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CELSIUS 
 
A peer-reviewed bi-annual online journal supporting the disciplines of ceramics, 
glass, and jewellery and object design. 
 
 
Mission Statement 
 
The aims of Celsius are to 
 
- provide an arena for the publication of scholarly papers concerned with the 
disciplines of ceramics, glass and jewellery and object design 
 
- promote artistic and technical research within these disciplines of the highest 
standards 
 
-foster the research of postgraduate students from Australia and around the 
world 
 
- complement the work being done by professional journals in the exposure of the 
craft based disciplines 
 
-create opportunities of professional experience in the field of publication for 
USYD postgraduate students 
 
 
Editorial Board 
 
The Celsius Editorial Board advises the editor and helps develop and guide the 
online journal’s publication program. They will be active and informed specialists 
in one of the focus fields of Celsius – ceramics, glass and jewellery and object 
design and/or have a working knowledge of general art and craft histories and 
contemporary practices in Australia and/or internationally. They will be required 
to peer review abstracts/proposals for each issue of the journal and also 
completed manuscripts. The editor may also call upon guest reviewers when 
necessary. In the first instance it is the responsibility of the editor to ensure that 
the finished manuscripts accurately reflect the accepted, peer-reviewed, original 
abstract/proposal. 
 
Editorial Board members may, on occasion, be invited or self-nominate to be a 
Guest Editor of a specific issue of Celsius. 
 
Editorial Assistants will be selected by the USYD members of the Editorial Board 
from self-nominated USYD research students. Editorial Assistants may serve for 
a maximum of two terms (a term being one year). 
 



Editorial Board 
 
 
Jan Guy (Editor) 
 
Jan Guy is an artist and writer who graduated from the Queensland College of 
Art, gained an MVA at the University of Sydney. She maintains a broad practice 
and interest in ceramics with a specific focus on sculptural and installed works. 
While her personal research is presently concerned with relationships between 
the haptic senses and virtual spaces, she has an on-going interest in feminist art 
practices and craft and design theory.  She has been an advocate for the growth 
and continuation of Australian ceramic arts through extensive writing for national 
journals and major exhibitions in the field including Cerebration the catalogue 
essay for the 2000 Australian Ceramics Association exhibition and more recently 
the 2006 SOFA catalogue. She has been the recipient of a National Craft 
Acquisition Award and her work is in the collection of the Museum and Art Gallery 
of the Northern Territory. She is presently a member of the organising committee 
for 1st Australian Ceramics Triennial held in Sydney 2009. Most recently she 
curated the international graduate exhibition titled Young Guns. 
 
George Aslanis 
 
George Asianis is the Studio Coordinator Glass & Ceramics, Department of Fine 
Art. He completed undergraduate studies at the Victorian College of the Arts and 
a PhD at Monash University in Victoria. He has been exhibiting his glass and 
ceramics works for over 25 years and has also curated numerous exhibitions 
over the last 15 years. He has had many articles written on him, and his work has 
appeared in numerous art journals inluding the prestigious Craft Arts 
International. He has also received many awards and grants for his work. And his 
work was shown at the 2004-2008 SOFA in Chicago. 
  
George has been a ceramics and glass lecturer for 20 years and has worked at 
numerous educational institutions around Victoria. His vast knowledge in the art 
of glass and ceramics has allowed him to supervise Masters of Fine Arts 
candidates working in these disciplines.  
 
Kim Dickey 
 
Currently an Associate Professor at the University of Colorado, Boulder, Kim 
Dickey received her BFA from the Rhode Island School of Design and her MFA 
from Alfred University.  From 1991 to 1994, she served as Director of Greenwich 
House Pottery in New York, where she curated over twenty exhibitions of 
contemporary ceramics. Her own work has been featured in numerous solo and 
group invitational shows in Germany, Japan, Korea, Sweden, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States. Galleries that have shown her work include 
Garth Clark, Jack Tilton, Pierogi, Thomas Healy, Sherry Leedy, Rule Gallery, and 



White Columns.  Dickey has created permanent installations for the Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Denver and The Lab at Belmar and has exhibited at Mass 
MOCA, the Everson Museum, the American Craft Museum, the John Michael 
Kohler Arts Center, and the Museum of Contemporary Art in Honolulu, among 
others. Dickey has contributed catalogue essays for The Decades of Influence: 
Colorado Art since 1985 exhibition at the MCA Denver (2008), and Because the 
Earth is 1/3 Dirt show at the CU Art Museum (2004), and as well as to Cabinet 
Magazine (2001). 
 
Dr Karin Findeis 
 
Dr Karin Findeis is Studio Chair of the Jewellery & Object Studio of Sydney 
College of the Arts. She recently completed her doctoral studies with a thesis 
entitled Locating Author Jewellery: a taxonomy of contemporary objects, and a 
series of exhibitions culminating with samples at the Macleay Museum, Sydney in 
2008. This body of research, across objects and text, Interrogates the 
possibilities that jewellery may hold as communicators of culture. More 
specifically, a focus is placed on the impacts that collecting, classification and 
museology have on the relationship between objects and memory in both public 
and private domains. Karin has been exhibiting since 1988, both in Australia and 
internationally. She currently holds the position of Chair of the Jewellers and 
Metalsmiths Group of Australia, NSW and curated the 12th International Biennial 
JMGA Conference 2006. In March 2010 she will present By Example: 
contemporary Australian jewellery at the Museum of Arts and Crafts Itami, Japan, 
a project co-curated with Bridie Lander. 
 
Andrew Lavery 
 
Andrew Lavery was born in Melbourne, Australia in 1973. In 1996 he graduated 
with a Bachelor of Arts with first class Honours and in 2001 graduated with a 
Master of Arts by research in the faculty of Art and Design at Monash University, 
Melbourne. Andrew lives and works in Sydney and is currently Lecturer and 
Chair of the Glass Studio at Sydney College of the Arts, a faculty of the 
University of Sydney, Australia. Andrew’s current body of work explores 
contemporary Australian urban culture through an interrogation of popular and 
sometimes generic objects and scenes. The intentions of these works are varied, 
with some drawing attention to the role of memory in our perception of popular 
urban objects whilst other themes poke fun at idealism and popular culture in 
Australia. This is achieved through abstracting existing/readymade glass forms or 
by presenting an object in glass that is normally constructed from another, thus 
altering one’s perception of the object and the order in which the viewer assigns 
meaning to it. 
 
In an exhibition profile that spans fourteen years, Andrew has developed a 
significant national and international profile. His unique contribution to Australian 
culture has been acknowledged by funding bodies, curators, galleries and 



institutions and through acquisitions of Andrew’s work for public and private 
collections including Art Bank, The National Art Glass Collection, Wagga Wagga 
Regional Gallery and Coca-Cola Amatil. Andrew has received a number of 
significant awards including two Australia Council for the Arts grants and a 
scholarship to participate in a class at Pilchuck Glass School, Washington, USA. 
 
 
Dr. Danie Mellor 
 
Born in Mackay, Queensland, Danie Mellor has lived, worked, travelled and 
studied in Australia, England, Scotland and South Africa. He is an artist who has 
received numerous prizes and awards, and whose work encompasses and 
comments on the nexus of Indigenous and Western cultural frameworks through 
a spectrum of iconographic images. His work has been regularly shown in 
significant exhibitions in Australia, including Story Place Queensland Art Gallery, 
Primavera Museum of Contemporary Art and Culture Warriors National Gallery of 
Australia, and is represented in most State gallery collections within Australia, 
including the National Gallery of Australia and the Museum of Contemporary Art.  
 
Mellor has taught and lectured at secondary and university level, and focuses in 
his current role as Subject Chair in Theoretical Enquiry on lecturing and 
supervising graduate students at Sydney College of the Arts, University of 
Sydney, and is a member of the university’s Indigenous Education Advisory 
Group. 
 
Dr. Damon Moon 
 
Damon Moon is a potter and writer based in South Australia. His PhD thesis 
examined the role of Bernard Leach's 'A Potter's Book' in the development of 
Australian studio pottery from 1940 to 1964. In addition he has also worked in the 
field of the contemporary arts, including curating exhibitions in Australia and 
overseas. 
 
Susan Ostling 
 
Susan Ostling is a Senior Lecturer Fine Art, Queensland College of Art, Griffith 
University.  As a ceramist she has exhibited widely in Australia, and in Germany, 
Singapore and South Korea. Her research interest is in examining the role and 
relationship of objects to everyday life—the cultural dynamic between people and 
things.  She has received several Australia Council development grants and been 
a recipient of three Griffith University joint research grants.  More recently her 
practice has shifted to curating exhibitions.  Place.Product 1995 investigated the 
social history of the ceramics industry in the Ipswich area Queensland and Future 
Factor investigated the impact of new technologies on craft and design practices. 
 Future Factor toured to six venues in 2002-2003.  Susan is currently undertaking 



doctoral studies investigating recent changes in curatorial practice, focusing 
particularly on modes of collaboration between curators and artists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Editorial 
 
 
This is the first issue of CELSIUS, an online peer-reviewed journal for ceramics, 
glass, jewellery and object design. I decided to start this journal because I felt 
critical writing in the craft arts disciplines needs to be encouraged and debated. 
With this in mind I also believe it is essential to include a focus on the research 
activities of emerging writers and artists. I am grateful to the peer readers who 
helped choose the papers we are publishing in this issue and I am glad many of 
them have accepted a place on the new CELSIUS editorial board. I welcome 
their generous advice. 
  
It is a great pleasure to be able to publish the refereed papers from the First 
Australian Ceramics Triennale. I think it is important to note that some of the 
articles in this issue have a conversational tone, which is in the spirit of the 
inclusivity that runs through the international ceramics community.  I hope the 
diverse range of subjects and the critical and engaging individual voices of the 
triennale speakers create a wave of craftspersons, artists and designers  who are 
driven to continue to articulate and exchange new ideas surrounding the 
discipline. 
 
To our readers and contributors, it is you that will make this a forum that 
enhances the practices of artists, writers and curators in our disciplines. I believe 
this is an exciting and worthwhile endeavour and hope that it will contribute to a 
sustainable future for ceramics, glass, and jewellery and object design. 
 
Jan Guy 
Editor  
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Acquiring Yourself to Extinction 
 
Jo Ely 
Curator, Shepparton Art Gallery 
 
 
Public collecting institutions play two key roles in facilitating contemporary 
ceramic practice: documenting (through collecting and research); and presenting 
(through curatorial engagement and educational programs). 
 
The first role requires a proactive acquisition strategy, in which the gallery’s 
collection documents the key trends of both contemporary and historical practice. 
As a publicly funded institution, Shepparton Art Gallery takes this comprehensive 
approach to collecting. Its acquisition policy offers a clear vision, prioritising the 
development of a permanent collection of Australian ceramics of all periods as its 
first goal.  
 
The second role is one of active engagement with artistic communities to present 
and cultivate current ideas and practices within and against an historical context. 
In fulfilling this role Shepparton Art Gallery runs a program of curated exhibitions, 
projects and events. Headlining this program is the Sidney Myer Fund 
International Ceramics Award (hereafter ‘the Award’), a flagship exhibition 
engaging with ceramic communities around the world to offer a forum for 
exchange and dialogue. How this international flagship event impacts upon an 
acquisition policy which prioritises Australian ceramics, and vice versa, is a 
question the gallery has continued to embrace.  
  
It is a decade since the Gallery’s acquisition policy and the Award were 
introduced. In 2009 it seems timely to review their advantages and limitations in 
light of the Gallery’s activities and resources and the new vision many artists are 
offering the ceramic medium. The medium is increasingly being challenged to 
break with traditional concerns and be reconceptualised into a visual language 
better understood by contemporary art audiences. New media technologies and 
dialogues on critical social issues are being successfully blended with the 
materiality, sculptural awareness and strong technical skills required of the 
medium. 
 
The challenge for the public collecting institution is to witness the 
reconceptualisation of the ceramic medium, continue to honour its traditional 
values, origins and history and provide a relevant forum for its critical 
development.  
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History of the Award 
 
Shepparton Art Gallery was established in 1936 with the assistance of the pre-
eminent portrait painter Sir John Longstaff who lobbied the State Government for 
a fifty pound grant. In 1971 the gallery began to specialise in the collection of 
Australian ceramics, an area that had been largely overlooked by major collecting 
institutions. As a result the gallery’s holdings include one of Australia’s largest 
and most significant collections of Australian ceramics, and a small but valuable 
collection of Australian paintings, works on paper and international ceramics. The 
ceramic collection numbers in excess of 3000 objects.  
 
The ceramic collection is the Gallery’s crowning jewel. People travel across the 
country to see it and it is the reason why Shepparton Art Gallery is synonymous 
with Australian ceramics. The collection is representative of the continuing 
development of the ceramic medium in Australia, from the utilitarian ware of the 
19th and 20th centuries (beginning c.1820 with a ‘Spruce Ginger Beer Bottle’ by 
Jonathon Leak), to the many studio potters of the 20th century and, recently, a 
focus on Aboriginal ceramics.  
 
Since 1991, the gallery has offered a major acquisitive ceramic art award. This 
has become a key component of the contemporary collection development 
strategy. With initial sponsorship for three years from the Sidney Myer Fund, it 
aimedi to: 

- promote and foster interest in ceramics in Australia; 
- offer financial incentive to artists; 
- acquire new items to further enhance Shepparton’s collection; 
- create public awareness of Australia’s largest ceramics collection; 
- focus on contemporary, progressive Australian ceramics. 

 
Offering $5,000 as first prize, it was the most prestigious ceramics award in 
Australia at that time. The response from ceramicists was extremely positive, with 
an overwhelming number of entries each year. In 1994 the gallery modified entry 
to be by invitation. Thirty artists were invited to present between 1 and 5 
examples of work. This mode of ‘curating’ the award offered both the artists and 
the public a more considered representation of each artist’s work as well as an 
in-depth consideration of the styles, ideas and issues informing contemporary 
ceramic practices. 
 
The impetus to expand the national ceramics award into an international event 
and conference came in 1995. Then-director, Joe Pascoe, curated and toured 
‘Delinquent Angel’,ii an exhibition of historical, recent and Aboriginal Australian 
ceramics, to the 1995 International Concorso of Ceramic Art in Faenza, Italy, one 
of the world’s prestigious international ceramic prizes. The tour highlighted the 
need for an Australian forum at which international exchange and comparison of 
ideas, concepts and techniques could occur. 
 

9



The Sidney Myer Fund International Ceramics Award was launched in 1997, 
providing an unprecedented opportunity to bring ceramics into Australia. In the 
ten years of its duration, the award has gone a long way towards establishing the 
place of Australian ceramics in an international context. It has become one of the 
players on the international biennale circuit, consistently attracting over 300 
entries. Each award has been selected, curated and adjudicated by a single 
international judge rather than a selection panel. The international judges for 
each year have been as follows: Janet Mansfield and Joseph Pascoe 1997; Bern 
Emmerichs 1998; Takeshi Yasuda 1999; John Chalke 2000; Satoru Hoshino 
2002; Josie Walter 2004; Akio Takamori 2006; Ah Xian 2008.  
 
Three main prizes have been offered at each Award all of which are acquisitive. 
These are the Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award ($15,000), the Friends of the 
Shepparton Art Gallery Society Merit Award ($3,500) and the Poyntzpass 
Pioneers Award of Merit ($2,500).  The inaugural award offered additional prizes 
funded by the Fairley Foundation and Ceramics Art and Perception magazine. 
Since 1999 La Trobe University have offered a merit award of $3,000 which is 
acquisitive to the La Trobe University Museum of Art Collection.  
 
A summary of awardees from 1997 to 2008: 
 
AWARD ARTIST & COUNTRY TITLE OF WORK 
1997 
Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Claude Champy (France) Urne (double parois) 
Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Masahiro Kiyomizu (Japan) Space Form 96-B 
Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Bern Emmerichs (Australia) Ce La Vie 
Fairley Bequest Merit Award Martin Goerg (Germany) Basin 

Ceramics Art and Perception Award Beverley Gallop (Australia) 
Vessel: A study in form 
and space 

1998 
Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Michael Doolan (Australia) Sit Com 
Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Robert Barron (Australia) Ruined Boat 
North Central Securities Ltd Merit 
Award Karin Schmidt (Germany) Segments 
Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Hsing-Lung Li(Taiwan) Generation Gap 
1999 
Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Gerry Wedd (Australia) Blue Shadow 
Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Teffany Thiedeman (Australia)           Hide & Seek 
La Trobe University Merit Award                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Lisa Rau (England) Porcelain Platter 
Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Stephen Benwell (Australia)  Lidded Jar 
2000 

Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award 
Madeleine Child & Philip Jarvis 
(NZ) Trunks for Beaumont 

Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Ivana Batalo (Yugoslavia) Power of Love 
La Trobe University Merit Award                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Gretchen Hillhouse (Australia)            Ruskin’s Requiem 
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Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Hideaki Suzuki (Japan) 

Chimney Shaped 
Pitcher on Jomon Boat 

2002 

Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Virginia Scotchie (USA) 
Turquoise 
Funnel/Bronze Cup 

Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Kris Coad (Australia) Introversive 

La Trobe University Merit Award                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Elina Brandt- Hansen (Norway) 
Black & White Coral 
(wall piece) 

Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Craig Mitchell (Scotland) Soother 
2004 
Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Yanze Jiang ( China) Teapots on Parade 
Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Anne Furguson Durkin (Australia) Fire and Fruit 
La Trobe University Merit Award                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Ryota Aoki (Japan) Luxury 
Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Graeme Wilkie (Australia) 

Neo Classic Suburban 
Urns 

2006 
Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Ana Rosenzweig (Spain) Spain 
Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Hideaki Suzuki (Japan) Black Dimension 

La Trobe University Merit Award                                                                                                                                                                                                                                
Tina Vlassopulos (United 
Kingdom) Spiral 

Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Vida Sobott (Australia) 

The bride stripped 
bare….and fled 

2008 
Sidney Myer Fund Premier Award Annette Defoort (Belgium) Dakis 
Poyntzpass Pioneers Ceramics Award Merran Esson (Australia) Towong Tank 

La Trobe University Merit Award                                                                                                                                                                                                                                Angela Valamanesh (Australia) 
Animal, Vegetable, 
Mineral 

Friends of the Shepparton Art Gallery 
Society Merit Award Ian Paul Rylatt (UK) Concerto for Clayrinet 
 
 
Benefits of the award 
 
What can be evidenced by this list is the strength of Australian works which have 
featured heavily in the shortlisted exhibition and also in the winning works. 
Australian artists have steadfastly supported the award in every one of its 
incarnations. This support has been essential to its success and enabled the 
Australian ceramic collection to also develop through the award. Throughout its 
life, the gallery has acquired 138 ceramic artworks which were shortlisted for 
inclusion in the award. Of the acquisitions, 43 works are by Australian artists and 
95 are by international artists. These have been made by acquiring the prize 
winning entries (27), special acquisitions (purchase, or acquisition through 
philanthropic means) and donation by the artist. The generosity of philanthropists 
and artists alike has enabled significant acquisitions to the gallery’s collection in a 
relatively short period of time, an opportunity the gallery would not otherwise 
have had the means to facilitate. 
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These acquisitions have formed a strong survey collection of international 
practice and trends. At the time of the award’s inception, diverse social, cultural 
and technological shifts were occurring through globalisation. It was opportune to 
develop the international collection at this juncture in order to reflect upon how 
these shifts impacted on Australian work. In this way, the award has successfully 
achieved its aims, fostering cultural exchange and education, international 
networks and facilitating the development of the collection. 
 
Since its inception, the Award has been accompanied by a weekend symposium 
featuring seminars and master-class workshops with the judge and invited artists. 
This has provided the opportunity for Australian ceramicists to meet and engage 
with international peers at an intellectual level as well as an opportunity to 
present in an international arena. Cultural exchange has the added benefit of 
audience building on national, state, local and international levels. In addition to 
the symposium, the gallery develops a series of public programs for school 
groups and general public. These are run throughout the exhibition and introduce 
participants to the basic skills and concepts underpinning the ceramic form.  
 
Throughout its duration, the award has presented hundreds of artists from 36 
countries, including: Argentina; Australia; Austria; Belgium; Canada; China; 
Czech Republic; Denmark; England/Great Britain/UK; France; Germany; Israel; 
Italy; Japan; Latvia; Lithuania; Mexico; Northern Ireland; Norway; New Zealand; 
Portugal; Scotland; Singapore; South Africa; South Korea; Spain; Sweden; 
Switzerland; Taiwan; The Netherlands; Turkey; USA; Venezuela; Yugoslavia. 
 
A survey of the catalogues of the award since its debut in the international arena 
in 1997 demonstrates a broad and inclusive mix of sculptural, functional and 
form-based artworks. The judges have consistently embraced a full range of 
artistic styles shortlisting artworks that demonstrate a blend of technical ability 
and creative expression. The knowledge and input of the judges has helped to 
shape the collection and the gallery is grateful to them for their participation. 
 
 
Issues and Challenges 
 
The Sidney Myer Fund has developed a long-term philanthropic relationship with 
Shepparton Art Gallery for the support of contemporary ceramic practice, 
investing close to $200,000 in first prize monies alone. 2010 sees the end of the 
current sponsorship arrangement. As we negotiate the award’s future, we are 
faced with the question of how we can improve the award in line with the gallery’s 
activities and resources and continue to maintain an inclusive and representative 
approach.  
 
There are a number of issues and challenges which recur in the general 
administration of the award around freight, communication, the installation of 
artworks and also the sheer volume of work it is for a regional gallery to pull 
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together a major international event. These issues figure in the gallery’s 
deliberations as we seek to review the award at this critical time in its 
development.  
 
Freight and Customs 
International freight and customs can be costly, time consuming, and 
occasionally result in damaged work. Currently, the onus is upon the artist to 
bear these costs and associated risks, and a subsidy is provided by the gallery 
on the return of works. However if the artworks are for sale, legally the gallery 
can be considered to be importing goods and responsible for customs duties. 
Provision for the exhibition of one off artworks in a public institution is not always 
made, and the amount of customs duties depends on the value attributed to the 
work by the sending artist (whether the work sells or not). This makes budgeting 
for customs duties impossible and a hidden expense which the gallery and artists 
alike do not have the funds to cover. A customs broker may have further advice 
to offer the gallery on this issue and the exhibition could become non-
commercial, although this would deny artists the opportunity sell their work. We 
can look to other international awards to see what benchmarks are being 
established. For example, the Korean Biennale requires artists to ship their works 
to the biennale, whilst the biennale bears responsibility for returning works to the 
artists. 
 
Communication  
Language barriers impact upon the breadth of artists participating in the award. 
While the award is open to any artist across the world, access to information 
actually precludes many individuals from entering. The marketing budget is 
extremely small and information is provided in English, largely through the 
gallery’s networks and word of mouth. This means that in practise the Award is 
not open to artists who cannot read English or have access to interpretive 
assistance. Setting up an interpretive/translation service on the award’s website 
is one way to expand access to the award.  
 
