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Impact: Children will understand that pottery 
was an important part of Sunderland’s creative 
heritage. They will know about the collection of 
over 750 pieces of pottery in Sunderland Museum’s 
collection. They will be able to identify the key features 
of mailing pottery and compose a short piece of writing 
similar to those seen on decorative plates.

The Big Picture
Sunderland Museum has many collections from ancient artefacts to glass produced around 
the River Wear, from social history like mining banners to ceramics.

Ceramics are objects that have been made from clay. Clay can be found in the earth. Clay 
has been used by people to make things for hundreds of years. Some of the earliest types 
of clay were dug by hand from pits or around river beds. Clay is a soft material and can be 
shaped by hand. 

When objects made from clay are first left to dry and then fired (heated to high 
temperatures) they change in hard ceramics. They become impermeable making them a 
brilliant material for plates or bowls. You can find ceramic objects in your kitchen at home. 
One down side to ceramics is that they are brittle. This is why a plate might smash if you 
drop it.

Potty About Sunderland 
A classroom resource inspired by 
Sunderland pottery

Target key stage: KS1-2, standalone session for whole School

Recommended duration: half day to one day making (depending on 
age) and 1 hour sharing event

Key themes: Art and Design, Science, Design Technology Local History 



Maling Pottery
Sunderland is famous for Maling Pottery. Maling opened in North Hylton, Sunderland 
in 1762. Early pieces of Maling pottery were rarely marked. Eventually the family who 
established Maling moved production to the Ouseburn near Newcastle. Lots of Maling 
pottery used a bright pink, a vivid green colour, navy blue, a cool white (white with a little 
blue added) and gold. You can also notice lots of flowers and swirl patterns.

The colour pink was especially important. Pink was used by seven different potteries in 
and around Sunderland. It was used in other British cities but Sunderland was famous 
for its lustreware. So famous that it was sometimes known as Sunderland Pink or 
Sunderland Lustreware.

Many of the potteries in Sunderland made ceramic souvenirs for sailors visiting the 
city on sailing ships. Landmarks like the Wearmouth Bridge appeared on jugs. Ships 
decorated platters. These pictures were usually simple black line drawings. Some pieces 
included short pieces of writing. The images and the writing were printed onto the 
souvenirs. This meant the potteries like Maling could make lots of the same image over 
and over again.

Have you visited the ceramics gallery at Sunderland Museum? You might see:

• A large selection of Maling pottery the first pottery to open next to the River Wear;
• Earlier pieces from the first potteries in Sunderland made in Newbottle and Silksworth 

away from the river;
• Ceramic frogs especially inside mugs.

Potteries in the North East eventually declined because they could not compete with 
Staffordshire where potters were constantly experimenting to make different types of 
clay and glazes as well as machinery to mass produce ceramic objects. There was also 
increasing competition from abroad.

You can learn more about Sunderland Museum’s permanent displays here: https://
sunderlandculture.org.uk/our-venues/sunderland-museum-winter-gardens/permanent-
exhibitions-collections/
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Challenge
In this activity you are going to become a ceramicist (a clay artist).

You are commissioned to design a plate celebrating Sunderland. It might be decorated 
with a drawing of something you associate with Sunderland or a short poem about 
Sunderland and the people who live in the city. Think carefully about the colours you 
choose to decorate your plate with. Can you use similar colours to other Maling pottery?

Your whole school is each going to make a plate and these will be exhibited (displayed) 
together as a collection (a group of objects that are linked by an idea).

Sunderland Museum has around 750 pieces of ceramic in their collection. A keeper is 
usually the person who looks after the collection in a museum… a bit like a zoo keeper 
looks after the animals.

When you exhibit (display) your plates you will be thinking like curator. A curator puts 
together exhibitions thinking about how people will see them. It would be fantastic if 
you could all display your plates in a space where you could invite in an audience. The 
audience might be people in your family or school community.

Success Criteria
A successful design will:

1. Use colours you can find on other pieces of Maling.

2. Include either a scene from Sunderland or a short poem about Sunderland.

3. Include some gold around the plates rim or to add emphasis to particular features.

Materials
You will need:

1.  A paper plate. The larger the better for younger children.
2.  A selection of poster paints and brushes. 
3.  Gold marker pens for older children and poster paint for younger children.
3.  Research images. Photographs from the internet, books or you have taken yourself of 

things that are important to you in Sunderland.
4.  If you are including an inscription it is a good idea to have a printed copy of your poem 

and a glue stick.
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Step by Step
• Start with the border. Notice how many Maling ware pieces are decorated with 

flowers. Use a pencil to draw out your floral border. Do not add any colour at this 
point. 
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• Work on the key feature.
 Image: Add your line drawing or poem inspired by Sunderland in the centre 

of your plate. If you choose to draw an image it needs to be quite simple but 
recognisable. Use a thin brush and black poster paint over the lines you have 
drawn.

 or
 Words: If you choose to do a poem depending on the age of your artist you might 

want to print it off centred on a piece of paper then cut out a circle for the inside 
of the plate. Think about choosing a suitable typeface (the files on computers are 
called fonts). Look for something with serifs (the lines you sometimes see at the 
end of the letter shapes). If you choose this option make sure to stick your poem 
down firmly.

• Add colours to your floral border. Notice the swirly pink patterns used on lots of 
Maling. Make sure to include this signature feature.

• Add gold highlights to your plates. You can do this with metallic poster paint or if 
you have your teacher’s permission a gold marker pen.
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Your piece will be displayed in a school collection. This collection will be cared for by 
a keeper and displayed by a team of curators. It might be that the curators are pupils 
or staff. When displaying the work think about whether you will display them based 
on classes or if you have an idea to link them by topic e.g. bridges, poems, football, the 
river etc.

If you have an exhibition for children encourage them to look at all the different 
plates. If you have an exhibition with visitors encourage the children to talk about 
their plates with their parents and carers.

Reflection 
How is your plate similar to a piece of Maling pottery?
How is it different?
What have you chosen to write about or draw inspired by Sunderland now?
Do you think your plate would make a good souvenir?
How do you feel seeing your whole school’s collection of plates?
What do visitors think of your exhibition?
Who would you pick to be a keeper of this collection?

Stretch and Challenge
Visit the ceramic collection at Sunderland Museum. Encourage the children to draw 
what they see. This could be as part of their research before they make their Maling 
inspired plates.

As this activity is for the whole school we have tried to keep the cost of materials 
down. However you could extend this by sculpting a piece of Maling ware for your 
own school collection. This could focus on the forms (three dimensional shapes) of 
some pieces of Maling pottery. You could use plasticine, play doh, air drying of buff 
clay depending on the age of the young artists and your budget.
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www. sunderlandculture.org.uk
info@sunderlandculture.org.uk

Want to know more about the artist that 
designed this resource? Contact us and we’ll 
happily introduce you!

@sunderlandculture

@SundCulture

@sunderlandculture


