,409 occupants in 1880 to 154,839 inhabitants in 1910. Unlike New South 

counterparts in historic port cities like Charleston, South Carolina, the new Atlantans did not have 

to challenge the weight of entrenched social structures dominated by a landholding class, or their 

attendant architectural fabric.21 William Lycett’s enterprise’s location in Atlanta, therefore, places it in 

the capital of New South activity, including its consistent, evident obeisance to northeastern 

economic and cultural standards. As will be seen, members of the Lycett family seem to have fully 

comprehended the changes underway in their adopted home and placed themselves and their 

business in the role of artistic arbiters to a New South business class hoping to gain legitimacy 

among northeastern peers. 

The Newcomb College Pottery’s geographic situation in New Orleans, one of the region’s 

oldest cities, by far the largest, and with its own highly distinct culture, may seem to place it outside 

the reach of this New South activity, but the firm’s foundation and core goals evince the power and 

breadth of this rhetoric in the region during the period. As seen in the discourse surrounding the 

mounting of the city’s World’s Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition in 1884, the city’s 

newspaper editors and business class also proclaimed the reunifying power of industrial capitalism. 

More significantly, the Newcomb College Pottery, as an enterprise, spoke directly to many of the 

chief concerns of New South rhetoric. It transformed clay, one of the southern raw materials most 

frequently cited for its potential, into a consumer product. Those products also conformed to 

 
21 Hillyer, 135-158; Doyle 15, 37-44, and 111-134; James Michael Russell, Atlanta 1847-1890: City Building in the 

Old South and New (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988); Bruce G. Harvey, World’s Fairs in a Southern 
Accent: Atlanta, Nashville and Charleston, 1895-1902 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2014), 41. 
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northeastern standards for industrial design, participating in a different type of metropolitan 

aesthetic than that exhibited in Lycett’s products. In so doing, it appeared to achieve both economic 

and cultural legitimacy precisely along New South lines. 

For all of this enthusiasm for the modernity of industrial capitalism, New South proponents 

found the Old South difficult to leave behind. To some extent, the rhetoric of the New South 

encouraged the simultaneous ascendancy of Lost Cause narratives, which recast secession as a battle 

over states’ rights, Confederate generals as glorious and honorable champions, and the Confederacy 

as a tragically failed nation. Some of the values embedded in Lost Cause language, such as duty and 

sacrifice to a greater community or cause, were enacted as social countermeasures to the emphases 

on individual success and material acquisition prevalent in New South rhetoric. Yet, New South 

proponents often used the Old South construction as a tool of cultural legitimacy, establishing 

themselves as the descendants of the antebellum planter class in order to secure their authority and 

claim over the region’s future.22  The formation of the two ideologies is intertwined, and the 

glorification of a fictional antebellum life thoroughly informed the construction of social and 

political structures in the region at the turn of the twentieth century. Thus, the objects produced at 

the Newcomb College Pottery and William Lycett’s studio should not be interpreted solely as 

material manifestations of New South rhetoric, but also as indicators of the duality present in the 

business class’s attempts to achieve cultural legitimacy according to northeastern standards while 

also legitimizing themselves using the imagery of their antebellum forebears. 

Because this dissertation is concerned with a powerful white business class’s formulation and 

manipulation of regional identities through design, it must also consider the impact of this class’s 

 
22 Foster, 87, 113-114, and 120-121; Jonathan Daniel Wells, “Reconstructing the Southern Middle Class: 

Professional and Commercial Southerners After the Civil War,” in Wells and Green, ed., 225-243; Grace Elizabeth Hale, 
Making Whiteness: The Culture of Segregation in the South, 1890-1940 (New York: Vintage, 1998), 53; James Cobb, Away Down 
South: A History of Southern Identity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 85. 
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solidification of an antebellum social structure on the designs and social fabric of these two firms. 

The most apparent Old South value carried into the New was white supremacy. Henry Grady’s 

speeches often focused on two points: economic rehabilitation through industrialization, and the 

security of social and political power among white southerners.23 At their best, white leaders’ visions 

for Black lives in the South during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries promoted the 

co-existence of completely separate societies, distinguished by race, but all answerable to white men 

in power; the more cruel reality held Black southerners in a subservient, politically disenfranchised, 

and constantly precarious position. Newcomb College expressly restricted its admission to white 

women, most of whom were from affluent families in New Orleans and its environs.24 Examining 

Atlanta city directories, in which non-white individuals are ambiguously designated with a “c,” 

William Lycett’s studio appears to have primarily employed white men and women as bookkeepers, 

sales clerks, and artists, and non-white men for tasks such as packing.25 Though not directly stated, 

as at Newcomb, the firm’s lessons in china painting were also likely limited to white women. 

Moreover, both firms’ consumers were likely presumed to be white. Therefore, the activities and 

designs of these two firms contributed to ideologies of “Southernness” that were implicitly 

exclusionary, as well as constructions of white femininity.  

 
23 See Grady’s other major speech in Boston, to the Boston Merchants’ Association, December 12, 1889 on 

“The Race Problem in the South,” Life and Labors of Henry W. Grady, 243-281. 
 

24 See Tulane University Bulletins, University Archives, Tulane University; Trent Watts, “What Makes a ‘Newcomb 
Girl’? Student Culture in the Progressive Era,” Newcomb College, 1886-2006: Higher Education for Women in New Orleans, ed. 
Susan Tucker and Beth Willinger (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2012), 90. Newcomb’s bulletins clearly 
indicate that its education was only intended for white women, therefore, I have assumed that the Newcomb College art 
students and designers were all white. However, some scholars have lately begun to question this homogenous racial 
identification. Exhaustive biographies of the individual designers must be completed in order to draw new conclusions, 
which is not the intent of this study of the Pottery. Additionally, I believe that some of the clarifications made in its 
advertising were intended to signal the decorators’ whiteness to consumers; this is discussed further in the first chapter. 
 

25 Atlanta City Directory for 1895 (Atlanta: Franklin Printing and Publishing, 1895), 1096; Atlanta City Directory for 
1899 (Atlanta: V.V. Bullock and Mrs. F. A. Saunders, 1899), 1281; Atlanta City Directory for 1901 (Atlanta: Foote and 
Davis, 1901), 964; Atlanta City Directory for 1902 (Atlanta: Mutual Publishing Company, 1902), 1508; Atlanta City Directory 
for 1903 (Atlanta: Foote and Davis, 1903), 855. The distinctions between these positions are further elucidated in the 
second chapter. 
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Enormously popular throughout the United States in the last quarter of the nineteenth 

century, china painting offered white affluent women in the South a pastime associated with 

refinement and aristocracy. As Cynthia Brandimarte has observed, china painting carried 

connotations of eighteenth-century European nobility, for whom it served as a hobby. For their late 

nineteenth-century American followers, the pursuit of china painting required sufficient dispensable 

income to purchase a multitude of materials, including mineral pigments and binders, gold and other 

trims, brushes, palettes, and the porcelain objects themselves, not to mention pay a professional for 

lessons and firing services, or even acquire a home kiln or two (fig. I.6). All of this activity 

necessitated considerable leisure time to undertake lessons, read the plethora of materials published 

on the subject, from books to periodicals such as China Decorator and Keramic Studio, and execute 

projects, which required multiple applications and firings.26 Because these women mostly painted 

objects for the home, such as tableware and decorative pieces, they also remained within the 

parameters of a traditional domestic role, building “temples of refinement.”27 The leisured 

domesticity associated with hobbyist china painting perfectly suited a construction of white 

womanhood that positioned those in the business class as the genteel, passive descendants of 

antebellum plantation mistresses, afforded through the relegation of much physical domestic labor 

and child rearing to hired Black women.28 Thus, many of the women who took “Special Art” classes 

 
26 Brandimarte, “Somebody’s Aunt,” 208-211; Lewis, 7-13; Susan Frackelton, Tried by Fire (New York: D. 

Appleton & Co, 1886), 1-13, Rare Books, Winterthur Library; A. B. Cobden, Practical Hints on China Decorating, c. 1900, 
Rare Books, Winterthur Library. These china painting manuals insist on the importance of lessons, and they also include 
lengthy lists of necessary materials for the amateur’s practice. A. B. Cobden, a porcelain importing company that catered 
to china painters and offered firing services, indicated in its catalogues that it would not assume responsibility for 
breakages during firing or shipping, adding another risk or expense to the china painter’s list. 
 

27 Henry Grady to the Bay State Club, Boston, MA, 1889, in Life and Labors, 283. 
 

28 Hale, 105-106. 
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at Newcomb College or china painting lessons at Lycett’s studio most likely belonged to an affluent 

class and were participants in this reification of a white supremacist social stratigraphy.29  

China painting also provided some women with a means of earning an income, especially 

critical for those white southern women desirous of obtaining financial security while retaining their 

social status and respectability. The loss of male life due to the Civil War made the realities of 

widowhood or the prospect of remaining unmarried more visible; shifting attitudes toward marriage 

also contributed to a growth of interest in securing financial independence. Many white southern 

women turned to teaching, which adhered to gender prescriptions that associated women with 

raising children. Similarly, most women china painters who attempted to earn an income from their 

craft became teachers in the subject. Like music and other “ornamental arts,” china painting lessons 

contributed to a white affluent woman’s sense of refinement while also potentially providing an 

appropriate means of self-sufficiency.30 One of the most famous southern china painting instructors 

of this turn-of-the-century period may be William Faulkner’s fictional Emily Grierson, a single, 

vaguely aristocratic woman to whose lessons “the daughters and granddaughters” of Confederate 

veterans in Jefferson, Mississippi “were sent…with the same regularity and in the same spirit that 

they were sent to church on Sundays with a twenty-five-cent piece for the collection plate.”31 

 
29 Susan Tucker and Beth Willinger, “Beginnings,” in Tucker and Willinger, eds., 12-13. Tucker and Willinger 

make clear that participants in special courses in literature and art far outnumbered students enrolled in the regular 
academic program, and that the tuition Newcomb received for those special courses helped the school survive for 
several decades. Special courses were limited to particular subjects and did not require students to meet academic 
qualifications. Tucker and Willinger’s assessments are matched by the lengthy lists of “Special Art” students in 
Newcomb college catalogues. 
 

30 Brandimarte, “Somebody’s Aunt,” 204; Jane Censer, The Reconstruction of White Southern Womanhood, 1865-1895 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2003), 32, 155-156; Sarah Haley, No Mercy Here: Gender, Punishment, and 
the Making of Jim Crow Modernity (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2016), 9-11; LeeAnn Whites, Gender 
Matters: Civil War, Reconstruction, and the Making of the New South (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 119. As scholars 
like Sarah Haley and LeeAnn Whites have made clear, labor roles in the postbellum South were constituted through race 
first, followed by gender. Because domestic labor was inextricably linked to Black women, this was an avenue of 
employment largely closed, according to societal standards, to poor white women, who pursued work in textile mills and 
other new industries that were typically exclusionary to Black labor. Neither of these forms of labor would have been 
deemed suitable for white affluent women. 
 

31 William Faulkner, “A Rose for Emily,” (Orlando, FL: Harcourt, 2000), 21; Brandimarte, 223. 
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Newcomb College and the Newcomb College Pottery were both formed to provide training and 

opportunities for white affluent women. In addition to working as designers in the Pottery, many art 

alumnae became teachers and writers throughout the United States.32 William Lycett taught at 

numerous white women’s educational institutions in Atlanta and its environs, and advertisements for 

Lycett’s lessons were often aimed specifically at teachers during the summer months. Eventually, 

some white women’s institutions in the region advertised that their art instructors had taken courses 

with the Atlanta studio.33 Newcomb and Lycett’s, therefore, were also contributors to a particular 

construction of working womanhood for white southerners. 