Time zones also pose a difficulty for phone communication and we have become 
increasingly dependent on email to liaise with artists. Access to computer and 
internet facilities and relevant skills are also very important aids to participation in 
the event. 
 
Artists’ expectations 
On occasion, situations occur which call into question the artist’s and the gallery’s 
expectations of each other. Resolution of such issues requires negotiation and 
flexibility in order to attain the best possible representation of the artwork. Some 
examples include:  

• Does the gallery agree to the substitution of an artwork which is 
damaged in freight or in the artist’s studio prior to sending? This is a 
question of whether the judge shortlisted the artist or the artwork. 
Artists have also requested that the work be included in the catalogue 
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in acknowledgement that the work had been shortlisted, although not in 
the exhibition. 

• What does the gallery do in the event that an artwork does not arrive 
by the deadline? Sometimes delays are unavoidable due to issues with 
freight. This might impact upon the representation of the artwork in the 
catalogue or indeed, the exhibition itself; 

• How does the gallery manage complex installation issues? Increasingly 
artworks are installation-based and comprise multiple components that 
are complex and lengthy to install. The gallery encounters varying 
levels of precision from artists in advising how such works should be 
displayed. Let us case study three artists who produce wall mounted 
work:  

 
The first artist sends a work comprising 9 pieces. They provide a detailed 
template-to-scale of how the work should be installed on the wall. Each piece 
hangs upon a nail or hook. Accordingly, the back of each piece is crafted to 
facilitate this without risking the safety of the works themselves nor compromising 
the gallery’s wall.  
 
The second artist sends a work with 49 pieces. Like the first artist, the pieces are 
crafted to be mounted on hooks/nails. This artist sends photographs of how the 
work looks when installed and requests that the gallery attempts to replicate the 
image if space is sufficient, or else install the work as suits the gallery space.  
 
The third artist sends a work comprising 156 pieces. It will be mounted to a wall 5 
metres in length by 3 metres in height. Each piece requires fixture to the wall by 
Velcro adhesion and staples. The artist supplies photographs and written 
instructions for installation reference. However, these are not accurate enough 
for the scale of the work and require considerable adjustment to replicate the 
artist’s photograph. Both the install and the deinstall take two technicians two full 
days. The Velcro removes paint and plaster from the wall, which requires 
considerable repair.   
 
Presentation of artwork impacts greatly upon the way an artist’s intention is 
realised. The third artwork was highly complex, visually exciting and original. 
However, the installation of the work required great attention to detail from an 
installation team with whom the artist was unfamiliar. In the situation of an award, 
the gallery has 2-3 staff to install approximately 50 complex artworks in one 
week. When working with large-scale installation artwork it is necessary to 
consider how important precision is in the finalisation of the work, and whether it 
is possible for an installation team to achieve that precision in your absence. 
Needless to say, well-thought-out, clear and easy to follow instructions assist this 
process. 
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Implications for Art Gallery Collection 
 
The Award has played a major role in the growth and development of the 
ceramics collection. In review we must consider the implications for such rapid 
growth on the gallery’s collecting ability and resources. A regional gallery has 
limited financial and staffing resources at its disposal and the adequate storage 
and display of works are an ongoing challenge. Resources must stretch to cover 
collection development, exhibition development and display, research and 
publication, public programs, and collection storage. 
 
Strategic Collecting 
A focussed acquisition policy offers a strategic vision for the development of a 
strong and representative permanent collection which highlights the most 
significant examples of contemporary and historic practice. The policy assists the 
gallery to work within its limitations whilst building a meaningful collection of 
artwork. Often it is considered better to acquire a few items of major 
importance/significance, supplemented by a few lesser pieces, than to acquire a 
great many minor works that do not appear to narrate a meaningful contribution 
to the broader scope of the collection. This of course, highlights the danger of 
contemporary collecting. Perhaps, with hindsight, some of the so-called ‘minor 
works’ will prove to be significant developments ahead of their time. Having a 
plan for collection development helps to avoid the pitfalls of taste and fashion. 
 
Issues for current model 
Currently the prizes are awarded on the basis of aesthetic merit as determined by 
the judge. If the gallery retains the current model, some of the key issues revolve 
around the question of strategic collection development. For example: 

• The award is a major source for acquisitions to the gallery, yet the 
gallery’s collection strength is Australian ceramics. Can the gallery 
continue to develop the international collection and still give adequate 
attention to the development of the Australian collection? 

• Presently, a single judge adjudicates the award without input from the 
gallery director or curator. Can a meaningful collection be developed in 
this way? Alternative models would involve the introduction of selection 
criteria, consideration of the existing collection, inclusion of the gallery 
director as co-judge, or the introduction of a judging panel. These 
scenarios promote a broader set of selection criteria, candidness and 
deliberation in the selection of awardees. However each presents their 
own challenges such as how do you avoid a conflict of personalities 
adversely effecting due process on a panel?  

• Can a strategic approach be applied to the collection of artworks 
through the award without compromising the integrity of the judging 
process?  

• Are the prize monies competitive with the value of artists’ work? If not, 
do we address this by making the award non-acquisitive and offering 
prize money? What are the implications of this? 
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• Storage of works as the international collection continues to grow.  
 
The International Collection 
The international collection provides a point of comparison for Australian artists, 
placing them within a global context. It showcases a diversity of artwork outside 
of Australian cultural influences. However, while the gallery has acquired 95 
international pieces through the award, in many cases we hold only one 
representation of a country. While the award itself provides a strong snapshot of 
artistic production at a given point in time, it is difficult to determine whether the 
gallery has developed a useful point of comparison for Australian production after 
such a relatively short period of time. This raises questions about whether the 
gallery should continue to develop the international collection, and how we can 
best do this. 

• What will enable the gallery to support the ongoing development of an 
international collection: increased acquisitions funding, increased 
storage facilities, comprehensive research into world practices; 

• Will the international collection represent a snapshot in time, or will it 
require retrospective collecting of international ceramic art? 

• Would the gallery be better to develop small reference collections that 
show excellence in ceramic technologies and that have influenced the 
development of Australian practice? Again, this would require 
resources that might include a collection development grant, 
engagement of consultants to advise on acquisitions and interpretation, 
and storage facilities. 

 
 
Future Directions 
 
Taking all of the benefits, issues and challenges into account, let’s consider some 
alternative models for future direction of the award. 
 
Revert to a national prize  
The gallery could consider reverting to a national award in order to align more 
closely with the acquisition policy and look at a models which may enable more 
strategic and in depth collecting. But, what would this mean for the international 
collection? Would the gallery stop collecting international artworks? 
 
Tailor the award to focus on a specific continent each time.  
This model would facilitate a more focussed comparison between countries. It is 
a model which requires an invitational and curated approach, in order to present 
the best of all countries participating. Issues include language barriers, 
organizational commitment (connection with institutions, universities; marketing 
etc), financial resources, and the appointment of a transparent adjudication 
panel.  
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A Strategic Approach 
This method tailors the award into categories that reflect the different approaches 
to ceramic practice, such as traditional/functional, contemporary/aesthetic (critical 
engagement), and emerging (practicing less than 5 years). The award would 
have an overall grand prize, as well as a winner for each category. A national 
prize category might also be included. 
 
This method promotes the considered collection of current practices. It works 
towards building a strong and focussed collection that in time will provide a 
comprehensive historical overview. In an added advantage, it acknowledges the 
different intentions/ambitions between the approach of a master potter and a 
contemporary critical artist. There are, however, many artists whose work sits 
across categories and it could prove limiting to introduce this method. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
There are many factors impacting upon the future of the International Ceramic 
Award. This paper has attempted to draw attention to some of these, as well as 
the impact the possible solutions might have on Australian and international 
artists. The gallery holds that the award is essential to the development of the 
medium. There are a select number of internationally-focussed, juried exhibitions 
in the world which provide forums in which this can occur. They emphasise or 
have distinct categories for a creative genre that encompasses non-functional, 
sculptural, creative and expressive artwork. This ‘creative art’ category is clearly 
distinguished from other more traditional categories focussed on technique, 
functional design, or commercial design.    
 
The award has always looked beyond a focus on purely formal, material 
concerns in order to strike a balance between craft and idea. This has 
established its reputation as a dynamic and innovative event; the premier 
ceramics award in Australia. It has become apparent that continuing the award in 
its present guise will limit the gallery’s ability to maintain a representative survey 
of current global practice. Increasingly, artists are producing large-scale 
installation-based work which is expensive both to produce and to freight. In 
order to support artists making work on this scale to enter, it is necessary to 
attract greatly increased sponsorship and funding.  
 
At the end of a decade of the SMFICA, there is now an opportunity to consider 
the ways in which the award can move forward, and seek input from the 
Australian ceramic community. In reviewing the award, the gallery aims to 
provide a relevant international forum which actively seeks to encourage new and 
experimental developments in the medium whilst continuing to present a vibrant 
and representative exhibition. 
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i Joseph Pascoe, correspondence to potential sponsors, Shepparton Art Gallery, 1990. 
ii Joseph Pascoe (ed.), Delinquent Angel: Australian Historical, Aboriginal and Contemporary Ceramics, 
Centro Di, Florence,1995. 
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Connecting Western and Middle Eastern Cultures:  
The First International Workshop for the Visual Arts, El 
Minia University, Egypt 15th - 25th of November 2008 
 
Kim Goldsmith 
  
 
The First International Workshop for the Visual Arts was held between the 15th 
and 25th of November, 2008 within the Faculty of Fine Arts, El Minia University, 
Egypt. Minia is approximately 245km south of Cairo, down the River Nile. Unlike 
Cairo, which is westernized and filled with expensive hotels, and high-rise 
shopping centers, Minia is a rural town and life there is simple and traditional. 
Driving into Minia we saw old men and children wearing jalabs and riding 
donkeys or old carts. There were plots of land along the tributaries of the Nile 
where hay was grown for animal feed. Poor families lived in simple hand made 
buildings and tied their sheep or goats to the side of the house. In contrast to 
Cairo, there were no shopping centers but small shops that sold headscarves or 
fruit. Other goods were stacked in piles on the side of the street.  
 
Thirty artists from around the world were invited to attend the ten-day workshop. 
The only emerging artists were myself, and Jewell Noll, a printmaking Masters 
student from America. The majority of artists were older and well established in 
their field of expertise. The workshop was interdisciplinary and included painters, 
photographers, sculptors, printmakers and ceramicists from very diverse cultures: 
Slovenia, Romania, Hungary, Cyprus, Sudan, America, Spain, Italy, Germany, 
Haiti and Montenegro. I was the only Australian artist invited. The artists were 
accommodated by the University Hotel and provided with all meals, studio space 
and limited art materials.  
 
The workshop was apparently the first of it’s kind in North Africa. The coordinator 
of the event was Associate Dean of the Faculty of Fine Arts, and Professor of 
Printmaking, Ashraf Abbas. For four years he worked on a dream to create a 
workshop in which International and Egyptian artists could make art together and 
share their ideas and skills.  Unlike Australian Fine Arts Faculties, the Egyptian 
institutions rarely invite International artists to speak or demonstrate their craft to 
students. This is something that Australian students take for granted.  
 
The workshop was planned to coincide with the Minia University Silver Jubilee, 
so there were many other events taking place on campus. A visual arts 
conference on the theme of art and communication included five presenters: I 
gave a presentation on my own practice, along with Professor Karen Kunc from 
America, The President of Inter-Arts Romania, Stefan Balog, Sudanese artist 
Mahgoub Al-Magboul and Italian artist Paolo Ciampini, who teaches in Florence. 
Paolo and Karen also had solo exhibitions on Campus. At the Susan Mubarak 
Hall, the Professors of the Faculty of Fine Arts had their own exhibition of 
painting, sculpture and prints. On the eighth day of the workshop Dean 
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Mohammed Galal opened an exhibition of our artwork made during the workshop 
and selected works were donated to the University Museum. There was also the 
official opening ceremony of The First International Animation Festival at 
Government House. Contributors to the festival had to create a children’s 
animation without dialogue. The aim was to tour the festival across Egypt and 
take it into the homes of underprivileged families to educate and entertain their 
children.  
 

 
 
The primary aim of the Visual Arts Workshop was to connect Western and 
Muslim cultures using art as a tool for overcoming difference and creating 
communication. During the ten days of the workshop, the artists used the mosaic, 
painting, printmaking, sculpture or ceramics studios in the faculty. Students and 
guests were allowed to watch and ask questions as the artists worked. In this 
way it was hoped everyone could appreciate the similarities and eccentricities of 
each style of art making. Professor Abbas also hoped that by creating an event 
such as the workshop, Egypt could slowly develop a reputation as a hub of 
contemporary art in the Middle East, and the world. 
 
My experience at the Workshop was positive but challenging. I was surprised by 
the size of the entire Minia University, as it appeared three times bigger than the 
main campus of The University of Sydney. The Faculty of Arts alone was the size 
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of the entire Sydney College of the Arts. All the campus buildings had spacious 
rooms made of marble with high ceilings. It was not what I expected, considering 
that the rest of Minia’s architecture was low domestic houses made from mud 
brick or cement apartments.  
There were four days to make and complete the work for exhibition and this was 
hard for the ceramic artists. Due to the time restriction, most of the ceramicists 
chose to enjoy the process of making and create large sculptures without 
worrying about firing.  The ceramics studio had two large gas kilns and eight 
small electric test kilns. Ceramics is considered part of the Sculpture department, 
so only a few of the teachers and students specialized in ceramic work. Often 
students would model sculptures in clay then make moulds and cast in bronze or 
fibreglass, which was particularly popular. I think that many students wanted to 
specialize in ceramics, but were limited by the materials available. 
 
Usually I work with porcelain and this was not available so I enjoyed the chance 
to work with the local earthenware clay. The University had their own store of 
light or dark terracotta clay that was mixed on campus by the technicians. The 
studio did not have a glaze laboratory so artists relied on commercially made 
transparent blue earthenware glazes. Glaze materials are expensive and hard to 
come by in the region, so most of the ceramics were bisque fired and unglazed. 
Although there was a lack of opportunity to train in glaze technology, the students 
and teachers had a high level of sculpting and modelling skills. These skills are 
useful because many Egyptian artists can earn a living carving and casting 
replicas of mummies, sphinxes and other Egyptian artifacts and sell these as 
souvenirs. For instance, Professor Deyaa Awed of the Sculpture department had 
a studio in Cairo where he produced life-sized sculptures of Horus and other 
Egyptian Gods in bronze, clay or fibreglass for shopping centers, film sets and for 
sale to tourists.  
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The University went to extensive measures to monitor and protect us by hiring a 
security vehicle that would follow our mini bus on trips to the University, the 
University Club on the Nile for lunch, or the University Hotel. We were not used to 
such limited freedom as it restricted our ability to walk around town. However, the 
University staff were very hospitable and organized trips to the Modern Art 
Museum, local clubs for evening dancing and music, and on the last day of the 
workshop we went on a six hour boat trip on the Nile to visit the Ben Hassan 
caves and 7000 year old paintings. Egypt is up to 98% Muslim and so the culture 
shock was great. Women, whether Egyptian or not, must cover their arms and 
legs and avoid walking anywhere alone. Headscarves are a choice for women in 
liberal, educated Egyptian families so as a westerner it was not necessary for me 
to wear one. Despite wearing more conservative clothing, I did not feel I had to 
restrict my behaviour or style of conversation when speaking to men. Most of the 
artists, students and teachers were relaxed, friendly and generous in their 
attitude towards the International guests. I was particularly grateful to the 
students assigned to our group who would bring us bottled water, coffee, falafel 
rolls from outside the university and find materials for me during the workshop. 
They even stayed at the airport for close to thirty hours without sleep waiting for 
all the artists to arrive and ensure our safe transport to Minia.  
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A lot of the more experienced artists prepared detailed plans of their artwork 
before arriving in Egypt, while others worked more spontaneously. Many chose to 
create familiar work because of the time restrictions and lack of access to areas 
outside of the University grounds. I think that it is good advice for a novice 
workshop artist to be prepared with a plan of attack because there is so much 
distraction and confusion caused by being in a new country and culture that it is 
very hard to think, let alone produce an artwork in four days.  
 
Just being surrounded by people speaking a different language, wearing different 
clothing and being in an unfamiliar environment as an outsider translated into my 
art making. I didn’t need to go anywhere to be affected. It was not the obvious 
images of pyramids and camels that I thought would influence my ideas, but 
rather the textures, forms and appearance of handmade bricks and roughly 
painted walls that captured my attention and fed into my work. The other artists 
joked that one sculpture looked like a shish pipe, commonly smoked by men at 
cafes. Another one of my models was like a crumbling brick wall but it could also 
refer to the breakfast and dinner boxes we ate at the hotel. These were recycled 
cardboard Ho Ho boxes wrapped in ribbon that contained an egg, bread, cheese 
and an orange that we ate morning and night. It was the little and unusual details 
of each day that changed my perception and influenced the forms of my 
ceramics.  
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The most difficult but rewarding element of the workshop was coping with the 
masses of students and visitors that would come into the studio to view my 
artwork in process. I was asked hundreds of times during the day “what is your 
name” and “where are you from” and it was quite amusing trying to discuss what I 
was making and why, partly because I didn’t know and also because I couldn’t 
speak Arabic. We were treated like celebrities and everywhere we went students 
would clap, call out our names or ambush us and take a photo with their mobile 
phones. There was certainly no concept of privacy or personal space! And then 
there was the dancing: more than once Jerianne Van Dyck from California, and 
myself, were pulled off our seats in the studio and prompted to dance in the 
center of a circle while the technicians and students clapped and played drums. 
There became fewer and fewer hours in the day to make any art with all the 
dancing, questions, two to three hour lunches at the Club on the Nile, and waiting 
for the mini bus and security to drive us around Minia.  
 
Despite the setbacks with time, equipment and the lack of privacy the workshop 
was still a rewarding experience. Strong friendships developed between the 
Egyptian Professors, students and International artists in the studios and during 
activities. Through conversation, jokes and socializing we were able to learn 
about life in each artist’s unique culture. The positive outcomes of The First 
International Workshop for the Visual Arts were obvious. The workshop created a 
network between Egyptian Professors, students and International artists, and the 
friendships and professional connections have kept up after the event. Most of 
the artists are in contact via Facebook, email and skype, and have invited each 
other to events in their home countries, including the Second Spring Edition Arts 
Festival, Rabat, Morocco that myself and other artists from the workshop are 
invited to attend in May 2009.  
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The conference keynote speakers, and the artists who created and exhibited 
their artwork at the workshop were able to educate and inspire Egyptian students 
to find new ways of exploring their creativity. At the moment, Minia University has 
a fairly conservative, Modernist approach to teaching so it was exciting for the 
students to be exposed to new contemporary International styles of art making.  
 
The professional and personal friendships developed between artists of varying 
ages, religions and cultural backgrounds reflect the ability of art to connect 
people. The success of the event indicates that on a global scale art can be a 
tool used to create tolerant, and accepting relationships between seemingly 
opposing cultures. Art workshops such as this are a great opportunity to gain first 
hand experience of a new and foreign culture and through daily interaction with 
people in the context of a University, myself and the other artists were able to 
form a balanced opinion and understanding of Egyptian life and culture, outside 
of our stereotyped notions of it. Art is a language that communicates to everyone. 
 
On a personal note, I think that my experience at the workshop in Egypt was a 
life-changing event. I now have strong personal and professional ties with a 
number of artists at various stages of their career. I also have a clearer picture of 
where my practice is located in the Global arts community. To see that despite a 
lack of materials, government funding and scholarship opportunities, many artists 
in places like Egypt and Romania, persevere and succeed with their arts practice 
made me appreciate the privileged position of Australian artists and students. 
Overall, Australian ceramicists have extensive access to natural resources, 
materials, equipment and technology. In addition, we have regular visits and 
exchanges with Internationally recognized ceramic artists at our conferences, 
colleges, universities and other educational institutions that mean we can 
establish and share our work in a broad global community. Cross-cultural 
collaboration is something that encourages and educates the future generations 
of ceramic artists in Australia.  
 
The workshop was a personal challenge because I had to work under pressure, 
with a limited timeframe, basic materials and many distractions. Although the 
artwork I created during the workshop was not my best work to date, the 
experience and the ideas drawn from my surroundings and co-workers gave me 
much inspiration and many new creative ideas. To see that there are many artists 
across the world working with the restrictions of culture, resources or education 
and still focusing on art as a career, strengthened my determination to live and 
promote a creative lifestyle. These types of workshops should be undertaken by 
students to give them insight into the potential to use art to make a difference in 
their own life and that of others.  
 
Professor Ashraf Abbas set out to coordinate a workshop that united and inspired 
a collection of International and Egyptian artists, and despite many challenges 
and disappointments, I think he achieved his goal. Through our art we were able 
to speak to a new audience and created friendships with the most unexpected 
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people. I would recommend such an experience to anyone willing to learn from 
another culture by traveling and seeing first hand the potential strength and 
rewarding applications of their ceramic practice within and outside of Australia.  
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Curios, Coalpots, and Comales:  
Marketing Traditional Ceramics in the Americas 
 
Patricia Fay 
Associate Professor of Art 
Florida Gulf Coast University 
Ft. Myers, FL USA 
 
 
Introduction: "Contemporary Traditional" Potters 
 
La Paz Centro is a dusty little town on the road from Managua to Leon, and home 
to a delightful potter named Benita Romero who is recognized as the best, and 
possibly the only, remaining maker of traditional comales in the country. If she's 
working that day, she may invite you to make a tortilla on her open fire clay 
griddle, laughing uproariously at your misshapen efforts that still taste awfully 
good eaten warm with a hunk of local cheese. Once ubiquitous, a ceramic comal 
is now a rare find in Nicaragua, where potters are more likely to decorate this 
clay plate with birds and flowers and send it to Costa Rica for the tourists.  

 

               
Fig 1. Benita Romero cooking a tortilla on 
one of her clay comales, La Paz Centro, 
Nicaragua. 

Fig 2. Catty Osman making a small         
coalpot, Choiseul, St. Lucia    

 
During one of the many long and wonderful hours I have spent watching my old 
friend Catherine Osman shape the sticky, gritty volcanic clays of Choiseul into 
charcoal stoves and cooking pots, I asked her what she needed to improve her 
working life as a potter. A kiln, she said, and more orders. So we built small wood 
kilns together and several St. Lucian potters now use them regularly, but Catty 
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tends to prefer the open bonfire she learned from her mother and her Auntie Delia. 
More orders is much tougher - tourism has succeeded sugar and bananas in this 
single crop economy, and coalpots don't travel well in a suitcase.
 
 
Traditional Pottery, Transitional Markets 
 

"And there is another matter which disturbs me: the way that we are often 
treated as academic curiosities. This indeed is sad. You have written too 
many books and papers about us without having the experience of the 
feeling within us." 

       Popovi Da, 19691 
 
When debating the relative merits or cultural histories of ceramic objects, it is 
helpful to be reminded of the presence of the human being who touches the clay, 
who shapes ideas into material reality, and who lives with the implications and 
consequences of offering their creative production for consumption in the 
marketplace. As both a potter and an academic, my interest is in trying to 
understand some of what happens when potters from traditional village settings 
encounter buyers from industrialized, urban societies. Much excellent work has 
been done examining and debating product-related issues of authenticity and 
commoditization as traditional craft workers have struggled to keep up with 
exponential rates of change in this globalized world of ours.2 Further consideration 
of specific choices by makers, promoters, and consumers engaged in these 
encounters may provide useful strategies for navigating transitional markets. The 
potters I have met are fully conscious and legitimately proud of their place in the 
maintenance of their respective cultures - but they are equally conscious of the 
necessity of feeding their children and enhancing the standard of living for their 
families and communities. 
 
This paper will discuss three examples of transitional marketing from within the 
broad sweep of ceramic production in the Americas - the first a well-documented 
historical case, and the latter two the result of my own involvement with 
'contemporary traditional' potters. The evolution of Pueblo Indian pottery in the 
American Southwest during the late 19th century serves as the archetype for the 
establishment of a uniquely successful externally focused market. As the Atchison, 
Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad delivered intrepid middle-class travellers to the 
Wild West, hotel shops and curio dealers created unprecedented demand for 
Pueblo pottery. Well supported by museum collections and academic 
documentation, the enthusiasm for Native American ceramics has continued to the 
present day. In the contemporary world of the Caribbean region, however, the 
domestic pottery traditions that evolved out of the difficult histories and complex 
demographics of Atlantic colonialism rest uneasily against the postcard fantasies 
of cruise ships and beachfront hotels. And in impoverished Nicaragua, the 
                                                
1 as quoted in Richard Spivey, Maria, Northland Publishing, USA, 1989, p. xvii. Popovi Da was the son of 
famed San Ildefonso Pueblo potter Maria Martinez, and painted the surface decoration on her pots from 
approximately 1950-1970. He is also credited for his own independent production of ceramic vessels.  
2 Nelson Graburn's Ethnic and Tourist Arts (1976) and Ruth Phillips and Chris Steiner's Unpacking Culture 
(1999) provide wonderfully cogent and engaging discussions of these questions from a range of authors. 
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ideological legacy of the Sandinista Revolution propelled home-based potters into 
working cooperatives where shared resources, effective training programs, and 
stark economic necessity have launched a pottery renaissance in a single 
generation.  
 
 
Railroad Hotels and Curio Dealers: Traditional Ceramics in the Wild West 

 
"There was a depot here and the train used to stop…People would sell fruit, 
potteries, and whatever souvenirs they had…It helped the people in the 
pueblo." 

Anita Abeita, age 82, Isleta 
Pueblo, 19943 

 
The success of first-generation transitions in the marketing of traditional ceramics 
can often be traced to committed intermediaries who bridge the gap between the 
village maker and the external consumer. In the case of Pueblo pottery, a cast of 
fascinating 19th century characters was headed up by a British immigrant 
restaurateur from Topeka, Kansas hired by the Santa Fe Railroad in 1876. The 
eventual family empire of restaurants, hotels, and guided tours known as the Fred 
Harvey Company provided a marketing machine for the Wild West rivalled only by 
Buffalo Bill himself. After Harvey's death in 1901 his daughter, Minnie Harvey 
Huckel, developed the concept for museums of Native American arts at the 
company's signature properties. In doing so she launched the Fred Harvey Indian 
Department, run by her husband for the purpose of collecting and disseminating 
Indian arts while also providing popular tourist attractions. When the railroad cut 
through frontier towns and Indian reservations, Pueblo potters (who had been 
engaged in some level of opportunistic marketing to outsiders for hundreds of 
years) quickly responded by actively peddling their wares alongside the railway 
lines. The potters were also hired to demonstrate their talents at the Harvey 
Hotels, and were sponsored for trips further afield at World's Fairs and national 
festivals. Universally acclaimed Pueblo potters Nampeyo (Hopi) and Maria 
Martinez (San Ildefonso) owed their ceramic notoriety in part to public 
demonstrations organized by the Indian Department.4 The hotel museums and 
sales rooms were networked with respected anthropologists and ethnographers, 
and served as a major conduit for delivering Native American arts to public and 
private collections during the first thirty years of the twentieth century. 
             
In direct counterpoint to a tourist trade supported by well-heeled promoters, the 
late 19th and early 20th century purveyors of Indian "curiosities" were prone to 
extravagant claims and blatant inaccuracies in their Santa Fe storefronts and 
                                                
3 as quoted in Kathleen Howard and Diana Pardue, Inventing the Southwest: The Fred Harvey Company and 
Native American Art, Northland Publishing, USA, 1996, p. xiv. 
4 Howard and Pardue, Inventing the Southwest, pp 68-70, 74-76, and 105-110. The Harvey Company began 
buying pottery from Nampeyo as early as 1901, employed her and her family as the signature attraction at 
their Hopi House at the Grand Canyon in 1905 and 1907, and sent her as the acknowledged star of the 
Harvey-sponsored Indian demonstrators at the 1910 Chicago Land and Irrigation Exposition. Under the 
auspices of the Indian Department, Maria and Julian Martinez worked at the 1915 Panama-California 
Exposition in San Diego for the entire year of the fair, and later gave demonstrations at their home in San 
Ildefonso Pueblo for Harvey Company tourists on "Indian Detours".  
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national mail order catalogues. Led by popular impresarios Jake Gold, Jesus 
Candelario, and H.H. Tammen, the curio dealers marketed Indian ceramics in 
astonishing numbers, buying and selling Pueblo vessels and figurines by the 
hundreds and thousands. Using the florid language of carnival barkers, they 
focused on bulk sales of exotic household decorations rather than carefully 
contextualized museum pieces. The example of the so-called "Tesuque rain god" 
is a study in fabricated mythologies shopped to frontier-crazed consumers all over 
the United States. Ordered from Tesuque potters for fifteen cents each as 
representations of ancient 'Aztec' gods, these decidedly inauthentic mini-idols 
were so heavily marketed that they eventually lost their cachet.5 Miniature versions 
of functional forms were also a staple of the souvenir trade, and Candelario's sales 
records document repeated orders by the Harvey Company for "small pieces of 
pottery" in lots of 200-300 to sell in the hotel tourist shops.6 The bottom line for the 
potters in the pueblos was that whether making exquisitely decorated traditional 
vessels or rapidly produced bric-a-brac, there was steady work available from 
collectors, tourists, and wholesalers. This pattern continues to the present, with 
high profile exhibitions by the talented descendants of Nampeyo and Maria 
Martinez in stark contrast to catalogue sales of kitschy slip-cast ceramic kittens 
"completely adorned with pueblo designs"7. 
 
 
Coalpots and Cruise Ships: A Product Out of Place 
 

A half hour more of hair-raising mountain roads and we entered the coastal 
village of Choiseul. We paused in the town to ask a passer-by about the 
pottery works which we understood has made pots and braziers of baked 
local clay for centuries. The man on the street smiled at our query. The 
people all make pottery in their homes, he said…8 

George Eggleston, first American 
to build a home in St. Lucia, 1961 

 
As I followed in Eggleston's footsteps to seek out traditional potters in June 1993, 
the roads in southern St. Lucia weren't much better but I was travelling in an air-
conditioned van with a well-informed guide courtesy of the St. Lucia Tourist Board. 
He delivered me to the home of Catherine Osman, who for fifteen years now has 
patiently and generously offered me a window into the working life of a traditional 
Caribbean potter.9 Choiseul is the name of the district as well as the village, and is 
popularly considered the cultural heart of St. Lucia. Woven through wind-swept 
volcanic hillsides that drop precipitously to the sea are the homes of potters, 
farmers, fishermen, straw workers, and furniture makers. A culture born from the 
resistance of Carib Indians and the determination of African slaves, Choiseul's 
capacity for endurance and survival has proven itself against the forces of 
                                                
5 Jonathan Batkin, "Tourism is Overrated: Pueblo Pottery and the Early Curio Trade, 1880-1910", Unpacking 
Culture, University of California Press, p 291 
6 Howard and Pardue, Inventing the Southwest, pp 39-40 
7 as advertised in the well-meaning Spring 2009 catalog for the Southwest Indian Foundation 
8 George T. Eggleston, Orchids on the Calabash Tree, G. P. Putnam's Sons, USA, 1962, p. 193 
9 For an in-depth survey of Caribbean potters including the author's work building kilns with St. Lucian potters, 
refer to Patricia J. Fay, “Coalpot and Canawi: Traditional Creole Pottery in the Contemporary Commonwealth 
Caribbean” Interpreting Ceramics, Issue 10 (2008). http://www.uwic.ac.uk/ICRC/ 
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conquest and colonialism, emancipation and national independence. The St. 
Lucian community of 40-50 potters is the largest of its kind in the region, but their 
cultural resilience may have met its match under the contemporary onslaught of 
mass-market tourism, cable television, and duty-free imports. The straightforward 
functional pottery forms that have served local domestic needs for hundreds of 
years are fragile, heavy, and absent of any surface decoration other than the 
flashing that results from the uneven heat of an open bonfire. 
 
The supporting environment for promoting traditional crafts in St. Lucia is equally 
problematic. There is no sophisticated museum-based infrastructure in the region; 
the material culture of former slaves has received little academic attention; and the 
marketing focus of Caribbean tourism has tended more towards leisure and self-
indulgence than adventure or heritage. Government-sponsored training and 
development programs focused on traditional crafts have been intermittent, poorly 
designed, and largely dependent on foreign funding. But certain fundamental 
strategies employed by the potters in adapting their production have been 
effective, particularly the miniaturization of traditional forms. One of the reasons 
pottery has persisted so long in Choiseul is the continuing relevance of its principal 
product, the coalpot. A portable clay cookstove, full-sized coalpots are still widely 
used throughout St. Lucia in combination with indoor gas or electric stoves. In 
response to the tourism imperative, potters now make coalpots in a range of 
decorative sizes as small as 3" high, and they can be found in nearly every gift 
shop on the island. Most potters also make a wide range of smaller functional 
forms, such as candle lanterns, tea kettles, and flower pots. But for most tourist 
vendors, it is easier and cheaper to order Asian-produced ceramics embellished 
with jazzy reggae-inspired designs and stamped "St. Lucia". From the perspective 
of the potters, clay work is a poorly paid, physically demanding job that earns little 
respect. But with a combined total in 2008 of over 900,000 hotel and cruise ship 
arrivals,10 a new generation of St. Lucian craft producers and promoters needs to 
make the most of this constantly rotating visitor market. 
 
While the majority of potters in St. Lucia continue making traditional vessels for a 
dwindling market, a few do seek access to the carefully choreographed tourist 
experience. Choiseul potter Irena Alphonse has become a leader in promoting 
new decorative and figurative designs, and gives frequent demonstrations at 
regional craft and gift markets. Irena has traveled extensively in Europe, the 
United States, and throughout the Caribbean region to work with craft 
development efforts and to promote the pottery traditions of St. Lucia. An 
enormously engaging and energetic woman, she has made a career of special 
orders and unique pieces including sculptures of people, animals, and fish in part 
influenced by her early apprenticeship to a wood carver. Her inventive designs 
have also been very popular with hotel decorators, whose patronage of traditional 
pottery and craft work promotes heritage aesthetics in interior design, and inspires 
guests to purchase local goods. The success of Irena's giant flower pots, frog 
soap dishes, and folklore figurines provides clear evidence that traditional forming 
and firing methods can be adapted to new markets while still retaining the rich 
resonance of cultural heritage. 
                                                
10 2008 statistics from the Caribbean Tourism Organization, www.onecaribbean.org/statistics/tourismstats/ 
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The Revolution in Nicaraguan Ceramics 
 

Our goals are to offer support, solidarity and friendship to developing world 
potters; assist with appropriate technologies sustained using local skills and 
materials; help preserve cultural traditions; and assist in marketing locally, 
regionally and internationally. The vast majority of potters in Central 
America are rural women and the core work for Potters for Peace has 
always been assisting these hard working people to earn a better living. 

Mission Statement,     
www.pottersforpeace.org 

 
As I traveled around Nicaragua with my students in the summer of 2008 with 
Potters for Peace, every single potter we met told us that his/her mother only 
made comales and ollas - handbuilt functional vessels with minimal decoration, 
wood-fired in small beehive kilns. As in Native American pueblos and in southern 
St. Lucia, prior to the Revolution pottery was generally made by women working in 
the home with the assistance of children and family members. Yet in a single 
generation, potters in Nicaragua have learned wheel-throwing, elaborate surface 
decoration, and advanced firing techniques, and are shipping substantial 
wholesale orders abroad. How do you get from household production to foreign 
export this fast in a country with the dubious reputation of being the second 
poorest nation in the Western hemisphere? 
 
The political history of Nicaragua is a sad tale of internal feuds and external 
manipulation, culminating in the socialist optimism of the Sandinista Revolution in 
1979 and the disastrous US-supported Contra War that followed. The devastation 
wrought by Hurricane Mitch in 1998 further solidified the country's economic 
fragility. Yet it is precisely during this period that ceramics in Nicaragua 
experienced a renaissance in product design and international marketing. The 
combined forces of national and foreign development aid targeted the existing 
skills and abundant clays available to local potters, and encouraged both the 
revival of historical ceramic traditions and the invention of contemporary products. 
The socialist platform of the Sandinistas encouraged the formation of family-based 
cooperative studios for the production of indigenous arts and crafts, and the 
shared resources, access to training, and centralized locations of the cooperatives 
dramatically improved their market potential.  
 
Both narrative and patterned surface decoration is a historical feature of 
Nicaraguan ceramics, and the importation of brightly colored oxides to 
complement the range of locally available earth-toned slips gave pottery sales an 
instant boost. In short order Nicaraguan potters were supplying ceramic souvenirs 
for regional tourist outlets, particularly their well-developed neighbor to the south, 
Costa Rica. In 1998, Potters for Peace orchestrated an 18,000 piece order from 
global marketer Pier One based on handbuilt prototypes from the women potters 
of the Ducuale Grande Cooperative in Condega. To meet the production 
schedules PFP launched a highly successful training program in wheel-throwing 
and upgraded kiln construction, and the throwers who were hired and trained for 
this order have fanned out across Nicaragua and set up their own successful 
cooperatives. The women potters of Ducuale have mixed feelings about the order, 

32



which in the end resulted in a cash loss - but they gained a dramatic expansion of 
workshop facilities for the production of their distinctive incised and smoke-
decorated wares. 
 
Just south of the political capital of Managua, the village of San Juan de Oriente is 
without doubt the pottery capital of Nicaragua. Of the approximately 6000 
residents, some 70% of them are involved in a family ceramics business. From the 
acclaimed masterpieces of Helio Gutierrez to the intensely detailed historical 
reproductions of Norwin Bracamonte to miniatures, mobiles, jewellery, and acrylic-
painted kitsch there is something clay for every buyer. Anyone walking down the 
centre street is truly a captive audience, as San Juan de Oriente is one of the few 
guaranteed destinations for Nicaragua’s embryonic tourist industry. Behind the 
scenes, however, ceramic export is the norm, with potters using professional 
designers and commercial shippers to facilitate orders to Europe, Central America, 
and the United States. A few years ago even Walmart flirted with a San Juan 
potter, Felipe Gutierrez, who spent $30,000 US to upgrade his small factory to 
their export standards. As it turned out, Walmart never came back – but competing 
big-box store Target (who had clearly been paying attention) swept in and placed 
an order for 10,000 colorfully striped vases. 
 
 
Looking Back While Looking Ahead (or Vice Versa) 
 
In 1999, Catty Osman and Irena Alphonse joined me in Fort Worth, Texas for a 
slide talk and demonstration at the National Conference on Education for the 
Ceramic Arts. For them, the attraction was in the goofy cowboy culture of the 
Stockyards Station where they could dance and laugh and sing country music 
karaoke. For me, I was curious to see the reactions of other American potters to 
their amazing skill with the clay, the unbelievable speed of their handbuilding, and 
their direct and honest response to questions. Over the course of the two-hour 
demonstration, the discussion increasingly turned to the future outlook for pottery 
in St. Lucia as Catty and Irena's candid answers made it clear that the social and 
economic changes in the Caribbean were not favoring the maintenance of 
outmoded traditions. The ceramic outrage in the room was palpable. What can be 
done, they asked, to keep this tradition going ? 
 
Traditional potters do not live in a time warp - most are aware and in control of 
their rapidly evolving lifestyles, and often are in fact stronger and more confident 
as a result of their cultural grounding. But as their markets shift and they are 
increasingly having to adapt production for non-local consumers, focused and 
effective assistance is needed in technical and design training, and in marketing 
and promotion strategies. The making of traditional pottery should certainly be 
celebrated as a living heritage, but must also be respected and supported as a 
viable job in the challenging environment of a developing economy. 
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The Great Work of China 
 
Danie Mellor 
 
 
The pleasure of consumption, of sharing a meal, of eating fine food alone or with 
close ones, dining with friends or even the indifferent and disliked is an event 
made all the more enjoyable (or bearable, as the case may be) by a fine set of 
dinnerware. As the meal or occasion progresses, and depending of course on the 
selection of fine china, what is hopefully revealed is a feast for the eyes, rather 
than just edible and gradually disappearing delights; a parallel course for the 
mind of history, culture, technology, genius, even blood, sweat and tears.   
 
This paper will discuss the introduction of blue and white transferware into the 
English and continental marketplace, and touch on its historical origins and 
importation to the West from China.  Why this export and import of technique, 
style and taste occurred and its implications will be analysed and how blue and 
white transfer design1 developed as one of the most popular international styles 
of ceramic decoration that became part of an everyday vernacular. I will discuss 
specific elements of pictorial transfer ware that hinted at a soft colonisation of 
cultures beyond the west, and comment on the implications of that imagery.  I will 
attempt an explanation of what transfer ware illustration may have symbolised, 
and how it reflected eighteenth and nineteenth century values relating to the 
picturing of other cultures. The activity of absorption and the integration of 
imagery as part of a western vocabulary is one of the key concepts which this 
paper aims to analyse, in so far as this strategy of absorbing the other may in 
general be considered a means of colonising through the strategy of borrowing 
and transforming that which is taken.  
 
The origin of pottery decorated with blue glaze on a white background dates to 
the ninth century in Henan Province in China. Although archaeological finds 
uncovered only a few broken pieces, it provides an indication of the depth of 
tradition on which the production of European blue and white ware was 
established. Although the oriental flavour of blue and white pottery was certainly 
part of the craze for the exotic in the west during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries, the historical weight of the decoration in all likelihood added a certain 
authenticity, an authority to its application in the West. The invention of transfer 
printing glaze from an engraved copper plate onto a ceramic support by Joseph 
Sadler in 1749 was the culmination of many years experimentation, and was 
marked by an affidavit from Sadler to ensure his place in the history books as the 
inventor of the process: 
 

'I, John Sadler, of Liverpool, in the county of Lancaster, printer, and 
Guy Green, of Liverpoole aforesaid, printer, severally maketh oath that 

                                                
1 I use ‘blue and white’ here as a broad term to encompass black and white, green and white, and also red 
and white transfer patterns. 
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on Tuesday, the 27th day of July, instant, they, these deponents, 
without the aid or assistance of any other person or persons, did within 
the space of six hours, to wit, betwixt the hours of nine in the morning 
and three in the afternoon of the same day, print upwards of twelve 
hundred earthenware tiles of different patterns at Liver-poole 
aforesaid, and which, as the deponents have heard and believe, were 
more in number and better and neater than one hundred skilful pot 
painters could have painted in the like space of time in the common 
and usual way of painting with a pencil, and these deponents say that 
they have been upwards of seven years in finding out the method of 
printing tiles, and in making tryals and experiments for that purpose, 
which they have now through great pains and expense brought to 
perfection. 2 

 
Transfer ware techniques were very much part of the industrialisation of the 
eighteenth century.  Josiah Spode in particular developed the specialised 
technique of printing designs and patterns from engraved copper plates, a 
process that involved transferring the printed image to bisqueware, which then 
received its clear overglaze and final firing.  According to historical accounts, 
Spode was born in Stoke-on-Trent, and was based there all his life, apparently 
venturing no further afield than neighbouring villages.  Josiah Spode did, 
however, start what was to become one of the most important factories producing 
pottery in the county of Staffordshire, and was one of the first ceramic 
industrialists - along with Wedgewood - to build a profitable business empire.  It 
was Josiah Spode’s son and grandson in partnership with the Copeland family, 
however, who eventually carved the highly successful niche Spode ware was to 
occupy in the English and continental marketplace, and the business fortunes 
that accompanied their achievements.3  
 
Perhaps the most well known design to have emerged from China, and then 
popularised in England was the willow pattern. Robert Copeland suggests in his 
article The Origins of the Willow Pattern that the occidental willow pattern story is 
in fact a fabrication that appealed to populist tastes, a fable made up to 
accompany combinations of designs taken from decorated porcelain made in the 
town of Ching-te-chen in the Kiangsi Province. The typical pictorial emblems 
found on porcelain from Ching-te-chen according to Copeland included elements 
now found in the willow pattern design, including buildings of varying sizes, a 
bridge, a boat and one or more people.4 The Willow Pattern Story was in all 
likelihood first produced in 1780 by the Caughley China Works in Shropshire,5 
and was widely copied in many other factories, including Copeland Spode, 

                                                
2 John Hodgkin Transfer Printing on Pottery. Part I-John Sadler, the Inventor The Burlington Magazine for 
Connoisseurs, Vol. 6, No. 21 (Dec., 1904), pp. 232-234, The Burlington Magazine Publications, Ltd: 233 
3 Leonard Whiter Spode Barrie and Jenkins Limited, London, 1978:16  
4 Robert Copeland Josiah Spode and the Origins of the Willow Pattern from The Antique Collector, 1978 
(incomplete reference) 
5 The Egoist and the Willow Pattern Author(s): Robert D. Mayo Source: ELH, Vol. 9, No. 1, pp. 71-78 The 
Johns Hopkins University Press, Mar., 1942: 71 
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whose historians have contested it was in fact Josiah Spode who first 
manufactured the design on dinnerware in 1784.6 The Spode factory attracted a 
great many artisans, whose work included enamelling, gilding, painted designs 
and scenes, and most famously the blue and white images transferred from 
engravings. Interestingly enough, among the many engravers who produced 
designs for the Spode factory was in fact a Thomas Minton, who went on to 
establish his own successful business built initially on the production of transfer 
ware and the manufacture of willow pattern china, the designs of which he had 
worked on and refined in the Caughley factory, and also the Spode factory in 
Stoke.7 Wherever the pattern was first engraved and manufactured, it remains a 
seminal development in the transfer ware industry, in that it was the most widely 
produced image in the history of British pottery manufacture.   
 