While the two firms provided leisure and professional pursuits for an audience of white 

women, their objects participated in critical inventions of “Southernness” that advanced impressions 

of cultural legitimacy interior and external to the region. This dissertation reconsiders the selections 

of ceramic designs at the Newcomb College Pottery and William Lycett’s studio as active responses 

to the anticipated desires of their potential consumers. In much of its historiography, the Newcomb 

College Pottery is presented as an outlier of “good design” in the American South, upheld as an 

example of the length of reach and level of interest in Arts & Crafts Movement principles in the 

United States. Rarely is the potential role of consumer preference in determining the design of 

Newcomb’s products recognized, and usually only as a factor in its decline in creativity in the 1920s 

due to the popularity of its “moss and moonlight” landscapes.34 Long before romanticized 

 
 

32 Adrienne Spinozzi, “The Pursuit of Paying Work,” in The Arts & Crafts of Newcomb Pottery, David Conradsen 
et al (New Orleans: Tulane University, 2013), 187-188; Tucker and Willinger, 7; Sally Main, “Biographical Notes on Sixty 
Newcomb Pottery Decorators,” in Conradsen et al, 297.  
 

33 “The Atlanta Female Institute,” Atlanta Constitution, Sunday, August 29, 1886; Advertisement, Georgia Capital 
Female College, Atlanta Constitution, August 1, 1888; Advertisement, Agnes Scott Institute, Atlanta Constitution, June 24, 
1891; Advertisement, Lycett’s, Atlanta Constitution, June 24, 1894; Advertisement, Lycett’s, Atlanta Constitution, May 5, 
1905; “C.B.F. Institute,” Raleigh (NC) Biblical Recorder, September 2, 1903; “Art and Music,” Dothan (AL) Eagle, August 7, 
1909. 

 
34 See Suzanne Ormond and Mary E. Irvine, Louisiana’s Art Nouveau: The Crafts of the Newcomb Style (Gretna, LA: 

Pelican, 1976); Poesch, Newcomb Pottery; Poesch, “The Art Program at Newcomb College and the Newcomb Pottery, 
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landscapes came to dominate Newcomb Pottery surfaces, the firm’s dedication to purportedly 

regional subjects indicated its comprehension of the interest among its consumers in the South’s 

distinctive qualities, as made apparent in the language and images used to promote the Pottery in a 

plethora of national newspapers, magazines, and other periodicals. Conversely, the far more limited 

scholarship on Lycett’s studio cites William Lycett’s ability to cater to local tastes as one of the chief 

reasons for the firm’s success.35 I maintain that Lycett’s use of gilded and florid naturalistic designs 

for its products carries important meanings for consumers, just as connected to the project of 

proving cultural knowledge to northeastern peers as Newcomb’s visible fluency in British design 

reform principles. They also represent the skill with which the white business class in the region 

navigated the formation of a New South while gesturing to the Old. 

Specializing in the production of artistic, small-batch domestic goods, the Newcomb College 

Pottery and William Lycett’s studio both fall into a category of manufacturers in the late nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries which, historian Regina Lee Blaszczyk argues, actively sought out 

consumers’ shifting tastes and shaped their products to suit their needs and desires. Unlike 

burgeoning ceramics manufacturers in industrial centers, neither Newcomb nor Lycett’s used 

techniques of mass production to generate large amounts of goods, yet they also cannot be 

described as single individuals or organizations of art potters who exercised complete control of 

their craft, from raw material to finished product. While large businesses during this period, 

especially those generating disposable goods, flooded markets with standardized products and used 

 
1886-1940,” in Southern Arts and Crafts 1890-1940, ed. Bill Anderson (Charlotte, NC: Mint Museum of Art, 1996), 63-71, 
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Graduate Center for Studies in the Decorative Arts, 2000), 92-93; Richard B. Megraw, Confronting Modernity: Art and 
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persuasive advertising techniques to create new consumer needs and expand those markets further, 

Blaszczyk contends that smaller firms and those outside core centers, especially home furnishings 

manufacturers, continued batch production because of the flexibility it afforded. These industries 

understood taste as heterogeneous and dynamic, and they avoided the financial risks that 

accompanied bulk production in a particular style. Many, as Blaszczyk describes, used “fashion 

intermediaries,” a wide-ranging group of positions involved in the space of product development 

between producer and consumer, to ascertain changes in taste and provide them with 

recommendations.36 

Both the Newcomb College Pottery and Lycett’s studio utilized fashion intermediaries to 

comprehend the taste and values of their anticipated consumers. I argue that the Pottery’s leaders, 

especially Newcomb College Art Department Director Ellsworth Woodward and Pottery director 

Mary Given Sheerer, engaged in a number of activities to gauge consumer interest from the firm’s 

outset. Their training in British design reform principles in New England and Cincinnati, 

respectively, not only helped them educate their southern students in recent developments in 

industrial design, but also familiarized them with consumers who were particularly invested in “good 

design” in this period. They understood that participating in exhibitions at Arts & Crafts 

organizations, engaging with newly-established museums and their curators, and sending students to 

attend summer institutes led by designers and artists would generate important critical feedback and 

allow them to shape the direction of designs to suit these audiences. The Lycetts’ business model of 

an art school combined with a china decorating works was derived from its founders’ formative 

experiences in New York City and could be found in cities throughout the United States. Blaszczyk 

 
36 Blaszczyk, 1-13; T. J. Jackson Lears, “From Salvation to Self-Realization: Advertising and the Therapeutic 

Roots of the Consumer Culture, 1880-1930,” in The Culture of Consumption: Critical Essays in American History, 1880-1930, 
ed. Richard Wightman Fox and T. J. Jackson Lears (New York: Pantheon Books, 1983), 1-36. 
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describes these lessons and offerings in firings as “new vehicles for monitoring tastes” for crockery 

retailers in the period, because they allowed retailers to directly view the preferences of their primary 

clientele.37 Furthermore, the Lycett family’s consistent organization of exhibitions in their retail 

spaces, as well as involvement on committees for other art displays and related social activities as 

documented in local and regional newspapers’ social registers, allowed them increased opportunities 

for comprehending the predilections of local consumers who wished to prove themselves cultured 

or artistic. 

Because many of the standards for achieving cultural legitimacy in the New South were 

shaped by perceived external cultural centers, this dissertation probes the Newcomb College Pottery 

and Lycett’s studio’s design choices against their chief geographic sources for emulation. Although 

designs or agents from other locales played important roles at both firms, the places selected for 

focus in this dissertation played especially significant parts in the firms’ relationships with the white 

business class and southern identity. Chapter One examines the social and aesthetic connections 

between the Newcomb College Pottery and New England. Building on Martin Eidelberg’s essay, 

“Newcomb Pottery: The Deep South and New England” in the most recent monograph on the 

Pottery (The Arts & Crafts of Newcomb Pottery, Conradsen et al, 2013), I trace the Pottery’s orientation 

to New England educational institutions and cultural arbiters from the activities surrounding the 

foundation of Newcomb College, through the short-lived but significant predecessor to the Pottery, 

the New Orleans Art Pottery Club, and finally to the Pottery’s formation.38 I then analyze the 

Pottery’s emphasis on the regional sources of its clays, iconography, and decoration at the hands of 

white southern women as markers of the objects’ authenticity as southern products, especially 

 
37 Blaszczyk, 70-71. 

 
38 Martin Eidelberg, “Newcomb Pottery: The Deep South and New England,” in The Arts & Crafts of Newcomb 

Pottery, David Conradsen et al (New Orleans: Tulane University, 2013), 115-147. 
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important for northeastern consumers who viewed the region as tantalizingly different.39 I contend 

that many of the firm’s most popular subjects were only understood to be southern because of the 

discourse that surrounded this material and a desire to see it as such, and not necessarily for its 

exclusivity to the region. Chapter Two focuses on the familial and aesthetic connections between 

Lycett’s studio and New York City. I probe the ways in which William and Francis Lycett publicized 

their training and business connections in New York City in order to establish their cultural 

authority in Atlanta, extended through William’s active participation in the social activities of the 

white business class. Comparing the renderings of botanical subjects that comprised much of 

Lycett’s output with developments in American porcelain production, I argue that the firm 

participated in analogous attempts to combine fine arts with industrial manufacture and create 

“cultured” objects for the home. I then examine the firm’s more fantastic decorative objects for 

their emulation of northeastern industrial capitalists’ assemblages of styles. The non-specificity of 

these constructions, as well as the generic flora selected for reproduction in Lycett’s works, speak to 

attempts to adhere to an externally-established standard.40 

The next two chapters shift the examination from geographic centers in the United States to 

more far-flung sources for emulation. Chapter Three interprets the undercurrents of Japanese art’s 

influence in Newcomb College Pottery. I contend that, like the emphasis on regional sources in the 

Pottery’s selection of clay and subject matter, the evident relationships between Japanese ceramics 

and prints and the forms, linearity, and flatness of color in Newcomb College Pottery catered to the 

prevailing tastes of New England critics and cultural figures. Conveniently, many of the Pottery’s 

natural subjects can also be found in Japanese prints. These characteristics, I argue, allowed for an 

 
39 Miles Orvell, The Real Thing: Imitation and Authenticity in American Culture, 1880-1940 (Chapel Hill: University of 

North Carolina Press, 1989), 158-160. As Orvell discusses, authenticity, as enshrined in late nineteenth-century 
American Arts & Crafts ideology, was considered indicative of both correct design and superior moral character. 
 

40 Orvell, 50-55. 



 25 

elision of one “exotic” culture with another, contributing to a mythologized and distanced 

impression of the South already established in contemporary literature. Chapter Four explores the 

aesthetic and business connections between Lycett’s studio and France. I maintain that nineteenth-

century French porcelain manufacturers’ close working relationships with American retailers allowed 

them, like small-scale firms in the United States, to shape their wares to highly localized consumer 

desires. At Lycett’s, this largely entailed a predilection for eighteenth-century style, or rococo, forms. 

I assert that Lycett’s reliance on rococo in both form and decoration allowed its consumers to signal 

cultural dominance in terms simultaneously modern and external, as well as historic and internal, 

because of the style’s prevalence in homes of the upper classes prior to the Civil War. Even in their 

most global inspiration, the designs employed by the Newcomb College Pottery and Lycett’s studio 

contained significant and specific markers of culture for their audiences. 

 Design in the New South, as exemplified in the work of the Newcomb College Pottery and 

Lycett’s studio, reflects the consistent outward orientation of a rising white business class that 

participated in a series of emulations of the stylistic preferences of their chosen possessors of social, 

political, and cultural power. This practice appeared, on one hand, as an alignment with modernity 

and national reconciliation, but, on the other, it simultaneously supported the reification of a highly 

romanticized version of regional antebellum life. The critical project of cultural legitimacy 

necessitated fulfilling roles in both regional and national conceptions of the South. 
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Chapter 1 
 
 

Southern by Design: Newcomb & New England 
 
 

 A vase decorated by Marie Medora Ross in 1902 exemplifies the primary approaches to 

design at the Newcomb College Pottery in the first decade of the twentieth century (fig. 1.1). As 

common at the Pottery, the ornament on the vase is largely restricted to a register wrapping around 

the vase’s shoulders, framed by green, incised bands at the top and bottom. Alternating flat, dark 

green lily pads and medium blue waterlily blossoms fill the register, conforming to the firm’s 

dedication to stylized natural subjects and a blue and green primary color palette. Contrasts between 

ornament and background are heightened with dark, incised outlines, and the forms of the 

waterlilies are enhanced with slight modeling on the clay’s surface. The addition of cobalt around the 

rim further balances the use of medium blue on the waterlilies and below the register on the 

remainder of the vase. This sharp delineation and emphasis on contrast were also key characteristics 

of Newcomb College Pottery during this period. 