In addition to being the most produced and distributed design – and hence the 
most profitable – it was also the most redefined image that told a story, as the 
factories of Royal Worcester, Spode, Adams, Wedgwood, Davenport, Clews, 
Leeds and Swansea all produced versions of the printed design (Spode alone 
had three versions which were made from 1789 onwards).8 This is the design 
that I identify as the beginning of the mis-telling of the orient. Although the 
European craze for chinoiserie that predated the introduction of the willow pattern 
was laden with heavy handed and speculative interpretation of Asian and 
specifically Chinese culture in the eighteenth century, the populist impact of the 
willow story marked a broad acceptance, a mass intake (a mass-stake, perhaps!) 
and reception of a style that came to be Euroversally typical in modes of 
depiction, at least where the exotic east was concerned. In this way, and in 
borrowing an eastern methodology of monotone  glaze decoration, the depiction 
of a fictional orient through the use of blue and white paintings and engravings 
entered the vernacular of British and Continental visual language and was as a 
result authenticated, if only through consumer hunger and a success that was 
measured in commercial turnover.  
 
This almost speculative experimentation with imagery that not only (re)told 
stories of ‘far off places’, but did so with a kind of authority given the west’s self-
declared and philosophical centrality, may be examined in light of the issues 
raised by Edward Said in Orientalism.    Eric Hayort proposes in much the same 
way that T.S. Eliot, in referring to Cathay, suggested Ezra Pound to be like an 
inventor of Chinese poetry, Said claims the agency of the West created a model 
of the Orient that was also an invention. While Eliot was careful to point out ‘that 
Pound has invented Chinese poetry, (he) carefully lays out the difference 
between what (he) has written and ‘actual’ Chinese poetry. He emphasizes that 
Pound's representation of China will seem translucent for only a few hundred 
years and insists that ‘each generation must translate for itself’, in effect 

                                                
6 Robert Copeland Spode's Willow Pattern and Other Designs after the Chinese Rizzoli Inter-national 
Publications in association with Christie's, New York, 1980: 33.   
7 Ibid 
8 Leonard Whiter Spode Barrie and Jenkins Limited, London, 1978:143 
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suggesting that ‘the illusion of Chinese reality will fade with time’9. The main 
difference between the observations of Eliot and Said, is that the former is based 
in a literary Modernist frame, and Said’s a postcolonial one, the latter referring in 
the main to the one-sided cultural discourse of the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries. According to Hayort in Critical Dreams, like Eliot, Said is discussing the 
powerful reality effect of Western representations of the East. In some way, Said 
names the process Eliot had identified in 1928: the tendency for the West to 
believe that its literature and art accurately represented the Orient as such. 
Unlike Eliot, however, Said sees this process as moral and historical. For Said, 
orientalism means ‘the enormously systematic discipline by which European 
culture was able to manage - and even produce - the Orient politically, 
sociologically, militarily, ideologically, and imaginatively’.10 
 
Reading pottery from this period in light of texts such as Orientalism can cast a 
slight pall over what are intrinsically beautiful objects. As a keen collector of 
Spode that is used every day in the home (our three Jill Russells eat from a 
limited edition Aesop’s Fables patterned dog dish), I believe that historical and 
cultural uneasiness adds an interesting dimension of complexity to the 
contemplation of the transfer ware designs. I should hasten to point out that I am 
not in any way trying to diminish Spode china or its designs, but rather to extend 
an analysis of how even a mass-produced object that held such broad appeal 
over a long period can be implicated in readings of Empire building of the day, 
and the depiction of othered cultures. The orientalising blue and white imagery 
from the Spode factories were more often than not a mixture of architectural, 
pastoral, and even action packed vignettes. The composition of many pieces 
were usually made up of a central or main picture, and in the case of platters and 
plates, surrounded by a border that was either decorated with floral emblems or 
geometric patterns. In the stranger examples of border decoration, incongruent 
mixes of animals from countries such as Africa or India, or monosyllabic 
‘Chinese’ scenes were interwoven into its complex design.  Such a strange 
combination of motifs pointed either to geographical ignorance or largesse on the 
part of the designer, or it gave indication to the breadth of the source of imagery, 
perhaps even indication of the reach of Empire; it may even have been quaint 
artistic license, made to appeal to a common market whose taste and demands 
were satisfied by its simplistic oriental appeal.    
 
In the ‘Gothic Castle’ pattern, for instance, which was introduced by Spode in 
1824, a crazy and delightful architectural scene combines motifs from both east 
and west.  On a floating hill to the left of the pattern is a cluster of gothic buildings 
– a castle, a church, towers and spires framed by what seem to be trees and 
foliage from a Dr Seuss story. In the foreground, a ubiquitous bridge spans a 
small river, where nestled on its banks is a small temple or building of some sort, 
a vernacular example of Chinese building. Above this are two figures in what 

                                                
9 Eric Hayot Critical Dreams: Orientalism, Modernism, and the Meaning of Pound's China Twentieth Century 
Literature, Vol. 45, No. 4 (Winter, 1999), pp. 511-533, Hofstra University: 514 
10 Edward Said  Orientalism Vintage, New York, 1979: 25  
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appear to be eastern dress, one standing in contemplation, the other seated in 
study, and behind them, a jumble of trees, buildings, and the suggestion of 
another temple sitting atop a hill. While the culturally incongruent elements of the 
pattern provide its awkward charm, it is also the completely arbitrary scale of the 
separate elements in relation to one another that turn it into fantasy. The scene is 
surrealistic, a dream almost – the jarring perspective, the absence of pictorial 
logic make for a glimpse into a fractured world. The uneasiness of the central 
design however, is heightened even more by the border of the plate.  The 
vaguely classical patterns contain framed scenes from what could almost be 
excerpts from diary entries by a roving anthropologist, and one that had visited 
different continents. There are pastoral scenes from China, and an elephant, 
giraffe, antelope and galloping steed all placed in landscapes that seem 
remarkably similar. The fragmented qualities of this pattern suggest a world that 
is both contained and compartmentalised, boundaried and palatably safe.  
 
In other patterns from the Spode factory such as ‘Caramanian’ from 1809, 
towering storage vaults for grain are set in a landscape that is a gathering place 
for meetings, for discussion, for trade.  ‘Caramanian’ was a series of designs 
from a three-volume Spode pattern book called Views in Egypt, Palestine and the 
Ottoman Empire.11 It presents a number of scenes on dinnerware that are 
characterised by an entirely believable if somewhat exotic central image, 
surrounded by a lush border, with cows, elephants and a trotting rhinoceros 
circling the design. It is not so much the incongruence of the animals being 
present together in the same landscape, or the relationship of the border to the 
central picture, as it seems to ‘fit’ and ‘work’ as a figurative image – it is the 
relative scale of the elements in contrast with one another that give the pattern its 
slight unease.  There are many more patterns that bear analysis, if only because 
they are so interesting in their depiction and combination of disparate elements of 
the exotic (the Spode pattern archive, which stretches back over 200 years, has 
more than 35,000 engraved copper plates that can be used to produce different 
patterns or contemporary variations of each design).12 
 
The blue and white images found on Spode china are disarmingly charming, and 
it is easy to be seduced by the naiveté that is part of so many of the engraved 
designs. There is an underlying dimension that is easily overlooked here, though, 
and that is that all visual language which played a part in the activity of 
orientalising is implicated in the sanctioned colonisation of non-European 
cultures. Imagery such as that found on blue and white transfer ware is not 
simply decorative; it is symbolically emblematic – of the time, of people, of taste, 
of attitude and historical zeitgeist. I would suggest that an empirically endorsed 
compartmentalisation of the exotic and foreign took place under the mantle of 
Enlightenment values, and the growing commercialisation and interest in subjects 
that were seen as exotic, or fabricated to be such, would have been encouraged 
in that light.  It is here I make specific reference to Said’s use of the words 

                                                
11 http://www.spode.co.uk/History/caramanian.html [accessed 15th April, 2009] 
12 Personal communication with Head Engraver at Spode factory, Stoke on Trent, 2004 
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‘produce’ and ‘imaginatively’, in that the Orient was in effect an imagined place. 
Blue and white designs are conceptually simplistic, although the engravings from 
which the patterns are derived are intricate and even complex. On one hand, the 
imagery is symbolically one-dimensional, the world in effect reduced to one 
colour, to a reductive and linear vision. On the other, it is a romantic picturing – 
that is, imagined - of the world, nostalgic even given the length of time the 
patterns have been reproduced.   
 

 
 
Fig 1. Plate is from 'The Engraver's Archive Collection, Gothic Castle first introduced c.1823'.  
Underglaze print from a hand engraved copper plate 23cm (diameter). 
 
The project of chinoiserie – and Spode patterns may be accommodated within 
that term and period – can be likened to a kind of anthropology. It is not an exact 
science of gathering and documenting information and pictures, it is in fact more 
like a lyrical journey through history that shows the accumulation of imagery 

40



pointing to voyages of discovery that were commercialised and manufactured for 
profit. There is a gentle violence to the way in which patterns and designs were 
compiled, composed, cut and pasted and eventually used, and it is tempting to 
reference Baudrillard in his critique of the image. The connection I make here 
with a contemporary philosopher such as Baudrillard is a loose one, given that he 
writes of contemporary phenomena with an edge of pessimism. Whereas 
Baudrillard speaks of an ‘exploitation for documentary purposes...exploitation for 
moral, political or promotional ends, or simply for purposes of information’ in The 
Intelligence of Evil or the lucidity pact13, I would suggest a far more 
straightforward reason that has its own complexity, and that is commodification. 
The almost literal consumption by western audiences of blue and white patterns 
– and here we can include in addition to Spode ware such as Delft, Meissen and 
patterns manufactured in other pottery factories in England and Europe – was 
part of a commercialisation of eastern culture by the west, and making it ‘fit’ into 
intellectual and artistic frameworks that held sway in the European 
consciousness.    
 
This manufactured tailoring of culture is part of an ongoing exchange that 
inevitably occurs when cultures come into contact with one another, and often 
times it is benign, productive even. I’m not sure there has ever been an 
accusation of cultural pillaging levelled at the manufactures of blue and white 
pottery, and I would suggest that the historical archive of blue and white pottery 
in England is an important retrospective barometer in terms of contemporaneous 
taste of the day – it is the great work of china. The very word ‘transfer ware’, 
though, can be quite symbolic. During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
there was an enormous transfer of cultural information that still resonates today, 
through science, museums, art, music, literature – the fields of study in which 
knowledge and information was gathered and disseminated, transferred, are 
difficult to exhaust.  The idea of transfer extends beyond knowledge and 
information, though – it alludes also to people of different places uniting in trade, 
partnership, marriage and alliance - it was in effect the beginning of ongoing 
intercontinental and global partnerships. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
13 Jean Baudrillard, The intelligence of evil or the lucidity pact translated by Chris Turner Berg Publishers, 
2005: 92 
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Substance and Illusion: Pictorial Space and Painting the 
Ceramic Object. 
Garry Bish 

 

Does form have dominion over surface painting? In Bernard Leach’s world, of 
which I was a part, surface painting is subdued to protect the integrity of form. 
What was Leach afraid of and what would prompt him to say… “Imitative realism 
can only have a confusing effect on the decoration of pots……for the pot itself 
provides the third dimension”? The visual piercing of the surface gained 
momentum with the  Renaissance in which the development of fully–blown 
perspective had a profound influence on painting. The preoccupation with the 
rendering of objects in space was to inevitably invade the surface of the ceramic 
vessel. The superb maiolica dishes produced in the fifteenth and sixteenth 
century at Deruta, Italy for example, applied the new vision of space to clay. As 
the years advanced there emerged a visual tug-of-war between the explicit detail 
of painted imagery and its three dimensional host. The painting assumes a life of 
its own whilst the form fueled with technical advance and the excesses of 
fashionable taste assumes an emphatic presence. This stand-off is clearly 
evident in the paradoxical objects from many famous European factories (eg. 
Meissen, Vincennes) in the eighteenth century. 

Leach, reflecting on this perhaps justifiably concludes that literal illusionism in 
painting is difficult to relate to the context of the ceramic object. The painting of 
the ceramic surface must acknowledge its symbiosis with the physicality of the 
object in the round. 

Should Leach be so categorically dismissive? Many artists have challenged 
Leach’s assertion and forged innovative collaborations to yield unified objects 
that invoke a new visual dimension. 

The paper will explore the confrontation of pictorial space and the ceramic object 
in my work and that of selected contemporary practitioners.  

 

SUBSTANCE AND ILLUSION: Western Pictorial Space and the Ceramic 
Object. 

To many, the notion of applying the pictorial depth dimension to the surface of 
the ceramic object appears absurd. Bernard Leach is one of these people, being 
a staunch advocate of the modernist  philosophy that elevates form above all 
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else. In Leach’s view the integrity of form is sacrosanct, a position supported by 
the subordination of the painting, if any, on its surface. Respected commentator 
on ceramics, Peter Dormer suggests that the typical Leach inspired pot could be 
stripped of its decoration and not be irrevocably changed as ‘decorated pots are 
usually very simple affairs and could be said to exist more or less complete 
without their decoration, the decoration is an extra not a necessity’.1 Leach 
comments on the notion of visual incursions of pictorial space….. 

 ‘Imitative realism can only have a confusing effect on the 
decoration of pots and when it is carried to the extent of three-
dimensional representation the results are almost invariably bad, for 
the pot itself provides the third dimension’.2 

What prompts Leach to make this assertion? Perhaps Leach’s view is to some 
extent shaped by his knowledge of the products of European factories in the 
preceding centuries. These ceramics reflected the advances in pictorial space 
representation stemming from the ‘invention’ of perspective in the Renaissance, 
which had a profound influence on the relief sculpture and painting of the day. 
The fifteenth century was a period that advanced spatial depiction by a quest for 
literal illusionism, the realistic rendering of objects and their position in the depth 
field, in a simulation of three-dimensional reality. The Quattrocento perspective 
image, the visual illusion of a continuous ‘space-box’, became the defining 
characteristic of Western pictorial space depiction in painting. This would 
inevitably invade the surface of the ceramic object. Based on monocular 
peephole perspective, centered on the progression from foreground to 
background, the system became the ceramic painter’s obsession, entailing the 
manipulation of spatial cues such as diminishing scale and overlapping, all being 
rendered in the manner of fact, solidly and ‘bodily complete’.3   

The representation of pictorial space, aided by the development of an expanded 
color palette was applied with remarkable technical skill to the ceramic surface. A 
fine example of Italian tin-glazed maiolica, Dish: The Judgement of Paris, 
(Urbino) 1545-50 is a superbly painted and intricately detailed painting by a 
ceramic artist with an advanced understanding of the depth dimension on the 
picture plane. A popular choice with maiolica painters, shallow ceramic forms of 
this nature, having one principal face, were subordinated to image to the point 

                                                             
1 Dormer, Peter. The New Ceramic: Trends and Traditions. Decorated versus Decorative. Thames and 
Hudson Ltd. London, 1986: 120-122 

2 Leach, Bernard. A Potter’s Book. Faber and Faber Ltd. London 1967: 103 

3 Rawson, Philip. Ceramics. University of Pennsylvania Press, USA 1984: 185 
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that they ‘were supposed to abolish themselves in favour of the depth boxes 
painted on them’.4 The nature of ceramic materials preserved the unity of image 
and form albeit as an ‘analogue of conventional painting’.5  Whilst it may be said 
that the tin-glazed maiolica of the time expressed the discoveries of spatial 
depiction in a consonance of form and painting, the seeds of disunity within the 
overall expression were becoming evident in the inordinate importance of the 
pictorial image within the scheme of the ceramic object.  

It is hardly surprising that the conventions of painting were applied to the ceramic 
object. This was exposed as the painter attempted to apply that knowledge to the 
surface of the ceramic object fully in the round. The painting of pictorial space 
imagery to the wall of the ceramic vessel presents a number of challenges. The 
painter of canvas conventionally views the image in its entirety within the clearly 
defined bounds of the picture plane. The painter of a cylinder by contrast is 
required to wrap the image around the form with a seamless continuity in the 
knowledge that only a part of the overall painting will be visible to the viewer at 
any one time. Further there is the visual distortion of the painted image in direct 
response to the movement of the plane on which it resides. Spare a thought for 
the painter of a sphere upon which the curvature of the plane is active in 
horizontal and vertical directions. A Hemispherical Bowl by the Darte bros. dated 
1805, from their Paris factory is painted with a literal scene of the factory in the 
manner of a conventional two dimensional picture with clearly visible bounds. 
The apparent expansion and compression of the scene in response to the 
convexity of the wall is disturbingly inept. So it is that for the painter of ceramics 
the introduction of pictorial space presented a raft of conceptual and technical 
challenges outside the experience of the painter on canvas. It is understandable 
that the development of pictorial space on the clay wall was a gradual and 
cautious affair. 

History has shown us that it is possible to create a coherent painting on the 
continuous surface of the ceramic vessel or sculpture. The Egyptians for 
example, developed a cohesive system of painted imagery by filtering visual 
information to produce an abstracted symbol, composed of the salient features of 
the subject. This is essentially the approach Bernard Leach adopted to the 
representation of natural forms in his decoration in order to respect the integrity 
of form and surface. This symbol could be readily employed for decorative and 
narrative purposes within the formal structure of the object. The Greeks 
progressively developed painted imagery to more sophisticated levels of pictorial 
                                                             
4 Rawson, Philip. Ceramics. University of Pennsylvania Press, USA 1984: 179-80 

5 Ibid: 179 
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illusionism but always within a tight formal structure. The Romans understood 
that objects diminished in the spatial field but lacked the ‘operating system’ that 
governed the co-ordination of that diminution. This was followed by many 
centuries in which the depiction of pictorial space was not relevant to the religious 
ideals of the period. The Renaissance witnessed a surge in interest in pictorial 
illusionism that was to have a direct impact on the clay wall. The tin–glazed 
earthenware produced in Europe during the fourteenth and fifteenth century 
represented the zenith of artistic achievement in spatial depiction on clay. In the 
ensuing centuries illusory representation in ceramic painting progressively 
developed.  

The porcelains of the seventeenth and eighteenth century gave rise to 
paradoxical juxtapositions of painted image and ceramic form. The famous 
factories (Meissen, Vincennes for example) produced curious objects which not 
only reflected the advances in pictorial representation on clay but the excesses of 
formal taste.  The ornamental substance of form on the one hand and the 
pictorial virtuosity of the painting on the other took on a life of their own in a 
competition for visual supremacy. The Vase, allegorical figure of Winter, Meissen 
(Germany) 1755, illustrates this contradictory condition. A ‘space-box’ that 
contains two figures in a depth-field of landscape pierces the clay wall and is set 
amidst the emphatic material substantiality of the figure and plant-like protrusions 
drawn from fantasy. In the typical Baroque manner there is a disorientation of the 
senses as a result of this bewildering juxtaposition. It is a context that pays scant 
regard to the collaborative role of painted image and form within the total scheme 
of the object and that inadvertently provokes changes within the visual dynamic. 

The ‘painting on to a three-dimensional object can easily alter the way we read its 
shape and volume’.6 This condition is noted by Robert Nelson7 in a review of an 
exhibition of English Porcelain at Geelong Art Gallery in 2005. Nelson refers to a 
pair of Shell Vases from Worcester circa.1819 in which the painted image creates 
an illusory cavern that punctures the wall of the vessels. The spatial incursion is 
palpable and the realism of the still-life objects contained within leads the viewer 
to mistake the painted imitation for the real thing. Nelson concludes that ‘the very 
concept of illusionistic picture making defies the integrity of the vessel’.8 This 
comment recalls the modernist philosophy of Bernard Leach who considered 
such imagery to be regressive. However Nelson concedes that with a 

                                                             
6 Dormer, Peter. & Cripps, David. Elizabeth Fritsch in Studio. Bellew Publishing Co. Ltd. London 1985: 13 

7 Nelson, Robert. Perversely Porcelain. The Age, Visual Arts Review. Wed. June22, 2005. Metro Arts 8 

8 Ibid 
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contemporary mind-set it is difficult to deny the quirky appeal of these 
paradoxical objects.  

‘The picture undoes the integrity of the container and breathes a kind of 
atmosphere into the vessel that the form cannot support’.9 This extraordinarily 
enigmatic atmosphere is perplexing. The physical ceramic object is before the 
viewer, of substantial fired clay, its presence a fact, reality. The pictorial illusion 
on its surface asks us to abolish this physicality that is so obviously present. 
Perhaps the ceramic object is host to a diorama, its surface a window through or 
into which one looks! In this case the viewer is being asked to see the ceramic 
surface as transparent. This paradox casts a shadow on the unity of the total, 
‘resulting in the degrading of the existential basis of the ceramic object’.10 
Hypothetically if one accepts the concept of the pot as a unified expression, it 
follows that there be consistency in its orchestration, an order that galvanizes the 
elements that underpin its being into the cohesive harmony of a balanced 
statement. In Western ceramics, as we have seen, the transfer of “illusionistic 
pictures” to the wall of the ceramic object has disturbed the consonance of the 
pot as a unified expression. There have been some irregularities related to the 
mathematical nature of perspective and its proclivity to distortion when taken 
from its two-dimensional and applied to three-dimensional contexts. 

 In stark contrast to the filtered abstraction of Leach’s surface imagery, the 
painting in the examples discussed so far is epitomized by a preoccupation with 
the ‘bodily complete’. At the heart is the desire to meticulously model illusory 
forms so as to convince or trick the European mind of the ‘reality’ of the subject. 
This was a very conspicuous motivation in the still-life genre.  David Hockney in 
his book ‘Secret Knowledge’11 claims that this pictorial virtuosity in the depiction 
of three-dimensional objects in painting is in part due to the invention and use of 
mechanical projection aids (camera obscura / camera lucida) to enable the 
precise replication of subject. This extremely literal interpretation promoted an 
atmosphere in which the painted image evolved as an end in itself and in leaving 
little to the imagination dismissed the interpretative role of the viewer. The striving 
for an enhanced spatial illusion has invited the dissonant dynamic to which 
Nelson refers in previous paragraphs. 