 As other scholars have noted, Ross’s work shares numerous commonalities with Adelaide 

Alsop Robineau’s treatment of the “American Pond Lily” in the October 1900 issue of Keramic 

Studio, a northeastern publication that was dedicated to the development of the ceramic arts and also 

served as the official newsletter of the National League of Mineral Painters, an organization 

dedicated to china painting (fig. 1.2).1 Explicating her design in an accompanying article, Robineau 

 
1 Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen et al, American Art Pottery: The Robert A. Ellison Jr. Collection (New York: 

Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2018), 224. Robineau, who studied painting with William Meritt Chase, launched Keramic 
Studio with her husband Samuel in 1899. She was devoted to serious study of ceramics, rather than as a limited pasttime, 
and encouraged this approach to the subject in her publications and practice. In turn, Keramic Studio often served as a 
collective community for budding ceramicists, most of whom were women, because it sought out contributions and 
practice studies from its readers. For more on Robineau and Keramic Studio, see Peg Weiss, ed., Adelaide Alsop Robineau: 
Glory in Porcelain (Syracuse: Everson Museum of Art, 1981); Thomas Piché Jr. and Julia A. Monti, eds., Only an Artist: 
Adelaide Alsop Robineau American Studio Potter (Syracuse: Everson Museum of Art, 2006); Catherine W. Zipf, Professional 
Pursuits: Women and the Arts & Crafts Movement (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2007), Zipf, “We Can Not 
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makes plain that her work is an effort to modernize historic ornament, in the form of the Egyptian 

lotus, to make it suitable for “our times and country.”2 Like Ross’s ornament on the vase, 

Robineau’s design alternates stylized lily blossoms with flat lily pads, and the author invokes the 

concept of “notan” in her suggestions for balancing light and color in the description. While 

Robineau’s design and suggestions certainly may have influenced Ross, the similarities between the 

vase and the Keramic Studio illustrations more broadly represent Newcomb’s active participation in 

contemporary discourse on modern design, as generated by groups of artists, designers, and 

practitioners in the Northeast, especially New England. Robineau’s use of “notan,” undoubtedly 

from Massachusetts artist Arthur Wesley Dow’s Composition, evinces the connections among these 

groups. The close aesthetic relationships between Ross’s vase, as part of a body of work that was 

consistently discussed as genuinely southern, and Robineau’s “American” design, demonstrate the 

significance of this participation for Newcomb as part of New South efforts to visibly align with 

northeastern standards in economics and culture, and the simultaneous, contradictory distinction of 

Newcomb College Pottery because of its geographic locale. This chapter probes the outward 

orientation of the Pottery, tracing it from early precedents in other artistic activities in New Orleans, 

through the training of the College’s founding art instructors, and to the Pottery’s promotion in 

publications and exhibitions based in the Northeast. Reframing the Pottery’s early endeavors as 

attempts to shape designs to the interests and preferences of its potential clientele, rather than as the 

reflexive result of New England artists and critics’ influence, this chapter then explores the manner 

in which the Pottery’s earthenware material and natural subject matter contributed to the 

understanding of its authenticity to the South. Encouraged through promotional efforts, the 

 
Publish What We Can Not Procure’: Women Readers as Content Providers in Keramic Studio (1899-1924),” American 
Periodicals: A Journal of History & Criticism 27, no. 2 (2017): 140-164. 

 
2 Adelaide Alsop Robineau, “Modern Design – Pond Lilies,” Keramic Studio, October 1900, 119. 
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Newcomb College Pottery helped to construct an image that bolstered regional pride while also 

reaffirming its distinction for external audiences. 

Looking Outward: Foundations of the Newcomb College Pottery 
 During his sojourn to the World’s Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition in New 

Orleans in 1885, Eugene V. Smalley provided the readers of The Century Magazine with abundant 

colorful commentary about the sights and exhibits. Comparing the displays offered by companies 

and states in the South with those of the Northeast and West, he bluntly conveyed his 

disappointment: 

Must we conclude that the genius of skillful handicraft does not spring from opportunity, but is a rare instinct? 
Manufacturing is an inherited tendency in the New England stock, and has advanced westward with the 
migration of that stock…The old Southern stock, very little changed by the infusion of new blood since the 
war, has no aptitude for the small economies, the close application, the attention to detail, and the mastery of 
machinery required for successful manufacturing.3 

 

In Smalley’s description, southerners’ innate flaws rendered them incapable of performing tasks 

common among their peers in New England and the West. New England often served as the 

paragon for industrial development in the United States. With this exemplar firmly established, 

alongside Southerners’ failure to meet it, it is little wonder that Newcomb consistently looked to 

New England for models for its curriculum and designs. The tendency to place particular 

importance on New England as a source for cultural approval haunts the story of Newcomb’s 

founding, beginning with its roots in activities surrounding the 1884-1885 Exposition and 

culminating in the figures selected to lead the school’s Art Department. 

 For the New Orleans Exposition, a Board of Management primarily composed of white, 

local businessmen and led by New South proponent Edward Austin Burke recruited Julia Ward 

Howe to lead the Women’s Department. Hiring Howe, a prominent Bostonian abolitionist, 

women’s rights leader, and author of the “Battle Hymn of the Republic,” was a maneuver intended 

 
3 Eugene V. Smalley, “In and Out of the New Orleans Exposition,” Century Magazine, June 1885, 196. 
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to symbolize the city and region’s reconciliation with the Northeast, and it tacitly recognized a 

certain degree of northeastern cultural superiority. Women leaders in New Orleans were highly 

insulted by the decision and its implication that they were incapable of helming the department. For 

the exhibition, Howe replicated the model from her experience directing the Woman’s Department 

for a fair for the New England Merchants’ & Mechanics’ Institute in 1883, and she drew upon her 

vast social and professional networks to secure a variety of displays from across the country. Several 

other departments and state entries also exhibited women’s work, sometimes removed from their 

intended destination in the Women’s Department to complete a more limited state entry.4 While the 

Women’s Department included numerous examples of women’s contributions to the sciences, 

industry, and literature, presentations of women’s artwork and handcraft had some of the largest 

impact upon visitors and lasting effects in New Orleans. Among the most important were the 

contributions from Cincinnati, especially art pottery and hand-carved wooden furniture, and 

educational exhibits provided by the Rhode Island School of Design and the Massachusetts Normal 

Art School.5 These exhibits, as well as Howe’s call to action to New Orleans women to support 

themselves through the production of handcrafted goods, generated further local interest in the 

possibility of decorative arts to provide women, albeit those who were white and affluent, with a 

 
4 Herbert S. Fairall, The World’s Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition at New Orleans, 1884-1885 (Iowa City: 

Republican Publishing Company, 1885), 11, HathiTrust; Miki Pfeffer, Southern Ladies and Suffragists: Julia Ward Howe and 
Women’s Rights at the 1884 New Orleans World’s Fair (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2014), 3-4, 20-25, and 43-51. 
As Pfeffer and others recount, many women in New Orleans had already begun leading the call for women’s suffrage 
and employment outside the home in the city, including Martha Reinhard Field, who wrote weekly columns on women’s 
work under the pen name Catharine Cole for the Times-Democrat; Eliza Nicholson, who had inherited ownership of 
the New Orleans Picayune in 1876 following her husband’s death; Caroline Merrick, an active suffragist who secured 
property rights for Louisiana women in the 1870s and wrote the Louisiana report for Susan B. Anthony’s History of 
Woman Suffrage; and Caroline Walmsley, who helped found and led the Christian Woman’s Exchange, which organized 
sales of women’s handcrafts and used furniture. 

 
5 Fairall, 372-373; Smalley, 189; Ellen Paul Denker, “New Women in the New South,” in The Arts & Crafts of 

Newcomb Pottery, David Conradsen et al (New Orleans: Tulane University Press, 2013), 93-95; Sally Main, “Conscious 
Freedom: The Newcomb Pottery Enterprise,” in Conradsen et al, 40; Jessie Poesch, Newcomb Pottery: An Enterprise for 
Southern Women, 1895-1940 (Exton, PA: Schiffer, 1984), 11-12. Fairall and Smalley both singled out Cincinnati’s 
contributions as particularly exemplary. For more on Howe’s management of the Women’s Department, see Pfeffer, 85-
104. 
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recourse for income in the face of ongoing financial instability, following models already established 

by institutions in New England. 

 To advance the development of women’s roles in the arts in New Orleans, Julia Ward Howe 

turned to fellow New Englander William Woodward to lead art courses in her educational series for 

the exposition. Woodward had recently been hired as professor of drawing and manual training at 

Tulane University, and he suggested that his younger brother Ellsworth be brought to New Orleans 

to assist. Shaping artistic activity in New Orleans through evening and night classes, art clubs, and 

art education organizations, the two young men continuously supported efforts to utilize decorative 

arts as a means of employment for women from 1885 onward. Their significant role in arts 

instruction in the city, heavily influenced by their own education, ensured that ideas about art and 

design derived from New England pedagogical models dominated discourse, including at Newcomb 

College and later in the foundation of the Pottery. Both men were alumni of the Rhode Island 

School of Design (RISD), which was established in 1877 for the purpose of training industrial 

designers, in the hopes of thereby improving American products and their competitiveness on the 

global market. William also attended the Massachusetts State Normal Art School, which was formed 

by the state government in 1873 to train public school teachers in methods of drawing and design 

and subsequently improve elementary and high school students’ mental fitness and preparation for 

industrial futures. Although intended for different bodies of students, both schools shared a 

common goal of ameliorating American products. They drew heavily upon pedagogical models 

established by Sir Henry Cole at the South Kensington School in London; in the case of the 

Massachusetts School, its administration directly consulted with the educator. A prominent member 

of British design reform circles, Cole emphasized the importance of drawing for industrial design 

and encouraged burgeoning designers to understand materials and their construction. Cole dismissed 

the direct copying of historical precedents prevalent at the time among Western manufacturers, 
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instead calling for greater attention to nature as a design source. Like many of his peers, Cole 

advocated for designers to stylize these natural subjects, rather than reproducing them in exacting 

detail, to simplify their execution for machine production and thus better suit their mode of 

manufacture.6 These themes, of the importance of drawing, the role of materials, and nature as a 

design source, recur throughout the Woodwards’ work in New Orleans. 

 As a precursor to the Newcomb College Pottery, the New Orleans Art Pottery Company 

represents one of Ellsworth and William Woodward’s most important artistic pursuits in the city. 

The Company grew from the free drawing and decorative art classes that the brothers taught 

through Tulane University, a continuation of Ellsworth’s courses for women for Julia Ward Howe 

during the Cotton Exposition.7 In 1887, a group of roughly 75 women who had taken the courses 

formed the Women’s Decorative Art League, with William Woodward as President. Ellsworth and 

his wife, Mary, were later named Executive Committee members. The League’s members combined 

their resources to organize the New Orleans Art Pottery Company that same year, renting a house to 

serve as workshop, reception hall, arts reading room, and exhibition space. Foreshadowing his 

employment with the Newcomb College Pottery, the League hired Joseph Fortune Meyer to throw 

“the rough flower pots used by florists, the more artistic designs of which will be ornamented in 

 
6 Main, 41; Poesch, Newcomb Pottery, 10-13; Poesch, “The Art Program at Newcomb College and the Newcomb 

Pottery, 1886-1940,” in Southern Arts and Crafts 1890-1940, ed. Bill Anderson (Charlotte, NC: Mint Museum of Art, 
1996), 63-64; Isabelle Anscombe, A Woman’s Touch: Women in Design from 1860 to the Present Day (New York: Viking, 
1984), 46-48; Wendy Kaplan, “Spreading the Crafts: The Role of the Schools,” in “The Art that Is Life”: The Arts & Crafts 
Movement in America, 1875-1920, ed. Wendy Kaplan (Boston: Museum of Fine Arts, 1987), 298-301; J. M. Mancini, Pre-
Modernism: Art-World Change and American Culture from the Civil War to the Armory Show (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 
Press, 2005), 46-55; Anthony Burton, “Ruskin and South Kensington: Contrasting Approaches to Art Education,” 
Journal of Art Historiography 22, no. 1 (Jun 2020): 7-9. For more on Ellsworth Woodward’s leadership in the arts in New 
Orleans and the South, especially outside the bounds of this dissertation, see Richard B. Megraw, Confronting Modernity: 
Art and Society in Louisiana (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2008). For more on Sir Henry Cole, see Elizabeth 
Boynton and Anthony Burton, The Great Exhibitor: The Life and Work of Henry Cole (London: V&A Publications, 2003). 