                                                             
9 Ibid 

10 Rawson, Philip. Ceramics. University of Pennsylvania Press, USA 1984: 186 

11 Hockney, David. Secret Knowledge: Rediscovering the Lost Techniques of the Old Masters. Thames and 
Hudson Ltd. London 2001 
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British ceramist Elizabeth Fritsch forged a dynamic synergy in the relationship of 
painting and ceramic form. Fritsch’s ceramics represent a unique way of 
approaching the vessel form, that of treating the entire pot as an image or a 
drawing. This phenomenon was first noted by Garth Clark in his article ‘The 
Pictorialisation of the Vessel.’12 In this process Fritsch flattens the volumes of her 
forms to a couple of inches and then creates the illusion of the object fully 
rounded by using drawing techniques. One such example, Quantum Pocket 
1984, in a collaborative spatial game with painting and form manipulates the 
viewer’s perception by a clever orchestration of cubic rectangles that diminish in 
size and angle to compact and distort at the boundaries in harmony with the 
actual curves of the pot. The boundary of the flattened form becomes a frame or 
a window to the illusion enacted within surface. Fritsch’s approach recalls the 
maxim, ‘form determines image, image determines form’, in that it acknowledges 
the symbiotic relationship central to the unity of her expression. Further to this the 
visual chemistry of the combined action invites a metaphysical dimension that 
influences the visual interpretation of the object.  

The vessel assumes an ambiguous, if not metaphysical dimension in the work of 
American ceramist Wayne Higby. The bowl has been a career long obsession, a 
form that in Higby’s words is appropriate to the softness of the landscape, the 
source from which he draws his imagery. The bowl is an extremely familiar and 
‘loaded’ object with a multiplicity of utilitarian and symbolic functions. The 
selection of landscape imagery transports the viewer beyond domestic 
utilitarianism to present an analogy to a valley or a lake as events in the terrain, 
in a seamless transition from the intimate to the large scale. The representation 
of a lake as analogous to a large bowl of water is clever contrivance of form and 
painting. The whole bowl in Seclusion Lake 1982,  is engaged in the composition 
of connecting imagery and lines that meld interior and exterior planes. As the 
viewer explores the three-dimensionality of the object there is a constantly 
changing configuration of image due to shifting alignments of these planes, as if 
one is walking in landscape. The pictorial representation has that inextricable 
bond with the ceramic form in the manner of Fritsch and generates a pronounced 
three-dimensional illusion. The latter is provoked by Higby ‘using foreshortening 
and the kinetic contour lines of the vessels themselves to inject deep volumes 
and illusory planes that appear to penetrate deep into their host vessel’.13 This 
environment not only re-configures the visual reading of the shape and volume of 
the object but appears to soften its material substance. Higby speaks of the 
                                                             
12 Clark, Garth. The Pictorialisation of the Vessel. Crafts, 80 (1986): 40-47 

13 Higby, Wayne. On Landscape as Memory, Haystack Mountain School of Crafts and ‘Other’ Extraordinary 
Places. http://www.sofaexpo.com/features/higby.html accessed 26.3.2002 
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tangible / intangible dichotomy of his objects referring to the viewer’s first 
encounter as the ‘object-presence’ which is its physicality, its sensual experience 
and material qualities. Having experienced this physicality the piece opens up 
illusionistically, ‘so that it’s a release, a window or door onto another imaginary 
space’.14  

The ambiguous nature of form and surface painting confounds the visual reading 
of the work of Japanese ceramist Yasuo Hayashi. In Untitled, Hayashi’s painted 
geometric constructions in concert with a cleverly conceived ceramic form 
conspire to blur the distinction between internal and external space in a fusion of 
two and three-dimensional elements. The ceramic form is a stage for the ‘event’ 
of the illusion but is central to the enigma. Whilst there is a viewpoint that 
maximizes the strong two- dimensional illusion (the photograph is taken from this 
point) the three-dimensional entity is realized as one moves around the object. 

In Western ceramics, as we have seen, the transfer of “illusionistic pictures” to 
the wall of the ceramic object has had a profound influence on the perception of 
the form. The pictorial depth dimension has at times disturbed the consonance of 
the pot as a unified expression. There have been some irregularities related to 
the mathematical nature of perspective and its proclivity to distortion when taken 
from its two-dimensional and applied to three-dimensional contexts. These 
aspects may underpin Leach’s proclamation. However the unique ceramic 
contrivances of Fritsch, Higby and Hayashi and many others beyond the bounds 
of this essay, via a synergy of surface painting and form, contribute a new 
dimension to the visual interpretation of their objects. These artists have their 
own private conception of objects in space, their ‘object-hypothesis’,15 and have 
modified their compositions to evoke a personal spatial dimension. Could 
Bernard Leach have ever imagined this dynamic collaboration? 

The vessel has always held a central place in my ceramic practice. The enclosed 
pocket of space, separated from the external world by the clay wall, is a vital 
dimension that has been undervalued historically in the wake of the attention 
given the external surface. Contemporary ceramists recognize the integral 
importance of this ‘pot-space’ to the conceptual framework of the vessel. The 
concept of the space within is explored in many ways beyond function, not the 
least of which is pictorial incursions. The Caged Space series 2004 invites the 
onlooker to view the clay wall as transparent and observe the illusory interior 

                                                             
14 Ibid 

15 Gregory, R.L. The Intelligent Eye. McGraw-Hill Book Co. New York 1970:115 
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space as if an occupant. There is an inherent contradiction of the physical 
substance of the object and the illusory internal volume painted on its wall. 

 The preoccupation with architectural themes in my work evolved from an 
investigation of impossible and ambiguous figures, leading to an imagery that 
may be manipulated to generate a profound illusion as ‘geometric perspective 
can convey depth very forcibly’.16 Theatre of Convergence  2005, presents a 
stage on which a radical act of central perspective is played. Central perspective 
is a simple principle of space unification in that it ‘took control of the entire 
composition and oriented every receding line or plane toward a common 
center’.17 The system tends to generate a flow of space as orthogonal lines rush 
to converge on the central vanishing point as if drawn to a vortex. The stairway, a 
favored compositional device in my work, is loaded with depth cues that promote 
a radical convergence of pictorial space from foreground to horizon. It has a 
symbolic significance in the painted image beyond the communication between 
the interior and exterior dichotomy of the ceramic object. The vessels, Between 
the Darkness and the Light, 2003 and 2008 may be interpreted as having a 
spiritual dimension as the viewer is invited to speculate that which lies beyond 
the doorway. 

It appears that successful works arise from a unity of purpose, a condition in 
which the painted image and the ceramic form surrender to a combined action 
that may be manifest as a visual dimension beyond the sum of the parts. Further 
the synergy highlights a duality of perception in which our eyes can see and 
accept objects as two realities. Two minds are enacted, the one that is under the 
spell of the illusion, and another that stands outside the subjective reaction with 
an objective view. The latter surmises that the stimulus is what it is, a painting on 
the surface of a ceramic object. ‘The object is to help the spectator to pretend to 
himself that he sees what he knows he does not see, and to enjoy his self-
delusion’.18 

 

 

 

                                                             
16 Ibid: 107  

17 Arnheim, Rudolf. Art and Visual Perception. Faber & Faber Ltd. London 1972: 278 

18 Wright, Lawrence. Perspective in Perspective. Routledge & Kegan Paul. London 1983: 42 
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Lombok Pottery: Local and Global 
 
Moira Vincentelli 
 
 
Every work of art is, so to speak, made twice, by the originator and by the 
beholder, or rather, by the society to which the beholder belongs.  
Pierre Bourdieu The Field of Cultural Production (1993 p.224) 
 
 
Introduction  
 
I start with a quotation from a sociologist who has been so influential on thinking 
about material culture and its place as an active ingredient in the construction of 
social position and personal identity. In this context I propose to consider the 
history of Lombok pottery over the last thirty years, a period when it has 
undergone rapid change and moved from a clearly designated function in Sasak 
society to a more fluid state catering for outsider markets, serving different roles, 
and conveying new messages. These developments take place against a 
background where Western tastes and fashions represent the dominant values.  
They also have implications for shifting gender roles and relationships.  
 
I have considered Lombok pottery in relation to five stages in the development of 
traditional pottery:  
 
1. embedded tradition where the pottery is meaningful in a local (Sasak) context;  
 
2. adapted tradition where the pottery retains its Lombok identity but is primarily 
consumed outside the island; 
 
3. the global market where the pottery indicates a general ‘ethnic’ look and may 
even borrow other cultures or styles such as Moroccan tagines or Aboriginal dot 
patterns; 
 
4. the gallery and collector’s market where pieces become identified with 
individual creativity as in the signed art work – a direction that Lombok pottery 
has not really taken, although it might in the future; 
 
5. the antique market for old pieces which encourages potters to produce work 
that looks old or aged, leading eventually to the possibility of making out and out 
fakes1. 
 
One of the smaller chain of islands running from the east of Java, Lombok lies 
directly east of Bali. Sasak people form 80% of the population of the island 
                                                
1 See, for example, George Bankes discussion of ceramic arts in Peru and Ecuador in Hitchcock and 
Teague (eds) 2000 pp. 209-221 
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although in general they are poorer and less powerful than the 20% minority 
group of Bali and Chinese people.2 Sunni Islam is the official religion of most 
Sasaks although practices are highly sincretic fusing influences from Hinduism, 
Buddhism and earlier polytheistic beliefs in the powers and spirits of nature.  
Belief in the spirit world, both malevolent and benevolent, is deeply ingrained and 
the power of belian, or spirit healers, is still strong.3 
 
The majority of rural Sasak people are rice farmers but, since the 1980s, tourism 
based on beach and diving holidays began to offer new opportunities. Between 
1989-1993 tourists increased by seven fold (Harley 2001 p.7) but the expansion 
stalled after 9/11, the Bali bombs and the 2004 tsunami. The purchase of 
handicrafts is an important part of the tourist experience.  Indonesia is best 
known for its textiles and sculpture but, as the tourist industry developed, visitors 
began to take an interest in Lombok pottery.4  
 
 
Pottery and embedded values 
 
The idea that pottery is ‘good to think’ was first mooted by Claude Levi-Strauss 
(1988) and in most cultures the vessel/ body link is powerful. Furthermore, in 
pottery-producing societies the technology has a rich metaphorical potential that 
can be related to the cycles of life and the rhythms of nature. Such ways of 
thinking are exemplified in Lombok especially in my first category where the 
originator (the maker) and the beholder (the user/ consumer) share beliefs and 
cultural values. In the case of a potter who makes work for her own needs they 
are one and the same.   
 
With its ample supply of clay, functional pottery was made in many villages 
across the island with vessels for water storage, bathing, drinking, food storage 
and cooking.  Beyond these everyday activities, clay vessels have other more 
symbolic functions and I would argue this is especially so where pottery is a 
female craft produced in the domestic setting. Potting was a humble activity 
although it might have brought women a little independent income or bartering 
power. However in the fragile context of peasant existence pottery can play its 
part in mediating and mitigating some of the harder facts of life such as 
pregnancy, childbirth, harvest failure, famine. 
 
To illustrate this in more detail I want to look at the example of the rice pot and 
the ceret water flask. 5 Rice and water are the staples for life in Sasak 

                                                
2 Hindu overlords from Bali held sway over Lombok in the 18th and 19th century until most of the area now 
Indonesia came under Dutch colonisation after 1894. The Republic of Indonesia was formed in 1950.  
 
3 See Jean McKinnon  1996 pp. 10-12 and for a discussion of the shifting relationships of different groups in 
Lombok over recent years see Harnish  Bridges to the Ancestors 2006 pp. 28-38.   
4 Many books on Indonesian arts make little mention of pottery however Anne Richter offers a chapter on it 
in Arts and Crafts of Indonesia 1993. 
5 In this section I draw on the excellent work of Jean McKinnon 1996 pp. 52-4. 
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communities and, along with specific forms of pottery, are used in association 
with ceremonies and rituals connected with healing, protection, fertility and 
different rites of passage such as circumcision, naming ceremonies, weddings, 
births and deaths.  Ritual ablutions are important at all these occasions. 
 

 
Fig 1. Cooking on a traditional pottery stove with metal and plastic utensils 

 
Now much less in evidence, in the past potters were subject to rituals or 
prohibitions when making certain pots. The kembersan or rice jar was only made 
in the month of Maulid, the month of Mohammed’s birthday, and only by a 
pregnant woman. While it was being made the potter would remain silent and by 
her side would have a basket containing cotton thread, Chinese coins and a betel 
nut.6  In use, the kembersan must always be placed to the right of the stove and, 
furthermore, it has a special place in the household blessings at the end of the 
fasting month.  
 
It is decorated with various motifs relating to rice production and finally a full or 
crescent moon, considered to be propitious times when rice may be planted.  
This is now sometimes adapted to the Islamic star and crescent moon (McKinnon 
1996 p.48).  Talismanic objects are placed in the bottom of the rice pot and a 
woman will kneel as she takes rice from the pot.  Similar motifs can be seen on 
the Banyumulek roof finial pot, also an object for protecting the household.  
                                                
6 These are also important in other ceremonies and rituals. 
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The rounded form of the rice pot is often compared to the pregnant belly and the 
cone shaped steamer set on top of the rice pot is sometimes the subject of jokes 
and proverbs as a metaphor of the sexual act. A new rice pot is part of the 
purification ceremony supervised by a midwife in the seventh month of a first 
pregnancy where it is used to pour water over the couple.  At the end of this 
another pot, the ceret or water drinking pot, is broken (McKinnon p. 52). A small 
version of the rice pot is also used to contain the placenta (sometimes seen as 
the twin who might bring harm to the child).  This is buried at the front of the 
house with other ritual objects including the knife that has been used to cut the 
umbilical cord. 7  The place is marked and respected with occasional offerings. 
 
Thus although the rice pot is an everyday item, it is suffused with significance, in 
its making, in its form, in its decoration and in its use. We have also seen how the 
breaking of a pot can also be used as a dramatic gesture to signal a significant 
moment.8 
 
 
Pottery - the adapted tradition 
My second category, adapted tradition, is where pottery becomes a commodity 
for sale to an outside market.  In Lombok this began to take place in the 1980s 
when, following some dramatic years of famine and hardship, the Indonesian 
government looked for ways of developing the economy through tourism and 
craft, no doubt taking the phenomenal success of Bali as an obvious, if 
dangerous, model.  
 
As pottery began to demonstrate its potential as a cash earner, certain villages 
seized the initiative, became more specialised and production increased beyond 
the needs of the community.  Now pottery is almost exclusively made in three 
centres at Banyumulek, Penujak and Masbagik as opposed to over twenty 
communities where it was previously produced.  For the tourist to Lombok the 
pottery may be bought in a craft outlet or possibly on a trip to Banyumulek, the 
nearest town to the capital Mataram and the airport. There are one or two craft 
outlets in Mataram but it is not a city where tourists linger long as they quickly 
head for the beach resorts at Senggigi or the diving havens on the Gili Islands. 
Pottery is widely used in hotels to convey a sense of ‘Lombok’ identity or ‘oriental’ 
Asian luxury, but the tourist is more likely to buy a small decorative vase or 
animal ‘incense burner’ as a holiday souvenir.  
 
But most Lombok pottery is not sold direct to tourists but is bought in quantity by 
middlemen and dealers who sell it on to craft shops and ‘ethnic’ interior design 
shops in the west and for patio and garden decoration. At this point the pot takes 
on many new meanings according to the beholder and the context.   
 

                                                
7 This practice also exists in Java and South Sulawesi. (Richter 1993 p. 41) 
8 Not unusual in many societies see Vincentelli 2003 p.97 for an example in the Solomon Islands. 
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Meanwhile, with more disposable income and access to modern plumbing and 
cooking stoves, local people buy domestic pots and pans in metal and plastic. In 
a courtyard in Banyumulek the bong, or water pot, may still have a centre place 
but plastic and metal pans are in evidence everywhere.9 Thus the range of forms 
is modified, the functional wares begin to disappear and smaller and/or more 
decorative pieces increase. 
 
 
The expanded market and Lombok Pottery Centre 
 
Lombok Pottery Centre was set up as part of a trade development cooperation 
between New Zealand and Indonesia to support and empower women.10  In that 
decade of heightened feminist awareness there was increasing recognition of the 
effectiveness of supporting women’s initiatives.  With some small adjustments to 
the clay body, and improvements in the timing and care in the firing the LPC was 
able to set and maintain high standards of quality control suitable for the 
expanding market.  The key factor was to create a product that conveyed a 
sense of its origins in a particular place but which, at the same time, fitted with 
the contemporary taste or look desired by the outsider’s eye.11 The 1980s was 
the decade when the burnished surface and smoke-fired finish had become one 
of the cutting edge trends in contemporary ceramics. As Gabrielle Koch 
recorded, ‘Everything at that time was about simplicity; simplicity of form, 
simplicity of technology, about immediacy. (Perryman 1996 p.52). It was a period 
when younger potters were reacting against the ‘oriental’ traditions of studio 
pottery. Feminist thinking also encouraged considerations of women’s traditions 
most notably Native American and African pottery. The Kenyan/UK artist 
Magadalene Odundo was one of the first to develop this new ‘look’. Another early 
practicioner was Ray Rogers in New Zealand who began pitfiring in 1981 and 
won the Fletcher Challenge Award in 1983. In the decade that followed many 
others began to experiment with these techniques. Jane Perryman’s Smoke-
Fired Pottery first published in 1995 expanded the territory. 
 
The interest in craft in the Western world has often been characterised by a 
reaching back for a more connected lifestyle where objects suggest a relationship 
with nature, with the simple life and with older traditions. All the better if they have 
an exotic touch. The same period saw the great expansion of the type of interior 
design books based on different ethnic styles.  Large burnished pots were 
effective in interior designs and could counteract the mass-produced look of most 
western cultural products. 
 

                                                
9 Running water is increasingly available but as it costs money many potters prefer to use their wells.  
10 The aim was ‘to improve the standard of living of women potters and their families … through technical, 
marketing and community development program such as literacy, clean water, education, sanitation, health 
and scholarships’ Lombok Pottery Centre catalogue, 2003 
11 An early example of this is the way the black on black wares of  Maria and Julian Martinez in the 1920s  
fitted with the modernist taste for the minimalism of abstract art with a touch of ‘primitivism’ (Vincentelli 2003 
p.112). 
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Thus Lombok pottery came on the market at the right moment. Its look appealed 
to the dominant Western taste, the price was right and it was effectively 
marketed. It was important that the work had an ‘authenitic’ identity, but that 
authenticity is mainly a judgement made by the outsider, the potters themselves 
are as likely to be attracted to their perceptions of modernity such as bright 
colours and new materials.12 
 
Lombok Pottery Centre encouraged an expansion of decorative finishes without 
destroying its distinctive look.  These included tamarind spray, contrasting matt 
and shiny burnishing 13, engraving, bone inlay, and rattan finishing. 14 The project 
also developed new forms adapted for Western functions from pierced lights, to 
tea sets and soap dishes.  
 
 
Pottery – the global market  
 
Although Lombok pottery is hand-made, in some aspects the work system is 
closer to factory production. The LPC is open to responding to clients needs and 
often works from carefully measured design blueprints, in which case it is 
important that the designer understands the method of production sufficiently.  I 
watched an advisor discussing with a potter a commission from a Japanese 
customer for a clock with a drawer in the base, quite a difficult thing to achieve in 
hand-made pottery. 
 
In 2007 two French designers, sponsored by a French charity, worked for three 
months in Lombok to develop new prototypes. Sensitive to the basic process, 
they created elegant designs using the engraving technique. However the 
designs themselves have no relationship to anything in Lombok or the visual 
traditions of the island although, true to the philosophy of Lombok Pottery Centre 
the materials and finish maintain the essential signifying qualities of Lombok 
pottery, a smoke-fired burnished surface. 
 
Compare this with another Lombok business run by a family from the pottery 
village of Masbagik Timur who maintain a warehouse in Senggigi, one of the 
main tourist centres.  Children of business people (not potters), the older sister of 
this family learned the trade as an employee in an export business and she now 
works with three of her brothers. Strongly partisan about their village they 
considered that Masbagik Timur had the best quality clay.  When I visited the 
warehouse it was clear they carried a great diversity of styles – even a vase in 
                                                
12 Anne Richter records brightly painted pottery in Lombok (1993 p.44) 
13 The burnishing stones are prized possessions sometimes passed from mother to daughter. LPC brochure 
2003.  This is a very common phenomenon that is noted in women’s ceramic traditions across the world.  In 
ancient burials among Native Americans they have found burnishing stones buried with women and it is 
assumed they were potters. 
 
14 The use of woven surfaces over the pots was first introduced when a weaving village began to buy up 
pottery seconds , varnish the surface and then add the covering .  Encouraged by a training workshop set up 
in Banyumulek members of the potters’ family learnt the craft and began to produce the pots for themselves. 
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the form of a nude female figure. One brother was experimenting with different 
kinds of textured paint finishes. There were also wares decorated in the 
Aboriginal dot style. They emphasised to me how they gave their potters gifts and 
food parcels at the end of Ramadan and regretted that they could not compete 
with the higher prices paid for work by LPC who they clearly respected. They 
themselves did not have the funds to travel abroad or to train in art, as one of the 
brothers told me he would have liked. Without the government backing and 
advisors support, artistically they were working in a much more trial and error 
manner. It was interesting to see that it was the older sister who was giving a 
lead to the business and helping her brothers. 
 
 
The gallery and collector’s market   
 
Traditional potters have rarely found the need to mark their work individually 
except sometimes where they are group bonfiring so there can be no disputes 
about the work. If marketing to other villages, the distinctive design or decoration 
is a sufficient marker of identity. However many traditional potters have 
recognised the advantage of signatures.   
In a Western context the signature authenticates the piece, testifies the hand of 
the maker and signals the ‘originality’ of the art work. Among ceramic collectors 
marks have long been fetishised.  
 
Although there is evidence that certain people are particularly skilled and Lombok 
Pottery Centre picks those people out and they earn more, it has very 
deliberately not chosen to go down the road of promoting individuals. LPC pottery 
is marked by a printed label which may eventually become unstuck and is not 
even identified by village, although mostly local people would know which works 
were made in which village. The only works that do seem to have initials are the 
sculptural pieces, significantly, made by men although they are not marketed 
under an individual name. 
 
There is some wisdom in this. In villages where there is a fairly egalitarian 
standard of living it is problematic when one person rises above the others and it 
creates jealousies and tensions.15 Yet for the individuals who establish a 
personal reputation or ‘a name’, far higher prices can be achieved and some of 
that may flow down to other makers in the system. 
 
 
The collector’s market for antiques 
 
There are shops selling ‘old’ things and undoubtedly older pieces can command 
higher prices but there is, as yet, little evidence of a desire to make things look 
old or ‘distressed’ and I have not heard of any fakes. 