 
7 Main, 41; Poesch, Newcomb Pottery, 13-14; Suzanne Ormond and Mary E. Irvine, Louisiana’s Art Nouveau: The 

Crafts of the Newcomb Style (Gretna, LA: Pelican, 1976), 13-14; “Tulane Drawing School,” New Orleans Times-Democrat, May 
27, 1888. 
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relief by the ladies of the league.”8 Unfortunately for its organizers, the Company was short-lived, 

and its entire stock was sold at auction in October of 1889. From the sale’s description, the 

Company appears to have specialized in utilitarian objects, and ones of great size – “Large Outer 

Flower Pots for halls and galleries, in pretty colors; Terra Cotta Umbrella Stands; Vases of late 

firings, perfect in workmanship and glaze; Cemetery Vases, Milk Pitchers; Money Banks…”9 William 

Woodward later noted that the Company’s failure was due to its inability to make sufficient returns.10 

  Extant pieces from the New Orleans Art Pottery Company demonstrate the Decorative Art 

League’s familiarity with recent developments in the ceramic field, particularly among practitioners 

in Cincinnati and New England. Two different cachepots in the collections of the Louisiana State 

Museum are decorated with high relief, naturalistic renditions of flora, fitting their contemporary 

descriptions (fig. 1.3). These pieces resemble a distinct body of work produced at T. J. Wheatley & 

Company of Cincinnati beginning in 1880, in which high relief or three-dimensional clay flora were 

affixed to vases and other objects (fig. 1.4).11 They also bear strong likenesses with pieces produced 

at one of the country’s first self-designated art potteries, the Chelsea Keramic Art Works in Chelsea, 

Massachusetts. Formed by established potters James Robertson and his sons Alexander and Hugh 

around 1874, the company produced a variety of utilitarian and decorative wares. Their 

 
8 “Work for Women,” New Orleans Times-Picayune, December 13, 1887; “The Art Pottery Company,” New 

Orleans Times-Picayune, June 10, 1888; Trapp, 94; Main, 41. Meyer brought George Ernest Ohr with him (mistakenly 
dubbed “John Ohr” in a June 1888 article on a reception at the Company). Ohr later gained notoriety as “The Mad 
Potter of Biloxi,” and is now viewed as a seminal figure in the studio pottery movement. For more on Ohr, see 
Frelinghuysen et al, 131-157; Ellen J. Lippert, George Ohr: Sophisticate and Rube (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 
2013); Eugene Hecht et al, George Ohr: The Greatest Art Potter on Earth (Biloxi, MS: Ohr-O’Keefe Museum of Art, 2013); 
Garth Clark, Robert A. Ellison, Jr., and Eugene Hecht, George Ohr: The Mad Potter of Biloxi (New York: Abbeville Press, 
1989). 

 
9 “Pottery, Wednesday,” New Orleans Times-Picayune, September 30, 1889. 
 
10 William Woodward to Mrs. Levy, November 12, 1898, Folder 6, LaRC-022, William Woodward Papers, 

Louisiana Research Collection, Tulane University. 
 
11 Frelinghuysen et al, 68.  
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advertisements listed many of the same types of objects produced at the New Orleans Art Pottery 

Company, including “fancy flower-pots, elegant vases, and jugs, ampelons, umbrella-stands...”12 The 

high-relief Company pieces parallel vases that Hugh Robertson made at Chelsea, which feature 

modeled, highly detailed renditions of plant life in white clay applied to red earthenware vessels (fig. 

1.5). Additional similarities between the New Orleans Art Pottery Company and the Chelsea 

Keramic Art Works can be viewed in the Company’s products with floral and vegetal decorations 

raised in relief and carved or incised on the ceramic surface. For example, one Company flower pot 

exhibits comparable treatment of its vegetal and floral subjects as an ewer and stand by Hugh 

Robertson (fig. 1.6). The caladium leaves and sunflower blossoms that repeat around the body of 

the immense Company flower pot are raised to the same degree as the lily pads and blossoms that 

encircle the body of Robertson’s ewer and dot the border on its base. The large handles on the 

Company pot reference antique forms in a manner similar to many Chelsea Keramic Art Works 

products. Most strikingly, both the Company pot and the Robertson ewer are decorated with olive 

green and drab glazes, mottled on the Company pot and dripped on Robertson’s, and are finished 

with glossy glazes. 

The Chelsea Keramic Art Works, and specifically Hugh Robertson’s work, likely served as 

models for the Decorative Art League, and similar awareness of Robertson’s oeuvre and business 

activities are evident later at the Newcomb Pottery. The Chelsea firm was established, regularly 

advertising, exhibiting in galleries, and donating works to the Museum of Fine Arts Boston in the 

1870s and early 1880s, while William and Ellsworth were studying design in New England 

institutions, and during William’s tenure in Boston at the Massachusetts Normal Art School. 

 
12 Frelinghuysen et al, 91-93; Eidelberg, “Art Pottery,” in The Arts and Crafts Movement in America, ed. Robert 

Judson Clark (1972, reprint; Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 163. The company was initially named 
James Robertson & Sons. 
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Additionally, the objects that Hugh Robertson and other artists produced at the Chelsea firm 

demonstrate a strong familiarity with principles espoused by contemporary British design reform 

figures like Christopher Dresser, who urged ceramics manufacturers to pay greater attention to clay’s 

malleable surface quality and the organization of ornament in relationship to function. Dresser, an 

early industrial designer in a variety of media and prolific author, created designs for Minton’s Art 

Pottery Studio at South Kensington in London that were displayed at the Centennial Exposition in 

Philadelphia in 1876, to great acclaim.13 In the example of the Chelsea Keramic Art Works, the 

Woodwards would have found a solution for marrying many of the principles of modern design at 

the core of their education with handcraftsmanship and pottery making. 

Concurrently with the formation of the Women’s Decorative Art League and the New 

Orleans Art Pottery Club, key figures in the foundation of Newcomb College also participated in 

this outward orientation. The H. Sophie Newcomb Memorial College was established in 1886 as a 

coordinate women’s college with Tulane University, which had been privatized from the public 

University of Louisiana and renamed for its chief benefactor, Paul Tulane, only two years prior. 

Aided in his efforts by the discourse surrounding women’s work that had become more visible 

during the New Orleans Exposition, Tulane President William Preston Johnson found Paul Tulane’s 

philanthropic equal in Josephine Louise Le Monnier Newcomb. Like Tulane, Newcomb’s husband, 

Warren Newcomb, was a native northeasterner who had achieved enormous financial success with 

enterprises in New Orleans. Warren died in 1866, and their fifteen-year-old daughter, Harriet 

Sophie, in 1870. As a significant benefactor of other educational institutions in the region, including 

Washington & Lee University in Lexington, Virginia, during Johnston’s tenure there, and a grieving 

 
13 Frelinghuysen et al, 95-101; Christopher Dresser, Principles of Decorative Design (London: Cassell, Petter, and 

Galpin, 1873), 117-120, 124, HathiTrust; Widar Halén, Christopher Dresser: A Pioneer of Modern Design (London: Phaidon, 
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mother looking for a memorial befitting her daughter, Josephine Newcomb was a logical resource 

for Johnston’s vision of achieving high-quality education for white women in the South. After 

securing Josephine Newcomb’s donation, Johnston worked quickly to recruit Brandt van Blarcom 

Dixon as the new college’s first president, and he worked closely alongside the St. Louis, Missouri 

educator to combine the liberal arts education found at women’s colleges like Vassar in New York 

or Smith in Massachusetts with the practical industrial training of the Pratt Institute in New York.14  

In a letter to Dixon in June 1887, Johnston demonstrated his aspirations for the school, writing “I 

regard your acceptance as a guaranty of the success of this undertaking, which is the inauguration of 

a real Higher Education for women in the South west [sic], if not the entire South.”15  

The progressive nature of William Johnston and Brandt V. B. Dixon’s aspirations aligned 

with New South proponents’ desires to industrialize the region, but they were accompanied by many 

of the New South’s limitations. Newcomb College was always expressly dedicated to white women’s 

education, and Johnston, a former aide to Jefferson Davis, was a vocal proponent of segregationist 

policies that limited Black education largely to preparation for manual labor. In his history of the 

college, Dixon claimed that the position partly appealed to him because he and his wife were 

“attached to the South through sympathy with their cause in the Civil War.”16 Likewise, Paul Tulane 

was one of the largest donors to the Confederate States of America, and the Newcombs are also 

believed to have been Confederate sympathizers. Therefore, despite appearances of adherence to 

 
14 Susan Tucker and Beth Willinger, “Beginnings,” in Newcomb College 1886-2006: Higher Education for Women in 

New Orleans, ed. Susan Tucker and Beth Willinger (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2012), 1-2, 12; see also 
Tucker and Willinger’s Josephine Louise Newcomb Letters Project, https://josephinelouisenewcombletters.tulane.edu; 
Brandt van Blarcom Dixon, A Brief History of H. Sophie Newcomb Memorial College 1887-1919 (New Orleans: Hauser 
Printing Company, 1928), 5-11, HathiTrust. 

 
15 William Preston Johnson to Brandt van Blarcom Dixon, June 14, 1887, Folder 1, LaRC-15, Brandt V. B. 

Dixon Papers, Louisiana Research Collection, Tulane University. 
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northeastern pedagogical modes and points of view, Newcomb College was funded and formed by 

individuals dedicated to maintaining racial and social hierarchies in the region, and its educational 

offerings were part of an effort to preserve white, affluent women’s role within them. Art education 

was emphasized, and very popular from Newcomb’s inception, because of its traditional associations 

in the region as a marker of refinement, and its acceptability as a means of employment for women, 

should they not marry.17  

Just as William Johnston and Brandt V. B. Dixon had looked to the Northeast for paradigms 

in women’s education, the faculty they hired to lead the art department ensured the application of 

New England-style approaches and an orientation toward design for industry. Ellsworth Woodward 

was named Director of the department, and Massachusetts Normal Art School alumna Gertrude 

Roberts Smith an Associate Professor. This followed New South rhetoric’s dual emphases on 

industrialization in the region and meeting standards established in the Northeast. Although nearly a 

decade would pass before the Newcomb College Pottery emerged, the Cotton States and 

International Exposition, Women’s Decorative Art League, and the New Orleans Art Pottery 

Company had already laid significant groundwork for its formation by bringing together key figures 

and their social and professional networks. These events also represent important precedents for the 

habits of looking to New England for design examples and the leaders that would continuously 

inform the Pottery’s direction. 
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Crafts, and the New South,” Journal of the Gilded Age and Progressive Era 17, no. 1 (2018): 126-127; Christie Anne Farnham, 
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regular academic course. These special courses also provided much-needed tuition dollars for the school. Students’ level 
of preparation for collegiate study was a consistent problem at Newcomb, such that, like many women’s educational 
institutions in the region during the period, it began offering high school courses to address the issue. 
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Seeking an Aesthetic Identity 
 In the first few years following the Newcomb College Pottery’s formation in 1894, its 

leaders, along with their participants, appear to have engaged in an active search for an aesthetic for 

the Pottery’s products that would meet critical standards and be commercially viable. Much of the 

direction of this search was oriented toward the northeastern United States in service of appealing to 

a national clientele. The Pottery shipped a large group of examples of its work to the Museum of 

Fine Arts in Boston in 1898 for critical assessment and potential donation, later repeatedly using 

quotes from its curators about the quality of the ware in its promotional materials. It became a 

member of the Society of Arts and Crafts of Boston, participating in exhibits and other programs. 

Ellsworth Woodward and Mary Given Sheerer, the Pottery’s director, wrote prolifically about 

Newcomb and its art industry for national publications nearly immediately after its foundation. 