                                                
15 There is evidence of this among Pueblo potters, at San Bartolo near Oaxaca, Mexico or among Zulu 
potters.   
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Developments in technology and gender 
 
As in so many women’s traditions, when the activity becomes more economically 
viable it is usually accompanied by a rise in status of the occupation. Men 
become increasingly involved, most commonly in the physical labour, in the 
technological side and in decorating or what might be seen as ‘adding value’ to 
the product.16  In Lombok men are likely to undertake the preparation of the clay, 
the firing, spraying and decorating. There seems to be a widely held view that 
‘men are better at drawing’, a point that was made to me on a number of 
occasions. This perception on Lombok I think will stem from the male activities of 
sculpture and carving and that in general in the villages men have had better 
access to education and the outside world. As Errington (1998 pp.139-140) has 
noted, it is all too easy to see how the Western discourse of art and craft can be 
applied and the skill of the potter - mainly women - can be sidelined in favour of 
the ‘art’ of the sculptor or decorator - often men. 
 
This said, the most important point is that the expansion of the pottery industry in 
Lombok has empowered women. The Lombok Pottery Centre is staffed by 
women organisers and advisors, is a collective that returns a percentage of its 
profits to the potters, mainly women, and runs training schemes for young 
people. 

 
Fig 2. Women preparing square plates for finishing with raffia edging 

 
Conclusion 
 
Lombok Pottery represents an excellent example of a traditional type of pottery 
which until the 1970s was an integrated part of village activities. Development 
since the 1980s has brought expansion and specialisation in the industry, modest 

                                                
16 It is a strange contrast that in Western thinking decoration is so heavily associated with the feminine.  For 
further discussion see Vincentelli 2000 pp 77-105. 
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prosperity to certain villages and validation of a female skill. The local need for 
the functional ceramics may have declined but may not entirely disappear as 
pottery still has a role in a symbolic sense. There is a place for pottery in many 
potter’s homes in the water storage pot, the cooking stove, the coffee roaster and 
even the planter.  Nevertheless in its late 20th century and 21st century form 
increased production caters for different tastes whether as a signifier of Lombok 
or more generally of an ‘ethnic’ look as exemplified by Lombok potters producing 
Moroccan-style tagines for sale in the USA. Thus I would argue that, like an 
investment portfolio, it has not put all its eggs in one basket, but has spread its 
assets over a wider market. From the huge expansion of the industry I predict 
that individual talents will emerge from the mass in due course.  
 

 
Fig 3. Smoke-fired and decorated tagines awaiting shipping to the USA 
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Abstract 
 
The question of authenticity becomes perplexed when ceramic is positioned at 
the digital interface, and most significantly where new media is integral to the 
artwork.  The reading of ceramic both in conjunction with and through another 
medium, obviously, distorts familiarity where previously interpretation and critique 
has been applied exclusively to the material first-hand.  
 
The use of video in particular can be evidenced as an emergent and growing 
spectacle within the ceramic domain, where its location moves beyond 
documental significance to claim an integral position within practice. 
Contemporary observations can be made towards the ceramic artist that 
engages video, most notably when the video image captures either the 
movement of, or change in, the material clay, this often visually presents the 
alteration of clay as a material and addresses the notion of time-based activity as 
well as the temporality of material and object. These elements can be 
acknowledged to clay that has the potential to change, a notion that extends 
beyond the familiar subject of immortalised fired clay. The association, therefore, 
with the familiarity of the stable ceramic object becomes fluid, where essentially 
the movement, alteration, or deconstruction of clay, essentially time-based 
activities, work to distort the notion of familiarity that has been constructed within 
ceramic discourse. This challenge to the materiality of clay through time-based 
activity suggests, a form of conceptual practice that integrates the artist, medium 
and idea within the language and arena of ceramic discourse. The absence of 
the physical ceramic form, presented through representation suggests that clay 
has become somewhat dematerialised within the familiar taxonomies of ceramic 
discourse. If the physical form has become dematerialised how then might a 
medium such as video be interpreted within the discipline of ceramics? 
 
Keywords:  Ceramics, authenticity, video, digital, conceptual, dematerialised 
 
The theory and practice of video art, has developed as a distinct genre, one that 
is expressed widely within contemporary practice. Several of the critiques and 
structures applied to video art might possibly be applied to video work emerging 
from ceramic artists. This might though, become complicated by the location of 
such works within artistic arenas that project quite different interpretation. This 
paper will examine the use of video and digital media within ceramic practice and 
offer a reading from a discipline perspective. 
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Materiality and non-ceramic intervention   
 
David Cushway positions the materiality of clay centrally within his work whereby 
the intervention of other media creates a dialogue with ceramic. Although 
Cushway primarily engages clay within his works, the dialogue created with non-
ceramic media introduces the questioning of both materiality and de-
materialisation. Several of Cushway’s works, as featured in the exhibition Primary 
Object, include the use of video and other media that assist in the creation of 
controlled atmospheres. The work Sublimation (fig. 1) consists of a video piece, 
which depicts the disintegration of an unfired clay head in a tank of water. The 
video records the clay object over an unspecified, undefined period of time until 
the head has disintegrated and the clay returns to its non-characteristic form. 
This work, as with others in the exhibition, uses video to capture an event, in this 
case the breakdown of the clay object in water. The reality that this work exists – 
after the actual event - as solely a video piece, introduces a number of questions 
that address the portrayal of clay within contemporary practice.     
   

 
Fig 1. Sublimation David Cushway. Image © David Cushway 

 
The integration of other media into the remit of the ceramic artist further develops 
the notion of the de-materialisation of clay. In response to Cushway’s exhibition 
Jo Dahn remarks upon the positioning of his work within a contemporary format: 

 
Primary Object surely established that contemporary conceptual 
ceramics is now a discrete genre – an arena if you like – with an 
appreciative audience. But what of de-materialisation? David 
Cushway, like the others I have discussed, takes pleasure in making 
and shows few signs of abandoning his material. What he offers is a 
symbiotic relationship between idea and object.1 

 
Whilst Dahn suggests that Cushway has, in no way, abandoned the material or 
the physicality of making it needs to be clear that the presentation of the work 
                                                
1 Dahn, Jo. Think About It. Ceramic Review 206 March/April 2004, pp.34-37. 
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post event - relies solely upon non-ceramic media. This approach to the 
juxtaposition of clay with other media is an area of considerable development 
within contemporary ceramics in that exhibited works are not solely, or even 
predominantly, constructed from clay but consist of other media and material. 
  

 
Fig 2. Sublimation David Cushway. Image © David Cushway 

 
In Cushway’s work Sublimation (fig. 2) the process of the breakdown of the clay 
object is an event that ultimately has three elements of representation. The first is 
the presentation of the actual artwork. This consists of a one off event that is 
confined to the memory of those who participated in the spectatorship of the 
event. The second relies upon the documentation of the event through the media 
of video that is able to record the time-based element of the work through moving 
images. The third element is the use of still photography, however, whilst such 
photography enhances the event it gives no indication of the time element 
involved. The work presented in the exhibition consists of video format and is, 
most notable in that there is a physical absence of clay itself. Whilst suggesting 
the de-materialisation of the object in the absence of the material clay, the focus 
of the work is directed at the object and the process of the change in material. 
The only possibility for experiencing a simulated representation of the work after 
the original event is through the medium of video. The presentation of clay 
through, or juxtaposed with, another medium introduces the question as to how 
the theories of craft / applied art locate such work when emphasis is constantly 
afforded to the physical object and the hand of the maker. Dahn remarks within 
the text that Cushway offers a symbiosis between idea and object and this is 
highlighted by the artist where he comments: 

 
The whole process of making something can inform the conceptual… I 
am particular in that I start with an idea and then render that idea in 
the best way possible. But I do think that there are times when it is a 
combination of two things, of the making and the conceptual, and the 
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space between the brain and the hands can lead you in different 
ways.2  

          
Both Dahn and Cushway identify a connection between actually making an object 
and simply conceptualising an idea. The observation, however, that can be 
drawn from Cushway’s work is that the emphasis is not placed upon the object 
directly but upon the process of change within the material. The work Sublimation 
(fig. 3) can, of course, invite multiple readings that can be attached to the 
significance of the object and, in this particular case, a cast image of the artist’s 
head. Cushway mentions the connection between the making and the conceptual 
elements contained within his constructed artworks. He states that the process of 
making can inform the conceptual and this is of central importance within his 
work. He feels also that this is the same for other artists operating within the 
same genre where clay acts as the starting point for their explorations. This leads 
to the question as to whether knowledge of the materiality of clay is required to 
conceive of the work as conceptual within the context of ceramic practice? 
 

 
Fig 3. Sublimation David Cushway. Image © David Cushway 

 
A discipline activated reading 
 
Cushway’s connection with clay and the discipline of ceramics perhaps invites 
discipline activated reading. Such a reading suggests that the artist associated 
with ceramic is perhaps considered too close to the production of the object to be 
able to obtain significant distance. A substantial grounding within ceramics 
confirms an informed knowledge of skill and process and this is substantially 
focused upon the material clay. Cushway has this grounding and therefore 
specific attention is placed upon the materiality or ‘clay-ness’ of the object, even 
though its destruction is presented through the medium of video. The visual 
representations of ceramic destruction in both of the works therefore offer 

                                                
2 Ibid., p.37. 
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possibly different readings although the physical act of breaking the object is 
similar. Why, therefore, might different readings be placed upon the works? 
 
The notion of closeness to the object, as outlined above, is a fundamental 
element that can be referenced within Cushway’s work. Considerable 
investigation has been carried out by the artist, which focuses on the materiality 
of clay and its possibilities through extended media, including the use of video.  

 
 

Video and ceramic - conceptual or documental     
 

Several works by Cushway consist of both clay and video. An initial observation 
might conclude that the use of video is as a direct result of documental recording 
of a performance or event.3 The reading of ceramic through another medium, 
obviously, distorts familiarity where previously interpretation and critique has 
been applied exclusively to the material first-hand. How, therefore, can a critique 
be applied to a medium that is somewhat absent from the language of ceramics? 
Mona Da Vinci comments upon the medium of video where reference is made to 
the object in art: 

 
Video successfully bypasses object art, for a new emphasis on 
connectedness, communication, integers, and vectors, that could 
potentially lead to a more satisfying and complete synthesis of the 
artist’s full creative powers. Video promises the possibility of providing 
the intervening conceptual means for the artist to dispense with the 
artificial or the artifice of art. The medium’s capacity for immediacy 
symbolises “the missing link” that may fill the gap between art and life 
experience to the contemporary artist. The developmental phase 
becomes a thing of the past in the video artist’s creative output.4  

 
Da Vinci suggests that video contains characteristics that are successful in 
transcending the object within art. This is to say that video has the capacity to 
display the conceptual whilst dispensing with the artifice of art.  
 
 
David Cushway – a practical example 
 
This can certainly be applied to Cushway’s work where the video portrays the 
narrative and informs the conceptual. Particularly, however, with the work 
Reconstructing Culture, (fig. 4) the physical object is presented within the work as 

                                                
3 Rush, Michael. New Media in Late 20th-Century Art. Thames &Hudson Ltd, London, (1999) p.93. Rush 
discusses the notion of conceptual video ‘ Some other early explorations in video art came from artists who 
were already practising their own forms of Conceptual and Minimal art, mingled with the strong influence of 
Performance art. Much of early video art can in fact be seen, on one level, as the recording of a 
performance, or what came to be dubbed ‘performative’ actions.’ 
4 Battcock, Gregory. (Editor.) New Artists Video A Critical Anthology. E.P. Dutton: New York. (1978) See 
chapter Video: The Art of Observable Dreams, Da Vinci, Mona, p.17.  
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a re-constructed physical element, the remains of an event that is translated 
through the medium of video. 
 

 
Fig 4. Reconstructing Culture David Cushway. Image © David Cushway 

 
The event captured by Cushway is the destruction of familiar domestic ceramic 
objects by a hammer. The event in reality would have taken place once, as such 
a one off performance. The artist would either have had to consign the artwork to 
a singular presentation, continuously repeat the act of destruction or represent 
the actions through a suitable medium. Video is perhaps the most suitable 
medium as it is one that is able to represent the moving image as an event but 
then repeat the initial event continuously. A direct observation can be made 
towards the ceramic artist that engages video, most notably when the video 
image captures either the movement of, or change in, the material clay.  
 
The transformation of the material clay is an indication that an external force will 
be applied to alter either the material, or an object, whether immediately or over a 
considerable time distance. This notion can be observed in several works by 
Cushway, where, in the work Sublimation he records the breakdown of unfired 
clay in water, and in Reconstructing Culture where post kiln-fired ceramic is 
broken by a hammer. Both works engage video to present the alteration of clay 
as a material and address the notion of time-based activity as well as the 
temporality of material and object. In an interview with Dr Jo Dahn, she remarked 
upon the video element contained within the work Sublimation. Dahn made 
reference to an absence of the experience of the quality of material, this she 
compared to a dissolved clay object in a tank of water in Cushway’s studio. She 
also discussed the nature of video in the work and it emerged that the experience 
of time that is portrayed through video, evokes a fascination with the process of 
disintegration. This could be read in terms of documental presentation, which we 
seemed both to acknowledge, however, the looped video certainly contributes to 
the idea over making, therefore, it might also be interpreted as conceptual.    
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Video and the distortion of ceramic – time-based activity 
 
The work of Cushway might be acknowledged as being both performance and 
installation in its construction. Identification of these elements, in conjunction with 
video within fine art discourse, are offered by Kristine Stiles: 

 
Performance, installation and video often appear together in a single 
work of art, and all three media share common characteristics that 
may be summarised as follows. First, the content, form and structure 
of these, often time-based, media require artists and viewers to 
engage in and observe temporal changes and duration over time. 
Second, they include a wide spectrum of aesthetic practices from 
representation to abstraction, as well as an infinite range of styles. 
Third, they engage viewers in situations in so far as they often entail a 
consideration of, or attention to, the experience of a person or place, 
and they enhance reciprocity between art and viewer as interrelated 
subjects.5 

    
Temporal change and the observation of duration over time, as indicated by 
Stiles, forms a significant positioning within Cushway’s practice. The use of 
video, as integral to the work, allows for the kinesis of the material clay to be 
presented. The performance of clay, that is to indicate that an event or alteration 
of the material occurs over a constructed time element, is presented through 
video, a significant other within the constructs of familiar ceramic discourse.  
 
The absence of the physical ceramic form, presented through representation 
suggests that clay has become somewhat dematerialised within the familiar 
taxonomies of ceramic discourse. If the physical form has become dematerialised 
how then might a medium such as video be interpreted within the discipline of 
ceramics? In the case of Cushway, video can be acknowledged as a visual 
representation of the time-based activity that has taken place within the 
constructed artwork. Whilst this may be considered as fundamentally documental 
representation, the reinterpretation through the medium of video expands upon 
the initial event introducing a visual experience that is somewhat unfamiliar within 
ceramic constructs. Frank Popper offers his views upon the wider significance of 
video and especially video that expands beyond the notion of documentary:        
 

In video recordings, the search for dematerialised forms of art, the 
visual and social perception of the environment, the identification of 
primordial energies, forces and forms in natural space, and the body 
as the producer and vehicle of language are highlighted. Video 
recordings have fixed on tape an image of a living situation, one which 

                                                
5 Perry, Gill. and Wood, Paul. (Editors.) Themes in Contemporary Art. Yale University Press in association 
with The Open University. (2004) See chapter I/Eye/oculus: performance, installation and video. Stiles, 
Kristine, pp.183-230.   
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is not only documentary but a part of the creative moment, implying a 
visual and temporal extension of the phenomenon observed.6 

 
Popper contends that video has the opportunity to extend the visual and temporal 
elements of a living situation. This notion has particular significance to ceramics, 
especially, when the situation occurs over time.  
 
 
Video and ceramic – beyond time-based activity 
 
The location of video as evidenced, introduces possibilities for the artist to 
integrate time-based and temporal activity and arguments can be constructed as 
to both a documental and non-documental positioning, there are works however 
that integrate video that has not emerged from the representation of time based 
activity. My work Exploring Manual Actions (fig. 5) positions both video and 
ceramic that have derived from independent activity. The work explores the 
domestic setting and the function of ceramic in relation to human action, and this 
is demonstrated in the work through the projection of hand movements onto cast 
clay domestic objects. In observation of the work it is clear that both mediums are 
focussed on the same exploration of idea but this does not necessarily rely on 
the physical change of the material clay, as the objects are already kiln fired. 
What this work does do, however, is establish clay as integral to the piece and 
vice versa. 
 

 
Fig 5. Exploring Manual Actions Andrew Livingstone. Image © Andrew Livingstone 

 
The work Celebrity Obsession (fig. 6) presents the physical element of ceramic, 
which is also exposed through the medium of video. This duality contributes to 
the conceptual element of the work, as the idea supports both structures. The 

                                                
6 Popper, Frank.  Art of the Electronic Age. Thames and Hudson Ltd: London. (1999) See chapter Video Art, 
pp 54-77, p.59. 
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work particularly indicates the integration of video beyond the time-based activity 
of the material clay. This commentary within the work has developed as a 
consequence of viewing familiarity differently from a personal standpoint and 
then redefining its use to integrate non-ceramic media into the discourse of 
ceramic. This is ultimately sanctioned by the continuation of the familiarity of the 
figurine through the medium of video. The concept of the work, as the title 
suggests, is the obsession with celebrity within contemporary culture and this is 
predominantly experienced through the mass and niche media and, especially, 
through television and so-called celebrity magazines. It is these elements that are 
drawn into the work and reconfigured through the discourse of ceramics. 
 

 
Fig 6. Celebrity Obsession Andrew Livingstone. Image © Andrew Livingstone 

 
Video and the dematerialisation of clay 
 
Video seems to have been almost totally absent from historical ceramic practice. 
The emergence of video within the discipline can be actualised as a 
contemporary phenomenon with a few exceptions. The work Changes by Jim 
Melchert, has been shown retrospectively since its conception in 1972.7 The 
initial event was a one off performance, witnessed only by those who were 
present in the room. All consequential experience and spectatorship has been 
expressed through the medium of video or written evaluation based upon still 
photography. The piece was conceived and presented in the early part of the 
1970’s, when the artist was engaged with the wider research into the ongoing 
developments of conceptualism and performance art. Changes, acknowledged 
                                                
7 Changes – Performance with Drying Slip by Jim Melchert, this film work was shown at Tate Liverpool 2004 
as part of the exhibition The Secret History of Clay – from Gauguin to Gormley. See exhibition catalogue. 
Tate publishing: London, pp.15-17.   
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as a one off performance, was recorded onto video, an art-form that whilst 
relatively new, was being widely used within art practice.8 The recording of the 
performance and its retrospective presentation obviously questions the 
materiality of clay, specifically when reading the work as presented in different 
formats.  
 
Observations will notably be constructed towards the absence of actual physical 
presence, an element firmly located within the familiar spectatorship of ceramic 
discourse. This introduces the subject of the transfiguration of the actual three-
dimensional form into a reading that invites interpretation through a two-
dimensional format. This can be sited as an obvious dematerialisation of the 
material form, where a two-dimensional presentation can be interpreted as mere 
representation. The notion of dematerialisation, as mentioned above, became an 
obvious issue, when I discussed the work Sublimation (fig. 7) with David 
Cushway. He firstly, pointed out that the work, was refused entry into a show in 
Korea because it was felt that it didn’t contain enough clay content – they didn’t 
see it as a ceramic work. He said of the work that initially he was working with the 
idea of just presenting the water tank with the residue of the cast head, however, 
he felt that the work needed a piece of film, as it brings an immediacy to the 
work. In our conversation he confirmed that the clay object had become 
dematerialised as a consequence of the clay constituent being removed, 
however, he did point out that an informed knowledge of the physicality of clay 
when placed in water, would contribute to the elevation of the conceptual element 
within the work. 
 

                                                
8 De Waal, Edmund. 20th Century Ceramics. Thames and Hudson, London, (2003) pp.175-183. See chapter 
where, De Waal discusses the developments of performance where he states ‘Recording the creation or 
destruction of the object, its reception by the public or its ‘life-history’ in the gallery through texts, 
photography or video became commonplace. The art object – and this was increasingly true for ceramics – 
was becoming ‘dematerialised’.  
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Fig 7. Sublimation David Cushway. Image © David Cushway 
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Conclusion 
 
The use of video and non-ceramic media, whilst acknowledged in both ceramic 
practice and developing theoretical discussions, occupies a marginalised position 
in respect of authentic definition. It should be noted that the visual empiricism of 
the video piece Sublimation – with its focus on the deconstruction of the clay 
object – sits quite comfortably with ceramic practice, yet the format of video is at 
the same time almost alien. If a purist approach to ceramics is observed then, 
clearly, non-ceramic elements become quite contentious. Yet some of the 
elements that have been evidenced within this paper, particularly in respect of a 
conceptual approach, are elements that are recognisable to the ceramic domain.9 
The alteration of unfired clay by water and air, the exposure of skill, and the 
destruction of clay are some of the evidenced activities contributing to a 
conceptual position. It is these elements that are often repositioned by the artist 
in a realisation of conceptual significance. It could, therefore, be stated that the 
re-presentation is most significant when acknowledged within a reflexive context 
with regard to ceramic discourse. In terms of  digital media and how we might 
develop an interpretive language in relation to ceramics - the use of video and 
digital media within ceramic practice continues to grow and this will no doubt 
contribute to the development of both the practical and theoretical discourse of 
ceramics. 
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Second Skin 
Peter Battaglene 

 

Born in the early sixties in Sydney, my life has to some degree paralleled that of 
Australian studio based ceramics, craft and design. Both of us were born into a 
rapidly modernising society which enthusiastically fostered our development and 
as we grew into the seventies, offered increasingly more opportunity. 

Whilst the gestation period of the crafts may have been much longer than mine, 
we both benefited from the largesse and free spending of governments in the 
sixties and seventies. I was first exposed to clay (one of a wide variety of media) 
in primary school and later at a public high school which in addition to its art 
faculty had a well equipped stand alone pottery department. 

The seventies represented a golden era for Australian designer makers with the 
arts taking centre stage in Gough Whitlam’s vision for the nation. Much of what 
exists today in craft and design was cast in this crucible of liberal arts funding. 
Guilds, societies and associations sprang up at the grass roots level and arts 
schools, TAFE’s and Adult Education facilities appeared in states capitals and 
regional centres across the country. 

My exposure to, and education and training in, the arts coincided with this fertile 
period of funding and activity. As a student at high school, Allison Littlemore’s 
coffee table book “Nine Artist Potters” provided a window into the world of the 
professional potters, with each artists profile prefaced with profound statements 
on their practices and philosophies, and followed by a series of iconic images of 
their work. As an impressionable fourteen year old, only pictures of waves (and 
perhaps naked women) had inspired me as much. 

I went on to pursue my passion for making as soon as I was old enough to leave 
high school. My experiences would be typical of the times; in that I combined a 
practical workshop based training with experienced craftspeople with studies at 
tertiary art schools, and did so with the expectation that there was a need for 
craftspeople and what they produced. Indeed the hills were alive with the sound 
of potters, jewellers and weavers in Sydney’s in the late seventies and early 
eighties.  

Thirty three years on a vastly different world is revealed. The rapid rate of social 
change, consumerism and economic rationalism has impacted greatly on the 
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artist and arts institutions alike. Potters became ceramicists, and ceramic artists 
and craftspeople have on the whole then become designers.  

Moving to Tasmania in 1990, I undertook an Honours year at the University of 
Tasmania (1994) in order to refine my work and aesthetic, focusing on porcelain 
and the development of celadon glazes, relief decoration and applied slips. 
Based on Ian Curries methodology for investigating stoneware glazes, I used 
newly developed ceramic software for data basing the materials analysis and 
formulation of glazes, constructed a small, fast fire test kiln (following technical 
advice from Steven Harrison at Hot & Sticky) and explored a broad range of 
porcelains and glazes. 

This research year provided a much needed baseline for my practice and 
encouraged me to look outside the strict confines of ceramics practice as I knew 
it, initiating new avenues for investigation and giving me more confidence in 
myself as an artist. 

I then set up in Hobart as an independent designer maker, working outside of 
institutional support or restriction. I slowly established a workspace and practice 
over the following decade and concentrated on the production of tableware and 
individual pieces for the national craft/design market. Wishing to emulate the 
works of those whom I had trained with and worked alongside, I struggled to 
produce the required volume of unique, high quality, well designed, yet affordable 
wares. 

Acknowledging my limitations, and those of the contemporary market place, led 
to a period of introspection. Rather than being a maker who could freely and 
flamboyantly throw pots (day after day after day...), I slowly came to accept my 
place as perhaps Australia’s slowest potter, and  my obsession with detail and 
need for precision. This acceptance led to a new period of experimentation, 
where I was prepared to look at techniques and technologies I had previously 
failed to consider. 

Stepping back from my practice, I searched for new approaches to old problems 
and began to change the way that I viewed the world that I worked in. In addition 
to the many inspirational potters that I admired: Walter Keeler, Rod Nagel, Jun 
Kaneko and Lucie Rie to name but a few, I started to look more closely at the 
work of graphic designers and architects. I sought to further refine my practice 
using classical, eloquent and simple geometric forms combined with a bold 
graphic expression that used the device of scale and ambiguous positive and 
negative ground. 
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This new perspective led to the application of a new technique using cut paper 
stencils, water edge erosion and coloured slips to express graphic pattern on 
cylindrical columns, hemispherical bowls and platters via texture or mono 
chromatic pattern. Following the production of hand drawn concept designs, I 
now started to use a computer and vector based drawing programs to model 
larger and increasingly complex designs and layouts. Excited by the potential of 
what was now being revealed, I embraced the change and started to grow my 
second skin. 

Extensive testing of the variations possible with these new techniques over 
several years refined their application, while revealing the truth of the labour 
intensive nature of producing so many hand cut stencils. French curves, 
compasses and rulers along with a multitude of blades and knifes all had to be 
used to produce the high volume of stencils required. Working alone in a small 
studio under my house in suburban Hobart, I was now more than ever a slave to 
my art. 

I came to realise that, while I was enjoying exploring the potential of this new 
technique and the refinement of new works, my productivity had dramatically 
decreased. I was simply unable to produce the required number of precise, clean 
cut stencils by hand, despite creating a variety of jigs and templates to assist in 
expediting the task. Truly, “Necessity is the mother of invention’ and I was faced 
with a problem I had to solve. 

The solution to this problem was to be found whilst searching for new 
opportunities outside of my day job with clay. I was fortunate at this time (2004) 
to be awarded a public art commission with the Hobart City Council to produce 
bespoke pavers as part of a redevelopment program in a major shopping 
precinct. My initial pitch was to produce porcelain tiles which would be laminated 
(cast) onto concrete backing.  

Researching concrete (a rarely used and a relatively unknown material in my 
practice), I discovered the technique of using sandblasting to expose aggregate 
on cast slabs or in-situ pours. Further leg work on sandblasting uncovered the 
stone mason’s use of rubber stencils to etch text onto headstones and in turn the 
machine used to cut the stencils – the plotter cutter, the equivalent of mechanical 
scissors. Used by sign writers to produce vinyl lettering and artwork for over 
twenty years, media attached to a backing paper or plastic, is fed into the 
machine and moves backwards and forwards while a tiny blade held in a 
cartridge moves side to side. This dance on the “X” and “Y” axis’s will cut / draw 
shapes of breathtaking complexity based on vector drawings generated by a 
computer drawing program. 
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In time, further research led me to discover the work of the Welsh potter Morgan 
Hall, who has generously provided a wealth of information on the various 
applications of this technology to her practice in Wales. Her work with such 
technology precedes mine by many years; however the path of painful 
exploration through trial and error did have its own reward and benefits. The 
discovery of this tool  not only solved my problem of accurately and efficiently 
producing paper stencils for my practice as a potter, it provided a springboard for 
me to push the boundaries of  my practice and to project it into urban and 
architectural environments.  

This movement away from the intimate object and into the large scale 
architectural environment challenged my understanding and abilities to function 
as an artist beyond the confines of my studio. Making a cup, I can cradle it in my 
hand and use this intimacy to examine the object, whereas the projection of a 
graphic or textural expression onto a prefabricated industrial substrate and 
placement in the large scale architectural environment presents a range of new 
challenges for a potter.  

The first commission involved the hand casting of 200, 500 x 225mm long 
coloured concrete pavers; the embellishment of these and an additional 1000 
commercial pavers with sandblasted pattern were to be installed over a kilometre 
of pavement. Now rather than visualising a single object, or group of objects in 
my mind’s eye, I set off for a one kilometre journey. The following extract is from 
the initial pitch in response to the councils brief seeking artworks that would: unify 
existing public art, manhole covers, traffic lights and leave space for new works in 
the future. 

“The artwork will address the physical and metaphoric communal link 
created by the footpath, focusing on the connective nature of a journey 
through the community. Both geometry and pattern were employed to 
create a sustaining contemporary design, unifying the pavement with 
existing as well as future art works. The uniformity and proximity of the laid 
pavers is intended to aid the notion of a journey, with the device of pattern 
providing both movement and interest. The design draws the viewer along 
the span of the project with an evolving journey expressed by changes in 
colour, texture, shape, and scale at each interval”. 

 
The lateral application of my practice into such a different environment 
immediately introduced a new pallet of materials, processes and necessary 
collaborations with a range of subcontractors. Fortunately, concrete is in many 
ways compositionally related to ceramics and shares many of the base materials. 
The difference lies in its reliance on a catalytic reaction activated by water rather 
than temperature. The processes of mould making and casting remain the same 
but employ new materials and fabricating techniques. 
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Collaborating with, and working alongside a range of trades people, architects 
and engineers has  been a highly rewarding experience, and continues to reveal 
fresh, challenging opportunities for the embellishment and application of 
prefabricated substrates in a broad range of interior and exterior architectural 
environments. New working parameters and materials has made it essential that 
I understand the processes and techniques of project management and of 
working as part a larger creative team within a construction schedule. As an artist 
working alongside subcontractors on larger construction sites, I am grateful for 
the support and assistance that I have received and the enthusiasm and talent of 
the tradespeople involved. The application of the artwork onto the urban fabric 
and architectural builds relies heavily on the inventiveness and skill of these 
people. 
 
Collaborative projects, new materials and techniques, new environments, new 
scales and new aesthetic values have in turn informed and influenced my 
practice with clay. Sandblasting has revealed great potential for expressing 
pattern and textural graphics onto my ceramic practice. Experimenting with 
various blasting media, tests revealed that blasting can be an incredibly brutal 
and unforgiving, but by playing with pressure and variations in clay and glazes, it 
became possible to achieve a high degree of control and flexibility in its 
application. 
 
The lateral application of technology did not however fundamentally change any 
of the process, traditional or otherwise that I had previously employed in my 
practice. Other than the modern lightweight insulating brick in my kiln, my electric 
wheel is the technological highlight of my craft. My clay is wedged by hand, pots 
are hand thrown and turned, and any stencil, plotter cut or cut by hand, has to be 
hand placed on the pot and carefully removed. An application of hundreds of 
individual elements on one piece is not unusual and the handmade element has 
actually increased.  

The machine has however, relieved me of a monotonous and tiring task. I still cut 
stencil prototypes by hand to more accurately grasp what might be problematic in 
its scale or application to the form. Once these practical and aesthetic 
refinements have been made, I rely on the machine’s precision and speed to cut 
the stencils 

The history of ceramics and its traditions has always influenced subsequent 
developments in its practice both technologically and aesthetically. This 
accumulative tradition provides the foundation from which my practice continues 
to develop, new technologies making it possible to realize in clay and other 
materials, ideas that would not be either practical or possible without them. The 
plotter cutter and the aesthetic that this new tool has made possible have led to a 
diversification of my practice with regard to scale and media.  
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Abstract 
 
This paper is based on two major studies. The first is a study of paper-composite 
porcelain and ash-combined porcelain as sustainable ceramic materials, while 
the second study is an investigation of artists’ and the public’s experiences of 
sustainable ceramics. The first study included the material characterisation of 
paper-composite porcelain, as well as design prototypes and art objects made 
from paper-composite porcelain and ash-combined porcelain. The purpose was 
to establish how the materials could be used in ceramic art and design creations. 
The scientific studies of paper-composite porcelain and the artistic applications of 
paper-composite porcelain and ash-combined porcelain are briefly described. 
The second study focused on user experiences of sustainable ceramics. 
According to the results of this study, 90% of ceramists are experienced in 
working with various types of sustainable materials, however only 10% of them 
use the materials regularly. 67% of the public responded that they had not 
realised that there were any ecological ceramic products made from sustainable 
materials. The results indicate that communication is lacking between 
researchers, academics, artists and the public.  
 
Keywords: Communication; Investigations; Sustainable ceramics; 
Understanding; User experiences. 
 
 
1. Introduction 

 
Sustainable design, eco-design, or environmentally-conscious design is a 
concept of designing physical objects, the built-up environment and services to 
comply with the principles of economic, social and ecological sustainability. The 
key to sustainability is to establish the capability for natural and cultural systems 
to evolve over time. A sustainable approach to design considers the impact of 
each design choice on the natural and cultural resources of the local, regional 
and global environments. This idea can be applied not only to the field of ceramic 
art and design, but also to entire academic areas. 
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The developments of sustainable products and environmental issues have 
become increasingly important in Sweden and Europe. In the field of ceramics, 
this issue is particularly problematic. 
 
In Sweden, most ceramic materials have to be imported. Furthermore, ceramic 
industries are in stiff competition, since the country has a small domestic market 
and high labour and production costs. This phenomenon is not only limited to the 
Swedish domestic market, but can also be seen throughout all Scandinavian 
countries, where there are small populations with small domestic markets. As a 
result, most of the major ceramic industries have moved their factories to Asia 
and other countries with lower production costs, leaving only the management 
and design units in Sweden.  
 
The challenge of sustainability is a source of pressure to the ceramic industry 
because ceramic production has certain limitations in regards to the concept. 
Ceramic production is heavily based on the use of natural resources. Clay comes 
from soil, which is a mixture of various minerals, the mining of which can cause 
changes in the ecosystem. The materials are transported from one country to 
another via polluting transportation. Chemicals from the different materials used 
in ceramic production can pollute water. The firing process requires energy and 
can cause air pollution and damage the environment. In addition, traditional 
ceramics are fragile and difficult to be renewed, recycled or repaired; for this 
reason, they have a limited product lifetime. The production of sustainable 
ceramic art and design product is therefore a challenge to both artists and 
industry.  
 
Ceramics, based on clay, is a one of the longest used and most traditional 
materials among all the materials we use today. Because of its long history, 
people’s hesitation to using recycled materials in ceramic products may not easily 
be changed. For example, not everyone will be willing to replace their everyday 
dining tableware, such as traditional porcelain coffee cups and saucers, with eco-
ceramic products produced from recycled materials. However, an approach with 
a good design concept and related products would be invaluable in removing 
barriers between users and designers. This means that it is important to 
understand how such products are viewed by both artists and the public, not only 
for the creative aspects of ceramic practice, but also for the improvement of 
ceramic art and design education, research and the industry. 
 
Although Sweden and EU governments are encouraging the use of 
environmentally friendly products and all educational sectors are involved with 
sustainable issues, it appears that there  is a lack of information about both 
sustainable ceramic materials and related products, whether in the educational 
sector (educators, students, researchers and other academic staff) or in the 
public sector (artists and public officials). As in many other design-related fields, 
the user experience is also of importance in ceramic art and design. This raises 
the question of identifying both artists’ and the public’s experiences and 

79



perceptions of sustainable ceramics in order to support the artistic practice, 
industry, education and future research in the field of ceramic art and design and 
promote the development of sustainable ceramics. 
 
 
2. Paper-composite porcelain and ash-combined porcelain 
 
In the ceramic practice, clay is a major tool with which artists and designers 
create artefacts and design products. Many clay bodies are being developed for 
various proposes and artists are applying these to new creations. Recycled and 
other sustainable materials have received much interest from ceramic artists in 
recent years. This study looked at two types of sustainable clay bodies, paper-
composite porcelain and ash-combined porcelain. The study on paper-composite 
porcelain focused on the options for design applications, the material 
characteristics and physical properties, while the ash-combined porcelain 
focused on the testing of its workability in artistic applications. 
 
Ceramics is the oldest and most permanent plastic material used in cultural 
production. Despite its susceptibility to shaping in its green state, its fired finish 
remains unspoiled, smooth and delicate throughout thousands of years. This 
permanence thus becomes a part of the material’s essential qualities. However, 
ceramics has technical shaping limits which have been overcome by adding 
paper to clay in modern art ceramics. 
 
Clay, in combination with natural fibres, has been used to make unfired bricks 
since the beginning of the Neolithic period, 10,000 years ago (Peterson, 1995). In 
the 1970s, the artist Rauschenberg mixed adobe clay with seeds, powdered gum 
and paper pulp to get dry strength for artistic purposes (Lightwood, 2000). In the 
1990s, Paper clay (Soong and Ling, 1995; Gault, 1998) was introduced to the 
ceramic art field by several potters. The term “Paper-composite porcelain” (Kim, 
2004; 2006a and 2006b) stands for any kind of porcelain that consists of plant-
based fibre pulp and mineral additives. The introduction of paper clay to the field 
of ceramic art has resulted in more independence in the artistic process. 
Conversely, new problems follow new materials, particularly when the 
characteristics or properties of the material have remained undetermined. The 
purpose of this research was to obtain reliable knowledge of the properties of 
paper-composite porcelain. 
 
In this study, the paper-fibre contents were 50%, 70% and 90% in volume (as 
6.8%, 14.6% and 39.8% in weight). Only waste paper was used to produce the 
paper-composite porcelain and the main firing temperature was as high as 
1350°C. 
 
The study of paper-composite porcelain involved a combination of practical 
artistic experiments and laboratory experiments used within material science. 
The technical studies qualitatively investigated the material characteristics and 
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microstructures using X-ray diffraction and scanning electron microscopy. The 
qualitative physical properties tests involved different casting body recipes, 
production methods and firing temperatures. Quantitative studies were used to 
measure and analyse the properties of porcelain and paper-composite porcelain. 
The artistic experiments involved the development of a slip casting method which 
recycled the excess water from the process.  
 
The results provide new knowledge of paper-composite porcelain by identifying 
the reinforcement role of paper fibre in the formation and fabrication stages. The 
study revealed that a fibrous structure was created in the paper-composite 
porcelain body in both its green and fired states. The fibrous structures displayed 
strongly binding, interlocking fibres and fibrous bridging, forming a support 
structure for the ceramic objects. It was found that mineral compounds in the 
added paper are transformed during firing and make an essential contribution to 
the special properties of the paper-composite porcelain. The calcite from the 
recycled papers melted with the kaolinite during the firing process and 
transformed to anorthite, which was identified in the microstructure of the paper-
composite porcelain in the fired state. The structures of fired paper-composite 
porcelain bodies had special fibre binders covered with anorthite. Slip casting of 
various tableware models showed that there was significantly less cracking, 
warping, bending and deformation of the paper-composite porcelain than of the 
mother porcelain. Furthermore, sharp angles and fine lines and surfaces were 
obtained even with the highest paper-fibre content used (90% in volume). Paper-
composite porcelain had the same whiteness as ordinary porcelain, but it had a 
silkier lustre and was more translucent when glazed (Figure 1).  
 

  
 

Fig 1. A serving set consisting of four different 
items. Paper-composite porcelain 90% in volume. 

Fig 2. A ceramic sculpture. Ash-combined 
porcelain 50% in weight. 

 
The artistic exploration of ash-combined porcelain looked at mixing the by-
products up to 50% in weight with a traditional porcelain body to test the 
workability and application as a sustainable clay body for aesthetic expressions.  
 
A major material of ash-combined porcelain in this study is based on the by-
products of a bio-energy station (ENA Energi AB in Enköping) in Sweden. Two 
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types of by-products were used: Fly ash and bottom ash. The recycled 
substances were mixed with a clay body ranging between 5% and 50% in weight 
and the main firing temperature was as high as 1360°C.  
 
According to the recalculated oxides (wt.%) of the fly ash and bottom ash, SiO2 
was the largest chemical component in both ashes, with the fly ash having 30% 
and the bottom ash having 66%. The CaO content was 25% in the fly ash and 
9% in the bottom ash. Undesirable substances from the bottom ash were 
removed by sieving before mixing with the porcelain slip. The bottom ash mixed 
slip gave a tougher texture after firing than the fly ash mixed slip, however the 
latter was stronger in both the green and firing states. The bottom ash was easier 
to mix with slip than the fly ash; it was also easier to remove the bottom ash 
casting body from the mould than that of fly ash. The fly ash gave a very shiny 
and fine texture and a smooth surface after firing (Figure 2). The weight loss was 
higher in fly ash than in bottom ash in all the quantities of mixtures. 
 
To maintain the sustainability in this study, only raw materials produced within 
Europe were used in the production of both the paper-composite porcelain and 
the ash-combined porcelain so as to limit transportation, use less fuel, cause less 
traffic-related environmental damage and make use of local labour. Paper-
composite porcelain and ash-combined porcelain, with their applications in 
artistic practice, can be developed in an artistic context to produce sustainable 
ceramic products.  
 
 
3. User experiences of sustainable ceramics 
 
In order to understand the perceptions of artists and the public of products 
produced with sustainable ceramic materials, as well as their experiences of such 
materials, interviews and surveys were conducted between November 2008 and 
April 2009 in Sweden. The total number of respondents was 100, of which 50 
responded in interviews and 50 responded via questionnaires. The interview and 
the questionnaire both contained the same questions in order to enable the 
results to be compared on an equal footing. Instead of voice recordings, interview 
responses were entered on the questionnaire form while the interview was 
conducted. The questionnaires were distributed in two languages, therefore the 
respondents could choose between English and Swedish depending on the 
language with which they were more familiar.  
 
The responses were obtained from a natural selection of people and the 
interviews and questionnaires served as qualitative and quantitative methods of 
evaluation. The collected data was evaluated as a comparative analysis in order 
to obtain a more objective view of the results.  
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The ages ranged between 23-78. 27% of the samples were men and 73% 
women. 69% of the respondents were Swedish and 31% were non-Swedes. 66% 
of the respondents had Bachelor’s and/or Master’s degrees. 
 
 
3.1. Experiences by ceramic artists 
 
In the results of this study indicate that 90% of the ceramic artists who 
participated in the investigation had another job alongside their work as ceramic 
artists. The artists have from 2 – 22 years’ experience in the practice of ceramic 
art. 90% of them have used some type of sustainable or recycled materials in 
their artistic practices, however only 10% of the artists used those materials 
regularly. 70% of the artists mix the materials with either stoneware or porcelain 
clay themselves. 80% have worked with paper clay and 90% mix the paper clay 
themselves. 50% use paper clay or sustainable materials when they making 
sculptures and 10% use it for making large plates, reliefs, large tiles, etc. 
Although 53% of the artists were either very satisfied or satisfied with paper clay 
(material quality, technical functions, working and forming process, and 
aesthetics, e. g., shape, colour, texture), 90% of the artists said that they had 
problems with the texture or colour of paper clay, difficulties working with the high 
amount of paper, or difficulties in making the surface smooth. 60% of the artists 
want to use sustainable materials in the future and wish for stronger as well as 
lighter weight materials. The result showed that much of the previous research on 
paper clay or sustainable materials were not well applied or distributed in their 
artistic practices. 
 
 
3.2. The public experiences 
 
This study was based on a need to investigate the public’s attitudes to, and 
experiences of eco-ceramic products made from sustainable materials,  to 
capture the problems experienced with current sustainable ceramic products and 
to discover the potential of new sustainable design concepts and products. The 
results of this investigation are significant, particularly since 67% of the 
respondents had either never heard about eco-ceramics or had not got any 
information about ceramic products made from sustainable materials. 100% of 
those who had bought eco-ceramic products and thus could relate their 
experiences (mugs and bowls only) responded that they were either very 
satisfied or satisfied with the material quality, physical functions and aesthetics of 
the products. 50% of them thought the products were too expensive. 78% were 
willing to buy eco-ceramic products if they knew such products were in the 
market, although 22% were hesitant to buy products that were made from 
recycled materials. While 78% of the respondents said that they were aware of 
environmental issues, 11% still said that they did not care about the issues. 56% 
wished to get better information about eco-ceramic products and wanted them to 
be visible in the markets. 44% wished to be motivated to buy eco-ceramic 
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products: not only should the price not be more expensive than other usual 
products, but the eco-ceramic products should have better functionality and 
better aesthetic forms. 
 
The results of this investigation showed that the most serious problem is the lack 
of information about eco-ceramics made from sustainable materials and 
communication with the public. Furthermore, most eco-ceramic products are 
comparatively expensive for consumers to purchase. From the results, limited 
understandings of sustainable materials notwithstanding, consumers are 
apparently not only put off by the prices, but also by other aspects. Eco-products 
made from recycled materials are apparently less attractive, the physical strength 
or quality is considered to be worse, and there is too little information available to 
consumers about sustainable materials and eco-ceramic products in comparison 
to the usual products.  
 
 
4. Conclusions  
 
This paper identified a variety of problems including the perspectives of artists 
and the public on using sustainable materials in the practice of ceramic art and 
design, the current position of sustainable ceramic products in the market, 
research and education. It is still difficult to incorporate recycled eco-products into 
the field of ceramic art and design, since there are no established forms of 
education or research in this area compared to the other design fields. For this 
reason, ceramic artists and the public do not have a sufficient grasp of 
sustainable ceramic materials and eco-products to be able to use them in their 
professional practices or to choose to buy them.  
 