Additionally, several Newcomb art students received scholarships to attend special summer courses 

at institutions in New England. These activities allowed some of the Pottery’s key figures to hone 

the dialogue surrounding its products and narrow a plurality of approaches to ceramic design to 

more specific versions that better suited prescriptions of good design emanating from northeastern 

design centers, evident in the shifting design of objects at the Pottery during this initial period. 

Ultimately, this process seems to have further encouraged the Pottery’s leaders to emphasize its 

locale in the American South and the products’ authentic “Southernness” for a primarily exterior 

audience. 

 In the preparations for commencing the pottery program at Newcomb, the first source for 

emulation was not New England, but Cincinnati, because of the early success of several china 

painting and pottery efforts there, especially the Rookwood Pottery. Rookwood had swiftly become 

the best-known art pottery in the United States by this point, and it established the model for many 

of the firms that followed. Ellsworth Woodward encouraged Brandt V. B. Dixon to travel to 

Cincinnati to visit Rookwood and view a wider range of Cincinnati ceramics at the city’s art 
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museum. During his visit in 1894, Dixon approached Mary Given Sheerer, who lived in nearby 

Covington, Kentucky, about the planned pottery at Newcomb. Sheerer spent most of her childhood 

in New Orleans, until her father’s death in 1883 prompted the family’s return to their native 

Covington; she then took art courses at the Art Academy of Cincinnati, where Maria Longworth 

Nichols Storer and many other women china painters had received their training. She agreed to 

return to New Orleans to lead instruction in china decoration.18 Sheerer began teaching china 

decorating classes at Newcomb in 1894 and experimenting with different clays taken from sources 

throughout the South over the course of that winter. Although Sheerer led instruction and 

decoration, Jules Gabry, a French potter, was initially charged with turning and forming the 

earthenware, but Joseph Fortune Meyer, the potter from the earlier New Orleans Art Pottery 

endeavor, soon replaced Gabry as head potter.19 In May of 1896, after a new art building with a 25-

foot kiln had been finished, Newcomb College held its first exhibition of work in pottery.  

Cincinnati was very much on viewers’ minds, as demonstrated in comments that appeared about the 

exhibit in the local Times-Democrat: “There is every reason to expect that with the influence of the 

college to back it this pottery will make a name for itself equal to that of Rookwood.” The journalist 
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then reveals the primary means through which the Newcomb College Pottery would come to 

distinguish itself: “Its aim is to be a natural outgrowth of this artistic Southern city, to use Southern 

clays, Southern flora and animals for decoration – for the whole thing to have a strong local color.”20 

A lengthier Times-Democrat article later in 1896 explained the necessity for distinction further:  

There is in all varieties of art pottery something distinctive, either in form, style of coloring or general type of 
decoration and finish, which is localized by adoption by given noted potteries. At Newcomb the aim is to 
imitate the best in all types of pottery. Thus there is no particular variety of ornamentation copied, except that 
most of the decorative work is in some way evidence of Southern influence and Southern environment.21 
 

This report underscores the importance and scale of imitation that occurred at the Newcomb 

College Pottery in its first years, and it implies that its originality was to be found, vaguely, in 

southern inspiration. 

 Illustrations that accompanied the Times-Democrat article and extant works from the 

Newcomb Pottery’s earliest years evince this wide-ranging approach to ornament, suggesting that 

the educators and their protegées tested different techniques, styles, and color schemes. For the 

most part, and in all likelihood purposefully, they appear to have steered away from many of the 

more painterly modes of representation and pastel and tonal coloration employed at Rookwood at 

the time, which were more in keeping with the application of contemporary painting methods to 

ceramic surfaces (fig. 1.7).22 Revealing Newcomb designers’ familiarity with historic examples, the 

paired roosters or hawks in the center and foliage around the rim of “A Plaque of Interesting 

Design” illustrated in the Times-Democrat article evoked ornament that had been used on slipware in 

Europe and the American colonies through the early nineteenth century. More frequently, 

Newcomb’s decorators heavily delineated their natural subjects, and in varying degrees of 
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315. 
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naturalism. Esther Elliott’s sweet peas on a vase completed in 1897 curve upwards on stems from 

the base, their leaves twisting and curling over each other, to form a series of blossoms in profile 

around the rim (fig. 1.8). Juxtaposed against a background of tightly applied horizontal lines, and 

executed in black against the clay’s undecorated buff color, the linear ornament appears as though a 

woodcut were wrapped around the vase. A plate decorated by Gertrude Roberts Smith around the 

same period evinces similar reliance upon line and demarcation (fig. 1.9). Smith’s orange trees are 

stylized, rendered as cloud-like clusters of simple green leaves and orange circles above flat, spidery 

brown branches, and the cypress trees’ layers are evoked through dark blue outlines and the 

application of the green glazes in streaks. On the more abstract end of the representational 

spectrum, Katherine Kopman’s monochromatic, repeating motif of hawk-moths is more difficult to 

distinguish; close looking is required to discern wings, striped bodies, and eyes (fig. 1.10). As also 

seen in Smith and Elliott’s work, Kopman’s linear ornament revolves around its object’s shape, 

rather than generally covering its surface. All of these characteristics were espoused in British design 

reform publications and other guides for industrial design in the United States at the end of the 

nineteenth century, familiar to Gertrude Roberts Smith through her Massachusetts Normal Art 

School training, and likely conveyed to Elliott and Kopman during their coursework at Newcomb 

College.23 

 Besides moving out from Rookwood’s long shadow, the varying degrees of abstraction seen 

in Newcomb College Pottery ornament indicate its stronger orientation toward industrial design; this 

represents a practical solution for marrying art instruction with New South industrialization, and 

therefore achieving cultural legitimacy simultaneously alongside economic stability. Because New 

England offered most of the standards for industrial manufacture, it follows that Newcomb would 
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look to resources and paradigms favored in New England institutions concerned with shaping 

design, whose members, in turn, largely followed the principles espoused by British design reform 

leaders. Books by British design luminaries such as Lewis Foreman Day, Christopher Dresser, Owen 

Jones, and A. E. V. Lilley and W. Midgeley were included as textbooks in Newcomb’s curriculum. 

Furthermore, Newcomb’s primary faculty members in the art department – Ellsworth Woodward, 

Gertrude Roberts Smith, and Mary Given Sheerer – were trained according to pedagogy inspired by 

the South Kensington Museum. For most of these design reformers, the reduction of natural 

subjects to their salient elements, often in a highly flattened, geometric, and linear manner, presented 

the best solution for ornament for industrial design. Typically described as “conventionalization,” 

the forms from this process of reduction and simplification are easier to mechanically and 

repetitively reproduce than more complex or detailed naturalistic renditions.24 

According to art historian Beverly K. Brandt, art critics in the emerging field in the late 

nineteenth century, particularly those centered in Boston, likewise argued in favor of 

conventionalization as the appropriate methodology for rendering natural subjects in a successful 

manner for domestic objects.25 Definitions of conventionalization were often fluid, partly because 

the method was so frequently tied to ideas about personal expression. In his Nature in Ornament 

(1898), Lewis Foreman Day wrote that “the one thing to be insisted upon in reference to convention 

is that it has not been done for us once and for all, that we have to do our own conventionalizing; 

and not only that, but that we have to do it again and again, each time afresh, according to the work 

in hand.”26 While Day provides some guidelines for the use of nature in ornament and its application 
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in his text, its creation and employment is intended to be conducted with individual consideration 

for the object in mind (fig. 1.11). Similarly, when Keramic Studio’s editors attempted to define 

conventionalization for their readers in 1905, they explained that “A decorative conventional 

treatment…is an arrangement which endeavors to bring into harmonious whole, the general and 

characteristic points which the artist has noted, omitting all personal traits of the subject in such a 

way that these points will immediately impress itself upon the beholder, and the whole thought, the 

whole design is to be seen at once.”27 The simplicity of form achieved through conventionalization 

allowed space for “expression.” As Brandt narrates, simplicity of form created literal room for the 

viewer’s interpretation. By incorporating empty space, or only suggesting a subject, rather than 

providing an exacting representation of it, designers allowed a viewer to appreciate the work and 

complete it with their own imagination. This relationship with simplicity was thought to indicate a 

sophisticated sensibility, both on the part of the designer and the viewer, and it served to distinguish 

an intellectual elite from a class of wealthy industrial capitalist patrons with a propensity for 

abundant ornament.28 By increasingly engaging in the burgeoning practice of conventionalization, 

Newcomb’s designers demonstrated their awareness of contemporary industrial design principles, 

and they also ensured that their objects would be appreciated by New England intelligentsia. 

Newcomb College students’ education in these design principles, as well as their awareness 

of contemporary developments in ceramics in the Northeast, were expanded via special educational 

opportunities in New England. Beginning in 1901, many advanced students received scholarships to 

attend summer courses at Arthur Wesley Dow’s summer school in Ipswich, Massachusetts, among 

them some of the Pottery’s longest-lasting designers, including Hattie Joor, Roberta Kennon, and 
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Henrietta Bailey. Amélie Roman, in the midst of her promotion from graduate art student to 

instructor at Newcomb in 1901, also attended Dow’s summer courses and maintained sufficient 

contacts in Ipswich to return four times. Dow emphasized reductive compositional structure and 

delineation in treatment of naturalistic subjects; his courses and textbook Composition (1899) are 

credited with many of the aesthetic changes present in extant Newcomb Pottery at the beginning of 

the 1900s.29 Mary Given Sheerer also traveled to New England for study in the summer of 1901, but 

she attended Denman Ross’s lectures on design at Harvard University. The following year, student 

Marie de Hoa LeBlanc received a scholarship to attend Ross’s lectures. Much like Dow, Ross 

focused on the study of spatial relationships and the use of geometry in design, as understood 

through formal analysis of a vast array of artworks and objects.30 Additionally, Mary Frances Baker 

attended Charles Woodbury’s summer program in Ogonquit, Maine, in 1902, which was known for 

its emphasis on painting and drawing outdoors, and creating works based on personal perceptions 

of nature.31 These different course series allowed students to engage with emerging methodologies in 

the field of design. They bolstered the legitimacy not only of the College art program but also, as 

these students translated their experiences into practical application, the Pottery’s products. 

Conveniently, these New England courses also offered Newcomb students the opportunity to visit 
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rival studios, including the Grueby Pottery in Boston, Massachusetts, on their travels.32 While 

attending these courses and lecture series were undoubtedly valuable educational opportunities, they 

also provided means of ascertaining directives for modern design, helping the instructors and 

designers at Newcomb make informed decisions regarding approaches to ornament. 

In addition to instructing students in contemporary design theories and ensuring that the 

Pottery’s products adhered to them, Ellsworth Woodward and Mary Sheerer sought out the 

opinions of major New England institutions and collectors. Just as the Robertsons did with their 

Chelsea Keramic Works, Woodward sent a small group of Newcomb wares to the Museum of Fine 

Arts Boston, which were put on display in May 1899. Charles Loring, the museum’s director, 

corresponded with Woodward to acquire three pieces for the collection. The exhibition in Boston 

also resulted in commendation letters from Edward Sylvester Morse, Keeper of Japanese Art at the 

museum at the time, and Arthur Wesley Dow, who was Assistant Keeper. Sheerer quoted their 

platitudes in an article on the Pottery for Keramic Studio in 1899, and they later appeared in The Daily 

Picayune. The exhibition in Boston was one of the first of Newcomb Pottery outside New Orleans; 

the Cincinnati Art Museum highlighted Sheerer’s work at Newcomb in its galleries in 1897 and 

received a vase for its collection as a gift in 1898. Later, Newcomb became a member of the Society 

of Arts and Crafts Boston, one of the chief organizations devoted to organizing and exhibiting crafts 

in the United States, and the Pottery participated in exhibitions at organizations and institutions in 

New York, Providence, Rhode Island, and Chicago, among other locales.33 Woodward and Sheerer’s 
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efforts to engage these outside authorities helped the enterprise to gain critical approbation from 

significant cultural figures, as well as widespread national publicity. 

Moreover, Newcomb Pottery’s participation in varying exhibitions provided the firm with 

insight into what forms, subjects, styles, and glazes garnered the greatest attention and praise in 

outside markets, allowing them to steer the pottery’s design accordingly. Brandt V. B. Dixon attested 

to Ellsworth Woodward’s attention to the Pottery’s commercial side in his history of the college, 

writing that the professor urged him to seek out sales agencies in New York, Boston, and Chicago as 

early as 1900, after the school received a bronze medal at the Paris Exposition Universelle. Articles 

in New Orleans newspapers predating the Exposition achievement boasted of the Pottery’s demand 

in Philadelphia, Boston, and Chicago outpacing the designers’ ability to supply it.34 The rapid failure 

of the New Orleans Art Pottery Company probably added further impetus to considerations of a 

larger clientele. Although Newcomb’s founders began to sow the seeds of the earthenwares’ 

“Southernness” in local media from its initial stages, receiving positive responses to the designers’ 

representations of the region among audiences in New England encouraged them to further solidify 

their dedication to this subject. As one commenter wrote on the Museum of Fine Arts Boston 

exhibition, “When I learned that this was produced from the native clays of Louisiana, that the 

designs were adapted and created from suggestions in the landscape, in plant and insect life, in the 

conditions that were local and individual to the section, there was still a deeper interest in the 

work.”35 Newcomb’s engagement of northeastern markets and emphasis on regional origins has 

contemporaneous parallels in the Appalachian craft revival movement. William Goodell Frost, the 

president of Berea College in eastern Kentucky, began promoting students’ handwoven coverlets 
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among his networks of potential donors in 1894 and formed the college’s Fireside Industries in 

1902. Similarly, mission worker Frances Louisa Goodrich started recruiting women in western 

North Carolina in 1895 to revive handweaving traditions in the region, also focusing on coverlets, 

which had become more widely popular amidst increased general interest in the colonial period in 

the United States in the wake of the Centennial in 1876. Goodrich promoted her various cottage 

industries nationally, including in mission publications, newspapers, the Pratt Institute Monthly, and 

House Beautiful. Like the Woodwards, Frost and Goodrich were from progressive families in New 

York State, and their backgrounds and social ties helped them gauge the interest in these types of 

products in markets outside the region, driven by the distinction of the region itself.36 Imitating the 

best in pottery demonstrated Newcomb’s fluency in contemporary design discourse, but 

emphasizing its regional origins made it all the more noteworthy. 

To this end, Ellsworth Woodward and Mary Given Sheerer routinely stressed the Newcomb 

Pottery’s unique status as a “southern” product in their articles in national publications. Many of 

Woodward’s claims intertwined with his views on the importance of place to artistic production. 

Often arguing that only southern artists could properly create works that were fittingly expressive of 

their locale, his descriptions of Newcomb’s art department suggested that it intervened in a cycle of 

artistic exodus and neglect in the region. Writing in a second article on Newcomb Pottery for Art 

Education in 1898, Ellsworth Woodward stated, “In their failure to enter into the spirit of locality, an 

instructive lesson is given as to the need of schools in the South which shall train pupils to speak for 

themselves, and in the language of art to interpret the history, social life, and scenery of their native 

habitat. One of the qualities in Newcomb pottery that appeals most clearly to the judicious critic is 
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precisely this characteristic note.”37 Woodward’s proclamations regarding the specificity of 

Newcomb Pottery to the South were repeated time and again, not only in newspapers, but also in 

early shelter magazines and trade journals. “Individuality has been a cherished aim in the 

undertaking, the promoters well understanding that any art which is to have enduring value must in 

the greatest possible measure express locality and character – that local habitat the climatic 

conditions of which bring forth a special flora and incline men’s minds to differ in some subtle way 

from those of other zones,” narrated one article that appeared in House Beautiful in 1899.38 For 

Keramic Studio, also in 1899, Sheerer claimed that “The whole thing was to be a southern product, 

made of southern clays, by southern artists, decorated with southern subjects!”39 Through their 

rhetoric, extended in subsequent articles about the Pottery in later years, Woodward and Sheerer 

established an important foundation for national audiences to view Newcomb Pottery as particularly 

representative of the American South. 

Examining the illustrations that accompanied these articles demonstrates the extent to which 

this rhetoric was necessary to understanding the objects as regionally specific. Ellsworth 

Woodward’s first article in Art Education featured photographs of Katharine Kopman’s plate with 

moths (misattributed to Louise Wood), another Kopman plate with cicadas, a design for a plaque 

with carnations by Frances McKee, a jar with carp by Medora Ross, and a vase with peacocks by 

Louise Wood. The follow-up article was accompanied by small objects with various leaf patterns, as 

well as peacock feathers. Carnations, carp, and peacocks are not native to the region or specific to it, 

and hawk moths and cicadas are both seen widely throughout the United States. Kopman’s cicada 

plate and Wood’s peacock vase made additional appearances alongside Mary Given Sheerer’s article 
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in Keramic Studio, along with a plate painted with a landscape of rolling hills, a distant tree line, and 

foregrounded wildflowers (fig. 1.12). This plate could make reference to a rural landscape most 

anywhere in the United States. Furthermore, several of the pieces illustrated with these articles bear 

striking resemblances to work completed at other potteries. For example, Kopman’s moth and 

cicada plates, with their repeating motifs around the outer rim and cobalt blue underglaze 

decoration, share characteristics with the tableware produced at Hugh Robertson’s second venture, 

the Dedham Pottery in Dedham, Massachusetts. Photographs of similar pieces manufactured by 

Dedham had already appeared in a glowing feature in House Beautiful in 1897 (fig. 1.13).40 Despite its 

lack of specificity and ready comparison with other potteries’ products, Newcomb College Pottery’s 

reputation for its representation of the South steadily grew after these foundational years, especially 

after it received more national attention after its award at the Paris Exposition. 

In order to achieve cultural legitimacy, the Newcomb College Pottery needed to visibly 

represent the types of industrial design most acclaimed in major northeastern metropolitan centers, 

where the standards for design were determined, while also functioning as a viable industry. The 

failure of the New Orleans Art Pottery Company could be framed as evidence of New Orleanians’ 

reticence to embrace culture, and its internal orientation limited its ability to serve as evidence of 

cultural activity. Turning to the Northeast as a market, and not only a model, offered a means of 

attaining legitimacy on a national level. Through publications, exhibitions, and education, the 

Newcomb College Pottery’s leaders and designers acquired a thorough knowledge of contemporary 

design standards that could be parlayed into successful reception and, to lesser extent, profit.41 

Besides ultimately forming a more consistent aesthetic identity, all of these activities further 
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confirmed the importance of selling a version of the South. For all of its attention to design idioms 

in the Northeast, the Newcomb College Potter needed to reaffirm its regional authenticity, 

reinforcing notions of the South’s distinctiveness, in order to generate external interest. The Pottery 

primarily conveyed authenticity through three elements: its clay, its subjects, and its artists.  

Mississippi Mud: Material Authenticity 
 Using “Louisiana clays” to create commercial products was the most critical element of the 

Newcomb College Pottery enterprise. With one maneuver, it accomplished two significant New 

South goals. Firstly, it demonstrated the viability of natural resources in the region, especially clay, 

for transformation through industrial processes into saleable goods. Secondarily, it conferred a sense 

of regional authenticity upon the wares, generating more interest among northeastern consumers 

and culture brokers in service of securing cultural legitimacy. Irene Sargent made these efforts plain 

in her article in The Craftsman in 1903, writing that “Another equally wise provision of the 

[Newcomb Pottery’s] policy was made in the interest of what may be called sectional patriotism. It 

was an effort to create an artistic industry which should utilize native raw material, develop native 

talent, and so symbolize the place of its activity as to attract and enlist the attention of the outside 

world.”42 In order to ensure that its Southern origins were readily understood, especially since they 

could not be quickly perceived, they were touted through articles on the Pottery in The Craftsman and 

other publications, as well as other Newcomb advertising mechanisms. Clay offered a neat bridge 

between industry and the arts for Newcomb’s founders. 

Several significant precedents likely impacted the decision to use local clays. In the 1880s, a 

group of entrepreneurs in New Orleans established the New Orleans Porcelain Works, importing 

kaolin, a key ingredient for creating fine-bodied porcelain, from the St-Yrieix quarries in Limoges, 

France and hiring French potters to complete their lines of thick, heavy tableware. The costs of 

 
42 Irene Sargent, “An Art Industry of the Bayous: The Pottery of Newcomb College,” Craftsman, October 1903, 

71. 
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importation and limitations of the manufacturer’s products led to a prompt closure, demonstrating 

the importance of access to raw materials, as opposed to the exact replication of French porcelain, 

as a priority for commercial solvency.43 The New Orleans Art Pottery Company had used clays from 

the Biloxi, Mississippi area for its objects, probably due to Joseph Fortune Meyer’s familiarity with 

Biloxi sources from his time in his father’s pottery in the city. These could be transported relatively 

easily via water routes to New Orleans.44 Furthermore, using “native clays” followed the example set 

by the Rookwood Pottery, which reportedly used clays from the Ohio River Valley and 

Chattanooga, Tennessee. In addition to its subjects, this use of “native” or “indigenous” clay was 

often touted as one of the qualities that made Rookwood Pottery distinctly American.45 Because 

Rookwood had already been praised for utilizing this kind of material, and many other American art 

potteries, like the Chelsea Keramic Art Works, similarly employed clay from their environs, 

Newcomb’s use of local clay followed the practices of its available paradigms. 

Because of the Pottery’s location in the American South, clay took on another layer of 

significance. Like wood, stone, and various ores, clay was one of the raw materials prevalent in the 

region that received renewed attention in the late nineteenth century for its potential for 

manufacturing. At the 1884-1885 Exposition in New Orleans, state exhibits from Alabama, 

Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and West Virginia included samples of clays, or 

objects made from them, such as fire brick and stoneware. Railroad companies also included 

materials and resources found along their routes; the Queen and Crescent Railroad Company went 

 
43 Alice Cooney Frelinghuysen, American Porcelain: 1770-1920 (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989), 

237-238; for more on the New Orleans Porcelain Works see also the “New Orleans Reports” in Crockery & Glass Journal 
for 1887 through 1889. The owners of the New Orleans Porcelain Works attempted to find kaolin sources closer to 
their factory, publishing a query in the Crockery & Glass Journal about quarries of kaolin in closer proximity to river routes 
to New Orleans, but they do not seem to have solved the problem quickly enough to become solvent. 

 
44 Ormond and Irvine, 13. 
 
45 Nancy E. Owen, Rookwood and the Industry of Art: Women, Culture, and Commerce, 1880-1913 (Athens: Ohio 

University Press, 2001), 145-146. 
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so far as to display a set of dishes made from kaolin found in its territory.46 In 1887, John M. 

Ordway, a chemist and the Dean of Technology at Tulane University, argued that New Orleans 

could support porcelain manufacturing.47 As occurred with most other raw materials, however, 

southern clays were most commonly shipped northward to more well-established manufacturing 

centers. In what could be seen as capitalization on regional pride, if not a little prodding, the 

Ceramic Art Company of Trenton, New Jersey invited its “Friends in the South” reading the 

Crockery & Glass Journal to view the products at its display at the Cotton States and International 

Exposition in Atlanta in 1895, claiming that “This exhibit will be of more than ordinary interest to 

the people of the Southern States, as it will give them an opportunity of seeing what supreme 

elegance may be produced from materials found exclusively in their section of the United States.”48 

Utilizing clays from the region enabled Newcomb to participate in the effort to cease 

exporting raw materials to other locations and instead establish modes of production within the 

region, another step toward ensuring the South’s participation in industrial capitalism and therefore 

its legitimacy according to northeastern economic standards and values. In its early years, the art 

programs at Newcomb College were frequently discussed as though they were preparatory, training 

a new generation of designers for the needs of emerging industries. The Pottery was then presented 

as a solution to the problem of the lack of such industries in the region to employ the women 

trained in the College’s methods. Susan Stuart Frackelton wrote of the enterprise in The Sketch Book 

in 1906: 

 

 
46 The World’s Exposition Catalogue and Guide: A Complete Catalogue of Exhibits & Exhibitors (New Orleans: Crescent 

News, 1885), Special Collections, UVA; “New Orleans Exposition,” Crockery & Glass Journal, February 26, 1885, 10. 
Around the time of the exposition, the Queen and Crescent traveled from Cincinnati, Ohio to New Orleans and 
Shreveport, Louisiana via Kentucky, Tennessee, and Alabama. 

 
47 Main, 42; Eidelberg, 115. 
 
48 Advertisement, Crockery & Glass Journal, September 12, 1895, 11. 
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During the latter half of the century the economic conditions of the South were peculiar. Agriculture had 
always been the outlet of southern industrial energy and no artistic manufactures had been established. These 
were coming in the natural course of things. With a people keenly sensitive to beauty, but untrained in their 
knowledge of art, it became apparent that a school giving practical training in the applied arts would be directly 
helpful in its relation to the general community. It would both give employment to the pupil, and show the 
growing industries of the South that commercial success in high-grade manufacture depends upon artistic 
design.49 

 
From this laudatory perspective, Newcomb represented hope for the future, a small-scale version of 

the quality that could be obtained in southern industries if they heeded the importance of design and 

certain aesthetic standards. One astute local reporter predicted that the Pottery’s limited production 

and highly particular training would ultimately limit its ability to grow as a commercial entity. He 

posited that “there will be an opportunity for some enterprising capitalist to step in, and establish 

here, or near by, a business that drawing inspiration and ideals and instructed talent from the minds 

and hands trained in Newcomb pottery, shall make of the clays of Louisiana and Mississippi pottery 

which by its excellence and beauty will rank with that of Delft, of Limoges, and of Burslem.”50  

These observations indicate the tensions between the Newcomb College Pottery’s stated 

purpose of training industrial designers and its attempts to adhere to some of the tenets of the Arts 

& Crafts Movement. The Pottery’s dependence on wheel throwing as its primary form of 

manufacture reflects design reformers’ and Arts & Crafts writers’ invectives against heavily divided 

processes or mechanized modes of production. Despite designing for manufacturers, Christopher 

Dresser wrote, “If potters would but content themselves, in order to the production of such articles 

as we require in common life, with the ‘potters’ wheel,’ we should be almost sure of a certain 

amount of beauty in domestic earthenware, but such is not the case. They make fancy moulds of 

 
49 Susan Stuart Frackelton, “Our American Potteries – Newcomb College,” Sketch Book, July 1906, 430-433, 

facsimile, Newcomb Pottery Vertical Files, University Archives, Tulane University. 
 
50 Anthony Radcliffe, “Our Potter and His Clay: Newcomb’s Great Department,” Harlequin, Thursday, June 23, 

1904, facsimile, Newcomb Pottery Vertical Files, University Archives, Tulane University. Radcliffe was one of the few 
journalists who acknowledged the extensive hours (8 to 10 per day) and toll of the work upon the women at the Pottery, 
while also making plain their limited pay. “No one needs envy, except for their honorable success, the women who have 
been able to make it a profession.”  
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plaster of Paris and wire gauze, and roll out clay as the pastrycook does dough, and manipulate it as 

so much pie-crust, instead of applying to it simple skill.”51 Dresser’s passage pejoratively describes 

the typical approach of many large-scale porcelain manufactures, such as those in the 

aforementioned Limoges. Several other American art potteries focused their efforts on creating 

molds that would produce novel results in the clay’s surface, simultaneously reducing their reliance 

on specialized decorators, increasing the rate of production, and decreasing overall costs.52 More 

strictly following the writings of Dresser and others, Newcomb’s emphasis on hand decoration and 

wheel-throwing made its feasibility as a larger-scale endeavor unlikely, and thus more conducive to 

rhetorical framing as a prototype or training ground for the future.53 

 Besides suiting hopes for development of the South’s natural resources, even if it could not 

fully satisfy them, using local clays significantly contributed to the impression of Newcomb Pottery 

products as authentic representations of their region. Hidden underneath decoration and glazes, the 

origins of the clay were not discernible to their audiences unless heavily promoted as such. 

Pamphlets for the Pottery consistently claim that the clay was taken from the “Bayou Tchulakabaufa 

in Mississippi,” probably a reference to inlets off of the Tchoutacabouffa River north of Biloxi; 

Irene Sargent, in her Craftsman article, and Edna Lyman Reed, writing for Good Housekeeping, repeated 

this geographic reference.54 Other articles more obliquely describe the clays as having been sourced 

from Louisiana or Mississippi. These claims were restated from one publication to another, and, 

 
 
51 Christopher Dresser, Principles of Decorative Design (London: Cassell, Petter, & Galpin, 1873), 119. HathiTrust. 
 
52 Kenneth Trapp, “Introduction,” in American Art Pottery (New York: Cooper-Hewitt Museum, 1987), 26. 
 
53 For more on this tension between industry and Arts & Crafts in the rhetoric surrounding the Newcomb 

College Pottery, see Meghan Freeman, “Newcomb College Pottery, Arts and Crafts, and the New South,” Journal of the 
Gilded Age and Progressive Era 17, no. 1 (2018): 121-144. 
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 54 

from the reviews of the Pottery’s contributions to various exhibits, as seen in the comments of the 

visitor to the Museum of Fine Arts Boston, also included in the materials that accompanied these 

displays. They assured potential consumers of Newcomb Pottery’s geographic origins, underscoring 

their novelty and distinguishing them from other art potteries. 

Though the specificity of the Newcomb clay sources was probably exaggerated, they do 

appear to have mostly come from the South. According to the notes taken by Maude Robinson 

during her coursework at Newcomb in the 1900s, the compositions of the “Q” and “W” 

earthenware bodies included two different clays taken from Biloxi, as well as kaolin from Georgia.55 

Other notes compiled on the history of the Pottery for the Tulane University Archives state that the 

clays came from various beds in Louisiana, Mississippi, Texas, and Kentucky, and that flint and 

feldspar were added to the mixture to increase its density.56 Much like Rookwood simplified the 

origin story of its clay to the Ohio Valley for most publications, Newcomb limited explanations for 

the sake of brevity. It also obfuscated the actual complexity of the body’s composition, probably to 

maintain the perception of the material’s relative simplicity in comparison to something more mixed 

and fabricated, like porcelain. Citing the source as a Misssissippi bayou with a complicated name 

underscored the difference of these objects for New England audiences and collectors of the 

different types of art pottery, aligning Newcomb with the mystique surrounding bayous in the 

American South in the late nineteenth century. 

 
55 Maude Robinson notebooks, Doc.1002, Joseph Downs Manuscript & Ephemera Collection, Winterthur 

Library. For more on chemical composition of Newcomb Pottery objects using Maude Robinson’s notes, including 
chemical and radiographic analyses, see Emily Elizabeth Davis, “The Pottery Notebook of Maude Robinson: A 
Woman’s Contribution to Art Manufacture, 1903-1909” (MA thesis, Winterthur Program in Early American Material 
Culture, University of Delaware, 2007). For more on Maude Robinson, see her biography in Sally Main, “Biographical 
Notes on Sixty Newcomb Pottery Decorators,” in Conradsen et al, 311. 

 
56 “Newcomb Pottery History,” Newcomb Pottery Vertical Files, University Archives, Tulane University. These 

undated notes may postdate this dissertation’s period of inquiry; other clays were developed and used at Newcomb after 
1910. 
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 The Newcomb College Pottery’s use of regional clays allowed it to simultaneously tread 

several different, if not opposing, approaches to the production of consumer goods at the turn of 

the twentieth century. It followed the models for art pottery already in place in New England and 

Cincinnati, and it satisfied burgeoning Arts & Crafts movement practitioners’ championing of hand-

thrown ceramics using readily available natural materials. Because the Pottery could be discussed as 

an initial stage of development, it also supported New South rhetoric about using the region’s 

natural resources to achieve the levels of industrialization in New England and rising in the West. 

Most importantly, using actual Mississippi mud to create Newcomb College Pottery products 

provided external audiences with a tangible connection to the region, imbuing them with an 

important sense of authenticity. However, their colorful glazes and ornament obscured this material 

authenticity. The much-lauded flora and fauna used as subject matter added another layer to this 

construction of “Southernness.” 

Live Oaks and Magnolias: Iconographic Authenticity 
 During the Newcomb College Pottery’s earliest years, displaying its objects in museums and 

various exhibitions had helped to promote the firm widely and generate important critical feedback 

necessary to respond to the perceived desires of an external clientele. Likewise, sending students to 

various design institutes in New England also afforded means to direct decoration to suit 

contemporary principles of “good design.” By the first decade of the twentieth century, Newcomb’s 

products, while still retaining a bit of their reputed individuality according to their designer, steadily 

became more standardized, especially after the Pottery established a juried process for approving 

completed pieces for final sale.57 The firm produced vases, in all manner of sizes, and other 

 
57 Dixon, 121-122. If objects were deemed unworthy of sale, the “NC” cipher on the object was scratched out. 

This juried process also entailed a change to the designers’ payment, shifting from a piece work system, in which 
decorators were paid after their works were sold, to one in which the designers received a percentage (Dixon claimed 
50%) of the retail value of the object upon the jury’s acceptance. Once the object was sold, the remaining percentage 
went toward covering the dealer’s commission and the College’s costs of production.  
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decorative ware, such as lamp bases, plaques, and cachepots, as well as a small amount of desk 

objects and tableware, particularly mugs, steins, and vessels for drinking tea and chocolate. All 

conformed to the same color palette, encompassing a range of blues from cobalt to lighter hues, 

sage and olive greens, and yellow. Designers also more consistently relied upon registers of 

conventionalized, strongly delineated ornament as a compositional scheme. Following the professed 

interest in their use of regional flora and fauna, Newcomb’s promoters continually drew attention to 

the purported geographic specificity of their designers’ subjects. The emphasis on regional flora and 

fauna at Newcomb should be considered a deliberate exercise in constructing an iconography that 

would reaffirm the region’s distinction, both to serve “sectional pride” and the perceptions of 

northeastern consumers, while also capitalizing on Newcomb designers’ gender and status. 

 Newcomb’s subject matter was one of the most oft-discussed and critically praised aspects 

of its output. The Trenton Times in New Jersey excoriated its large ceramics manufacturers for failing 

to encourage these approaches to nature among their designers, writing “But here is a pottery 

actually built and in successful operation way down in New Orleans, far from the proud centres of 

culture and commerce which is realizing the very ideal held up for our Trenton School of Industrial 

Arts.”58 The Times reporter likely alludes to both Newcomb’s choice of subject matter, in selecting 

flora and fauna, and also its execution in varying degrees of conventionalization. The reporter’s 

indignation at Trenton’s well-established manufacturers being outdone by a southern company 

indicates the degree to which Newcomb Pottery products were perceived as being modern, with 

their appearance and subjects fitting new, higher standards in industrial design. Irene Sargent wrote 

for The Craftsman that, “According to the new art movement, which, felt throughout the world, is a 

return to Nature as the source of inspiration, the designers selected their decorative motifs from the 

 
58 “The Newcomb Art School,” New Orleans Times-Democrat, Sunday, April 27, 1902. 
 



 57 

vegetation indigenous to the entire South; making, of course, special reference and allusion to the 

flora of Louisiana.”59 Again, Sargent’s words demonstrate that Newcomb’s selection of subject 

matter allowed the firm to navigate the dynamism of contemporary design movements at the turn of 

the century. In this instance, the Pottery’s choice of subject matter suited Western designers’ 

increasing emphasis on floral and vegetal ornament in a more conscious effort to move away from 

historical precedents.60 

Despite these testaments to Newcomb’s products’ alignment with new, international 

developments in design, the emphasis on the natural subjects’ origins in the South assured critics 

and viewers of the material’s authenticity and reasserted its distinction. In his review of ceramics 

contributions at the Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo in 1901, William A. King lauded the 

Pottery’s contribution, claiming that “An especially praiseworthy feature of the pottery industry at 

Newcomb is that it develops an indigenous art work which is thoroughly characteristic of its local 

habitat. The students are taught to use in their designs no plant, landscape, bird or flower which is 

not locally familiar.”61 King’s use of the term “indigenous” to describe the firm’s work, rather than 

its natural subjects as Sargent had, demonstrates the ease with which viewers could elide the two – 

the products themselves are “native” to the region. Newcomb’s affinity for southern flora and its 

relationship to southerners was further romanticized in later publications. By 1910, Mary Given 

Sheerer was quoted as saying that these subjects were “forms familiar and endeared by association to 

our Southern students, who, in childhood, have gathered the fallen petals of the white magnolia 

 
59 Irene Sargent, “An Art Industry of the Bayous: The Pottery of Newcomb College,” Craftsman, October 1903, 
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blossom to make their fairy boats, or have marked the coming of spring by the first appearance of 

the climbing jasmine and the Cherokee rose.”62 Sheerer’s description positions the designers as 

having an especially close relationship to nature, if not a premodern one, suggesting that this elision 

extended to the designers as well. 

 In his efforts to promote Newcomb Pottery’s unique qualities, Ellsworth Woodward cited 

southern vegetation’s distinctiveness itself as the logical reason for the firm’s decorative orientation, 

claiming “There is so much in our Southern flora beautiful and artistic that it would seem folly to go 

from home for designs. Magnolias, cotton bolls, cypress and live oak, a thousand exquisite wild 

flowers and quaint growths supply the most prolific artist with ideas, and so in every dainty product 

of the Newcomb pottery department there is something suggestive, something that recalls our 

swamps and bayous, and abundant shrubbery.”63 Indeed, treatments of southern magnolias abound 

in Newcomb Pottery, their variety evincing the possible permutations of subjects when they are 

conventionalized – Mary Williams Butler’s version flattens the entire tree into a pattern of curving 

blue branches with immense, multilayered, light blue blossoms surrounded by large green leaves; 

Sabina Wells’s iteration focuses on the unfolding layers of the blooming flower, in light green; and 

Harriet Joor’s flowers are dissected through the centers, aligned as though springing from a vine (fig. 

1.14). 

Ellsworth Woodward’s calling upon the imagery of “swamps and bayous” suggests his 

awareness of the growth of interest among people in the Northeast and West after the Civil War in 

the difference between landscapes of the South and their own. As Rebecca Cawood McIntyre has 

contended, the swamp became especially important for tourism to Deep South locales, shifting 

 
62 Nathaniel Wright Stephenson, “Newcomb College and Art in Education,” Forensic Quarterly, 1910, 259, 
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symbolically over the course of the late nineteenth century. Prior to and just following the Civil War, 

many viewed southern swamps as dark and dangerous places, riddled with disease and other 

dangers. Their frequent appearance in self-emancipation narratives also made them a symbol of 

slavery, and they were configured as a potential source of the region’s amorality. With greater 

temporal distance from the war, and improvements to infrastructure that made increased travel to 

the region possible, southern swamps increasingly became a thrilling, grotesque locale to visit, with 

their strange alligators, gnarled trees, and Spanish moss. Coupled with their descriptions in 

contemporary literature about the region, written by northerners and southerners alike, these 

landscapes became more strongly associated with bygone civilizations, serving as settings for an 

archaic past that contrasted the Northeast’s urban and industrialized present. Louisiana’s bayous, in 

particular, were especially helped by their romantic treatment in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s 

“Evangeline,” first published in 1847.64 Its opening equates bayou flora with melancholy and the 

distant past: 

This is the forest primeval. The murmuring pines and the hemlocks, 
Bearded with moss, and in garments green, indistinct in the twilight, 
Stand like Druids of eld, with voices sad and prophetic, 
Stand like harpers hoar, with beards that rest on their bosoms. 
Loud from its rocky caverns, the deep-voiced neighboring ocean 
Speaks, and in accents disconsolate answers the wail of the forest.65 

 
The popularity of this particular iteration of the landscape, and some disappointment in its lack of 

visibility in Newcomb College Pottery, is evident in a critic’s notes on Newcomb’s display at an 

exhibition at the New York Society of Keramic Arts in 1905, in which he wrote “The keramic 

workers of the lower Mississippi must certainly have tried their hand at the characteristic mossed 
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cypress of the region, which would seem to be particularly inviting for a bold flooding on of colour 

and would have been well worth seeing.”66 

Significantly, direct representations of wetlands did not begin making frequent appearances 

in Newcomb Pottery until late in the first decade of the twentieth century; instead, the designers 

more often used aquatic plants as a synecdoche for the region’s fascinating bayous. Thus, Marie 

Medora Ross’s waterlilies, despite being flattened and transformed into a decorative band, evoked 

broader imagery of lily-covered bayous overhung with Spanish moss. The spatterdock (cow lilies) 

surrounding Amélie Roman’s vase perform a similar function; its broad, flat leaves and distinct 

blossoms distinguish the aquatic plant and call the swamp to mind (fig. 1.15). Those seeking the 

more thrilling or grotesque end of the swamp vegetation spectrum were well-served by depictions of 

carnivorous hooded pitcher plants, such as those that surround a plaque designed by Sabina Wells 

(fig. 1.16). 

Waterlilies, lotuses, and spatterdock, however, are not exclusive to the American South, and 

they present the paradox embedded within the enthusiastic rhetoric surrounding Newcomb’s use of 

the region’s environment for its inspiration. Much of this discourse conveys the impression that the 

choices of subjects distinguish not only the firm from other art potteries, but also its region from the 

remainder of the United States. Many of the more prevalent subjects seen in Newcomb work, such 

as irises, were generally popular decorative motifs in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries. While Louisiana boasts native varieties of irises in its wetlands, numerous varieties are 

native to other regions of the United States, as well as around the globe.67 There are many other 

examples of this regionalization of national flora in Newcomb Pottery, such as Charlotte Payne’s use 
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of blackberries on a vase (fig. 1.17), or Marie de Hoa LeBlanc’s numerous plates with rims featuring 

roosters alternating with grapes (fig. 1.18). Tiffany & Company’s “Magnolia Vase,” which was 

displayed to great fanfare at the Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, underscores the 

flexibility of vegetal motifs in representing different regions of the United States, as well as the 

regions’ nebulous boundaries (fig. 1.19). Now in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, 

the New York Sun explained at the time that the large silver vase’s register of pinecones and pine 

needles around the rim was intended to symbolize the north and east, the enameled magnolias 

around the shoulders to represent the “mid-south,” and the lattice of cactus leaves and palm fronds 

near the base the sub-tropical regions. Stalks of goldenrod, executed in gold, were meant to unite all 

of the regions in an American whole.68 All of these subjects, save goldenrod, can be found in 

Newcomb Pottery as representative of the South (fig. 1.20). 

 Moreover, the abstraction achieved through conventionalization impedes exact identification 

of some subjects, and for others, their rather generic appearance poses a similar problem. Helpfully, 

the Pottery printed and affixed labels that included the subject to the undersides of pieces. For 

example, to the untrained eye, Sabina Wells’s magnolia buds are difficult to discern without the 

label’s direction, as they appear much like many other flower buds, if not artichokes (fig. 1.21). In 

many examples, the viewer must encounter the object under the assumption that it represents 

something distinctively “southern” to interpret the design accordingly. This can be seen in current 

attempts to identify the plants featured on Newcomb Pottery objects for which labels have been 

removed or lost. The white, five-petaled flowers on a chocolate pot decorated by Effie Shephard 

have been previously described as “mock orange,” but without this direction, they could represent 

any number of flowers, from cherry blossoms to hawthorn (fig. 1.22).69 The perception of these 

 
68 “Bloom of Magnolia,” New York Sun, Friday, May 12, 1893. 
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subjects as particularly authentic representations of the region is dependent on viewers’ assumptions, 

which were confirmed through Newcomb’s promoters’ work and in aides like labels. 

Framed as documentarians of their local surroundings, descriptions of the designers’ 

relationship with their subjects enhanced these impressions of their genuinely regional origins. The 

New-York Tribune reported that “Many a worker has perpetuated upon the vase or mug of her own 

creation the fragile beauty of some flower or weed from her own garden.”70 Another author for 

Scribner’s Magazine claimed, when describing one piece of Newcomb Pottery, that “The herbage and 

flowers of the neighborhood are utilized; thus the tall jar, twelve and a half inches high, is adorned 

with the as yet unopened shoots of the horsetail, Equisetum.”71 A newspaper advertisement for 

Marshall Field & Company’s offerings of Newcomb Pottery visualizes this creative process for 

consumers (fig. 1.23). Along the top, an illustration depicts a woman crouched at the edge of a 

stream in a rural setting, plucking or examining a flower. Situated below, within the accompanying 

text, is the presumable product of her botanical exploration: a vase with a band of repeating flowers 

and foliage encircling its shoulders. Just as reporters in national magazines claimed, this imagery 

suggests that designers merely stepped outside of their doors to find the inspiration for their 

ornament, their proximity granting them unparalleled access to southern landscapes. The 

implications that the Newcomb decorators did not have to travel far afield in search of their subjects 

upheld an expectation that refined young ladies would remain in close proximity to domestic life.72 
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Situating the flowers and vegetation that appeared on Newcomb College Pottery, whether magnolia 

tree, pond lily, or horsetail (marsh rushes), as natural elements within the designers’ domestic 

environment evokes relatively rural landscapes, perpetuating a stereotype of southern women 

inhabiting pastoral settings. This insistence on the Newcomb designers’ proximity to the domestic 

sphere, reinforcing notions of the endeavor’s respectability for white affluent women, was bolstered 

on other fronts as well. Notably, when Philadelphia architect Wilson Eyre designed the new Pottery 

Building in 1902, he provided the designers with a setting that appeared residential, with its balcony, 

small chimneys, hipped roof, and dormers. Inside, the Pottery’s salesroom was modeled as a 

“reception room,” or front parlor, furnished with Newcomb College Pottery goods, cloaking the 

building’s commercial function under the guise of domesticity (fig. 1.24).73 

In some instances, the designers’ simplistic renderings, despite their relationships to 

contemporary design principles, were also attributed to the insularity of the South, and these women 

within it. In her article in the Craftsman, Irene Sargent describes the Pottery’s movement toward 

simplicity in the early twentieth century as “judicious…because through the employment of more 

highly developed design, the pottery would lose its distinctively sectional character.”74 Ednah 

Robinson opined in Sunset Magazine that 

The girls are encouraged to study the distinctive and varied flora of the south, to sharpen their observation and 
their originality, and to express their own ideas with independence. Singularly some of the happiest conceits 
have originated with the girls who have never passed the boundaries of their native state. The disadvantage 
incident to a lack of comparative study seems to have been more than counterbalanced by their freedom of 
expression, the unconsciousness of fixed methods that leads toward servile imitation.75  
 

 
73 Reed, 661; “Louisiana Purchase Exposition Ceramics,” Keramic Studio, April 1905, 268. These domestic 

settings were fairly common for the display of women’s work, as seen at various international expositions and tearoom 
shops of craft goods. For more on tearooms as showrooms for southern crafts, in particular, see Bill Anderson, ed., 
Southern Arts & Crafts 1890-1940, 97-100. 

 
74 Sargent, 73. 
 
75 Ednah Robinson, “Newcomb Pottery: Its Makers and the Lesson They are Teaching Southern Women,” 

Sunset Magazine, June 1903, 132. Facsimile, Newcomb Pottery Files, University Archives, Tulane University. 
 