The results of this paper are: (1) the revelation of user experiences of sustainable 
ceramics which could lead ceramic artists, academics and industries to develop 
new ideas, (2) the provision of insight into people’s expectations and experiences, 
inspiration to improve organisational thinking and the innovative processes of 
ceramic creations, and (3) suggestions for further development of sustainable 
ceramics. The results of the investigation of user experiences can therefore be 
used as valuable information for future research, education and practice and 
education in the field of ceramic art and design.  
 
With respect to research on eco-ceramic products, the development of 
sustainable materials has a high potential, since the composite can be mixed with 
a variety of wastepaper and plant ashes to improve or reinforce the absence of 
certain materials. There are many other sustainable materials in ceramics than 
just recycled paper.  However, it is important to maintain sustainability in the 
production process. In some cases, the use of recycled materials in ceramic 
creation is far beyond where purely technological and economic considerations 
would have led. Moreover, it is not true that increased recycling is always 
environmentally better. 
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The results of this study show that efficient communication between 
artists/producers and consumers is urgently needed, as is the sharing of 
knowledge between academics and artists. It would not only enable ceramic 
artists and industries to meet the current demands of sustainable ceramic 
products in markets, but also provide a base for a more effective form of 
sustainable ceramics research and improved pedagogical approaches in the field 
of ceramic art and design. 
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Archaeology, Heritage and the Holy Buddhist Monk: 
The Collection of Ancient Ceramics at Wat Bo in Cambodia. 
 
Jane Calthorpe 
 
 
This paper is about a collection of ceramics at Wat Bo, a Buddhist teaching 
monastery in the town of Siem Reap in Cambodia. In October and November 
2006 I worked at the monastery with a young Cambodian archaeology graduate, 
Kesornicole Pen, where we made a catalogue in English of the five-hundred 
earthenware vessels on display there. Ms Pen had already produced a catalogue 
in Khmer so our task was to translate her work, check the measurements, 
rephotograph as many ceramics as possible and most importantly, include a 
measurement scale in the image. The next task was to make a digital record so 
that the information could be made readily available as a DVD. Finally, I hope by 
the end of this year to have the English version of the catalogue available on the 
Internet via the Fisher Library at the University of Sydney. 
 
My introduction to ceramics in Cambodia began when I started working as a 
volunteer for The Greater Angkor Project (GAP), initiated by Prof Roland Fletcher 
of the Department of Archaeology, University of Sydney with his French 
counterpart Dr Christophe Pottier, director of The Ecole Francaise d’Extreme 
Orient (EFEO) in Siem Reap, in collaboration with the Cambodian heritage 
authority, APSARA. My role was to assist Dr Aedeen Cremin in her work 
analysing the ceramics from the GAP surveys and excavations. To quote Dr 
Cremin “our ceramic work differs from that of most other teams since we take 
particular note of the domestic earthenwares which are generally considered to 
be of little account” (Cremin 2009). High fired glazed vessels are where most 
ceramic investigations have focused and it is only recently that current academic 
studies have started to include low fired domestic ware. The earthenwares at Wat 
Bo are thought to be more than two thousand years old, which means they 
predate the better known Angkorian period by about one thousand years. 
 
Clay water jars and cooking pots were essential equipment for cooking rice, the 
staple food eaten in South East Asia for thousands of years and indeed because 
of the high cost of electricity they are still use today throughout Cambodia. They 
are used until they break and then discarded and these broken shards are what 
was found in the digs. The collection at  Wat Bo differs from this pattern, it is  
unusual because the pots are intact. In general, they are round bottomed, 
sparsely decorated or undecorated water jars and cooking pots that were made 
specifically for burial in a cemetery. They seem not to have been used for 
cooking. 
 
Another feature of the collection that is unusual is that it is housed at a ‘wat’, the 
Khmer word for a pagoda or monastery, the place where monks live and religious 
ceremonies take place. Wat Bo is a rambling collection of buildings in a spacious 
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garden setting that includes shrines, domestic quarters, a dining pavilion, 
teaching facilities and the Preah Vihear. This is the most important shrine or 
temple for prayer and Wat Bo is famous for its late C19th/earlyC20th murals 
depicting scenes illustrating the Reamker, the Khmer version of the Ramayana. 
In the book ‘Wooden Architecture of Cambodia,’ Marie Gamonet describes it 
thus: “under the guidance of an uncommonly active venerable monk, Lok Ta Pin-
Sem, it has become a lively place of learning, offering valuable religious teaching 
as well as a broader curriculum of more general subjects and training in art” 
(Gamonet 2006).  
 

 
 
My first meeting with the Venerable Pin-Sem was in January 2006 when I went to 
Wat Bo to see the collection of Angkorian and pre-Angkorian ceramics and 
artefacts. I was especially interested in the kendis because I like the form and 
they are unique to Asia. Lokta Pin-Sem doesn’t speak English but with the help of 
friends I was able to put forward a proposal asking his permission to photograph 
the earthenware collection, to which he agreed.  
 
In October 2006 I returned to Siem Reap and began a fascinating period of 
intense work that lasted for 2 months. During this time I was introduced to the 
protocols, rhythms and routines of a working monastery. Working six days a 
week, from 7.00am to midday we sat on mats on the tiled floor in the ceramics 
pavilion and catalogued the pots. The pavilion is a multi-purpose building and as 
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we were on the ground floor, numerous daily activities took part around us. 
People were coming and going all the time. The students living quarters are 
upstairs and they went off to school and returned at midday for their cooked 
lunch.  Monks have their quarters leading off from the main hall and the head 
monks have their living space and prayer shrine upstairs. Art students worked 
outside on the veranda making decorative temple sculptures in cement. Tourist 
groups would arrive to see the ceramics and local school children sometimes 
appeared, mostly fascinated by the collection of bones and skulls that are kept in 
one of the cabinets. We knew when it was lunchtime for the monks because the 
dog that kept us company all morning suddenly disappeared, returning later to 
sleep off his feed. It was a friendly, informal atmosphere but highly unusual for 
the monks and students to have two women researchers working in their space 
on a daily basis. 
 
Lok Ta Pin-Sem is a  remarkable Cambodian man of great vision. He is a 
survivor of Democratic Kampuchea which killed most of Cambodia’s scholars, 
wiped out monastic libraries and destroyed the cultural institutions established 
under the French Protectorate (1863-1954)(Cremin 2009). He is a highly placed 
Buddhist monk with many temple and community responsibilities including the 
spiritual education of the monks and his students. He encourages the study of 
music, dance, sculpture and traditional shadow puppet performance and he 
cultivates a wonderful plant collection; ferns orchids and bonsais in pots that 
surround his outdoor meditation pavilion. (Sometimes when we needed to find 
him and asked the other monks where he was they would say “in the forest”).  
And, in response to his concerns at the loss of Cambodia’s cultural heritage 
through looting he has started a collection of artefacts that includes the ceramic 
collection. As much as possible it is stored in specially built locked cabinets and 
is accessible for anyone to see. 
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During the horrific times of civil war and great unrest (1970 –1989), when he was 
a refugee on the Thai border, Lok Ta Pin-Sem saw at first hand how much of his 
country’s Angkorian cultural heritage was being looted and traded onto the 
international market. In this time archaeological records were burnt, ceramics 
were ground underfoot and bronzes were destroyed (Cremin 2009). The Paris 
Peace Agreement of 1991 brought democracy to Cambodia but now in the 
twenty-first century, society is battling poverty and corruption. So it came as no 
surprise when a major site of historic significance was unearthed in May 2000 
during excavations for road works in the north western province of Banteay 
Meanchey, that the government took virtually no action to protect the heritage 
site. Looters were able to move in very fast using metal detectors. They 
destroyed everything searching for bronze objects that were buried along with 
semi precious stones, glass beads and the ceramics. Local authorities were 
powerless to stop them and it is thought the looters had military protection. As a 
consequence irreplaceable archaeological information was destroyed and untold 
amounts of cultural heritage was removed by local villagers, for sale, mainly to 
dealers from Thailand. 
 
In 2001, disgusted by the lack of government action, Lok Ta Pin-Sem took the 
unusual step of going to the area personally and with funds raised from the 
community he purchased 500 ceramic vessels, hired two trucks and transported 
them back to Siem Reap. Since that time the pots have been cleaned, a lot of 
accumulated material has been removed from both the interior and exterior and 
some were marked with a sticker noting in Khmer who donated money for the 
purchase, how much, where and when etc. The tragedy is that they lack any 
archaeological context and without this there are difficulties with dating, 
provenance and authenticity. The collection is valuable for the purposes of 
reference and comparison and of course they are aesthetically beautiful: large, 
functional, elegant pots, that although simple are technically sophisticated and 
have survived intact for hundreds of years.  They are hand-made using a paddle 
and anvil then smoothed with a leaf or cloth. Mostly they have minimal 
decoration, are strong and light. Generally they are low fired although some 
examples showed evidence of higher firing, perhaps in some kind of covered kiln. 
 
In December 2007 Ms Pen and I gave a paper at an international ceramics 
conference held at the Center for Khmer Studies in Siem Reap (Calthorpe 2008). 
At the conference I met Dr Dougald O’Reilly of the archaeological faculty of the 
Royal University of Phnom Penh and also a member of the GAP team. Dr 
O’Reilly is the founder of a Non Government Organisation (NGO) called Heritage 
Watch, which he started in 2003 as a response to the destruction of Cambodia’s 
cultural heritage. He has recently been awarded The Archaeological Institute of 
America’s Conservation and Heritage Award for his work in Cambodia (Kenny 
2009). He told me that he was ambivalent about Wat Bo holding such a collection 
because he felt the material was compromised by the lack of context and 
because Wat Bo does not have the funds to properly document, maintain and 
conserve such a collection.         
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Heritage Watch has implemented a range of projects to end the illicit excavation 
and trade in antiquities. One that is current is a Heritage Friendly Tourism 
Campaign which aims to raise awareness of the importance of travellers 
practising responsible tourism when visiting sensitive archaeological sites. A 
number of local businesses have been certified as being ‘heritage friendly’, with 
banners, street signs and stickers helping travellers identify ethical companies. At 
the time of the conference in 2007, Heritage Watch was working with a local 
potter Serge Rega from the National Center for Khmer Ceramics Revival to 
implement training programs and new markets for ceramic projects, creating 
alternative sustainable incomes for local villagers. Dr O’Reilly noted that in this 
way it is hoped to educate local people about the importance of heritage and at 
the same time help them towards a more secure income by participating through 
legitimate outlets in the benefits of cultural tourism.  
 
To conclude, this paper gives a brief overview of some of the issues associated 
with archaeology and cultural heritage in Siem Reap, Cambodia and at the same 
time, it acknowledges the work and dedication of the venerable monk, Lok Ta 
Pin-Sem. The scholarly study of ceramics has contributed greatly to the 
understanding of past cultures. New knowledge of ceramic sites and production 
is emerging as a powerful research tool for establishing early patterns of trade 
and settlement in the region of Cambodia.  
 
 
Acknowledgements 
 
Thanks to the Directors of GAP, Professor Roland Fletcher for including me on 
his team and Dr Christophe Pottier for his generous assistance in 2006. Thanks 
also to Dr Aedeen Cremin for her patient encouragement and her team of 
dedicated assistants for their support and company.  I am particularly indebted to 
the Cambodian archaeologists, especially Ea Darith from APSARA for 
introducing me to my assistant, Pen Kesornicole (Nicole) without whom I could 
not have completed the project and Chea Sarith for his constant, friendly help 
whenever I needed something done. Thanks to Lok Ta Pin-Sem for generously 
allowing me to work on the collection at Wat Bo and giving his permission for me 
to take photographs and publish them for purpose of education.     
 
                                                
References 
 
CALTHORPE, J. Pepper and Rice and All Things Nice, Ceramics Technical No27, Australia, 
2008, pp. 57-60  
CREMIN, A. Image and Reality: Ceramics on Angkorian Temple reliefs in Cambodia, 
Australasian Historical Archaeology Vol 27, Australia, 2009, in press. 
GAMONET, M. The Ramayana Paintings in Wat Bo, Siem Reap, in Wooden Architecture of 
Cambodia, Tainturier F (ed), Center For Khmer Studies, Cambodia, 2006, pp. 168-189 
KENNY, K. Heritage Award for Cambodia Specialist, News and Events, University of Sydney, 
website  30 Jan, 2009, www.usyd.au/news 
 
Photos by the author. Copyright belongs to Wat Bo. 

90



The Importance of Being Earnest 
 
Clare Bond 
 
 
The humour in Oscar Wilde’s well known play, The Importance of Being Ernest 
emerges from the use of a false personality to escape social responsibilities. 
Confusion reigns over exactly who Ernest is, with several characters wrongly 
claiming that they are him. Like Ernest, clay has a number of fictitious identities. 
This paper intends to explore and explode these personas, suggesting instead 
that clay is illusionistic, lending itself to multiple personalities and the pseudonym. 
I was sitting in a post-graduate seminar late last year, looking at the work of a 
fellow student (whose practice happened to be ceramic-focused), when one of 
the other students made a curious aside. She declared ‘Clay is such an earnest 
substance!’ I guffawed quietly to myself, thinking that clay – as I know it a 
mercurial and quixotic material – is far from being earnest. I let the comment go 
(to engage it at the time would have meant a serious side-track from the issues 
being discussed), but ever since then I have turned that simple statement over in 
my mind, pondering what she meant by it.  
 
To be earnest is to be staid and sober, to have no sense of humour, to get on 
with things intently and without trifling around. To be earnest is to take oneself 
seriously, to be sincere, honest and genuine. When I look at the plethora of clay 
objects that I have encountered over the years, it is exceedingly hard to see how 
it might be classified as an earnest substance. Clay is plastic, and malleable, it 
can be made to seem like anything you want, it can be manipulated and finished 
in a myriad of ways. Clay is available to be manoeuvred: rendered solid and 
monolithic, delicate and dainty, coloured, covered, textured, poured. Clay cannot 
be earnest as it is so many other things, it has no true nature. How can a 
substance so mercurial, so open, ever be thought of as earnest? 
 
Yet the history of the medium has had its earnest moments. Woven into 
contemporary debate and discussion are strands and definitions of clay that 
persist. As a subcategory of the group craft, clay has had some weighty moral 
issues attached to it, and these continue to echo in the way it is currently 
considered. Why do we still consider clay in isolation from other media, for 
example? Why do we have a ceramics triennial in the way that you would never 
have an installation triennial or a painting triennial? Why are there so many 
ceramics-only publications?1 Why is there still the need to homogenise what is in 
fact a diverse range of practices, influences and potential readings? To do so 
                                                
1 See, for example: Ulyssess Grant Dietz, ed., Great Pots: Contemporary Ceramics from Function to 
Fantasy (Madison, WIS: Guild Publications, 2003).; Ziggy Hanaor, ed., Breaking the Mould (London: Black 
Dog, 2007).; Chris Lefteri, Ceramics: Materials for Inspirational Design (Crans-Pres-Celigny: Rotovision, 
2003).; Masa Kazu Kuskabe, Japanese Wood-Fired Ceramics (Iola, WI: KP Books, 2005).; Janet Mansfield, 
Ceramics in the Environment: An International Review (London: A & C Black, 2005).; Joy Bosworth, 
Ceramics with Mixed Media (London: A & C Black, 2006).; Judith Schwartz, Confrontational Ceramics 
(London: A & C Black, 2008). amongst others. 
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suggests that there is something about the innate nature of the medium that 
requires it to be read separately; that the medium unites all its disparate 
manifestations under one unifying and totalising category. At least part of the 
misconception that clay is earnest can be linked to the idea that there is an innate 
‘truth’ to the nature of clay, and that this is articulated when practitioners work 
with it. 
 
The notion of ‘truth to materials’ still lingers in discussions surrounding clay 
objects. The obsession with specific media remains part of the debate and 
definition of craft as a category. As Kevin Murray notes in his book Craft 
Unbound, ‘At its most basic, craft is the transformation of common materials into 
precious works. Potters dig up mud which they shape and bake in the fire to 
make vessels for eating and drinking. The history of modern craft is characterised 
by a search for these elemental roots.’2 According to Murray, the manipulation of 
materials, in pursuit of their essential nature, thus lies at the heart of ceramic 
practice. 
 
The concept that there is a true nature of each media, and that the role of the 
practitioner is to articulate that essence emerges out of nineteenth century design 
theory.3 In his writing Pugin suggested the need for building to show structural 
integrity: the means of construction should be clearly visible, any embellishment 
should act to articulate structural features, and not be an unnecessary or 
irrelevant addition.4 He was calling for truthfulness in the way that buildings were 
constructed. 
 
Like Pugin, John Ruskin’s architectural theories also developed a link between 
morality and design. His ‘Lamp of Truth,’ for example, explores honesty of 
expression in terms of materials and skill.5 A connection between ethics and 
design was thus forged, with the idea that good design was honest and truthful: it 
used materials in a way that was sensitive to their inner essence.  
The idea of honesty in design espoused by Pugin and Ruskin became an 
important catch cry for the Arts and Crafts Movement, where it operated as a vital 
measure to evaluate the aesthetic and social worth of an object or building.6 
Building upon the writing of Pugin and Ruskin, the Arts and Crafts movement 
linked technique and morality.7 In Some Principles of Everyday Art, Lewis. F. Day  
discusses ‘a china flower vase in imitation of wicker work [and] … a desert dish 

                                                
2 Kevin Murray, Craft Unbound (Fisherman's Bend: Thames and Hudson, 2005). 
3 See, for example: Rosalind Blakesley, The Arts and Crafts Movement (New York: Phaidon, 2006).; Wendy 
Kaplan, ed., The Arts and Crafts Movement in Europe and America. (New York:  
Thames and Hudson, 2004).; Gillian Naylor, The Arts and Crafts Movement: A Study of Its Sources, Ideals 
and Influences on Design Theory (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1971). 
4 A. N. W. Pugin, The True Principles of Pointed or Christian Architecture (Oxford: St Barnabas Press, 
1969). 
5 John Ruskin ‘The Lamp of Truth’ as quoted in Naylor, The Arts and Crafts Movement: A Study of Its 
Sources, Ideals and Influences on Design Theory. 
6 Blakesley, The Arts and Crafts Movement. 
7 S. K. Tillyard, The Impact of Modernism: The Visual Arts in Edwardian England (London and New York: 
Routledge, 1988). 
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representing vine leaves modeled in majolica.’8 Apart from disliking the way that 
clay was used to mimic things, he deplores the fact that both vase and dish 
ignored ‘the beautiful and altogether appropriate forms natural to the … potters 
wheel.’ Not only should ceramic objects not be forced to imitate, they should 
reflect the manner in which they had been constructed.  
 
William Morris built further on the idea of truth to materials when he stated  

Never forget the material you are working with, and always try to use it for 
doing what it can do best: if you feel yourself hampered by the material in 
which you are working, instead of being helped by it, you have so far not 
learned your business … The special limitations of the material should be 
a pleasure to you, not a hindrance.9 

 
Thus the skilled maker always works with the material in a manner that reflects 
the material itself; to do otherwise means that s/he is unskilled and misguided. 
Designs that use imitation, that do not explore the medium for its own sake are 
thus lacking, and honesty in design and construction become the means by 
which objects are judged in both a moral and aesthetic sense. 
The writings of Morris and others for the Arts and Crafts Movements had a 
profound influence on design theory in the late 19th Century and early 20th 
Century. The idea of truth to materials migrated to Germany, influencing both the 
Deutscher Werkbund and the Bauhaus.10  
 
The same ideals were translated from the craft to the arts sphere through the 
Arts and Crafts Movement’s desire to uphold art and craft against the 
dehumanising incursions of modernity.11 Truth to materials thus came to be 
applied to early Modernist sculpture and has its echoes in late Modernism 
through Clement Greenberg’s assertion that ‘the essence of Modernism lies, as I 
see it, in the characteristic use of a discipline to criticise the discipline itself – not 
in order to subvert it, but to entrench it more firmly in its area of competence … 
the unique and proper area of competence of each art coincide[s] with all that is 
unique to the nature of its medium.’12 For Greenberg, the medium was an end in 
itself, the manipulation of which leads to what is distinct about art, what elevates 
it as a category from everything else. Truth to materials shifted from a method of 
evaluating objects via sensitivity to the media, to the idea that art was a discipline 
in its own right, separate and exclusive.13  
 
While art theory has moved beyond medium-specificity, recognising that artworks 
are connected with and reflect the world around them, in the craft field such 

                                                
8 L. F. Day, Some Principles of Everyday Art (London: Batsford, 1894). p. 60. 
9 William Morris, Arts and Crafts Essays (Longman's Green and Co, 1899). p. 38 
10 Naylor, The Arts and Crafts Movement: A Study of Its Sources, Ideals and Influences on Design Theory. 
11 Kaplan, ed., The Arts and Crafts Movement in Europe and America. 
12 Clement Greeenberg, "Modernist Painting," in Art in Theory 1900 - 1900: An Anthology of Changing 
Ideas, ed. Paul Wood Charles Harrison (Oxford Uk and Cambridge Massachusetts: Blackwell, 1992). p. 755 
13 Jacques Ranciere, "On Medium Specificity and Discipline Crossovers in Modern Art (Interview by Toni 
Ross and Andrew Mcnamara)," Australian and New Zealand Journal of Art 8, no. 1 (2007). 
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discussion lingers. One possible explanation is the continued consideration of the 
importance of the skilled hand of the maker in craft debates.14 
 
The skilled hand of the artisan was central in Arts and Crafts Movement critique 
of the dehumanising and deskilling effects of the techniques of mass production 
brought about by the changes in manufacture that emerged out of the Industrial 
Revolution.15 It was pitted against the unskilled and merciless machine. Its use 
as a defining factor for what constitutes craft has persisted. The obsession with 
the skilled hand explains why the focus on medium-specificity continues in the 
craft field. The medium is what links the production of an artwork by the maker to 
the perception and experience of it by the viewer.16 This use of the medium and 
the hand of the maker to form aesthetic judgments presents a limited way of 
interpreting and understanding objects, whether they be art or craft. The focus on 
the medium acts to minimise the connections an object has with its social, 
cultural and historical context. It presumes that there is some essential defining 
characteristic that separates clay objects from other areas of visual culture.  
 
Looking at the plethora of ceramic practice, it is hard to ascertain exactly what 
the truth of the material might be. The production of any clay work involves 
manipulating a plastic material and rendering it solid through firing, hardly a 
sympathetic or gentle process. To be truly truthful to the medium would mean 
presenting the audience with a pile of dirt in the gallery. Any step beyond that 
involves intervention. Clay is pushed, pulled, extruded, thrown, poured, dried, 
fired and often hidden beneath glazes. Even when the form is left simple and 
relatively unadorned, its purity belies and erases the vehemence with which the 
material has been manipulated during the construction process. 
 
Further, clay objects are hollow. Is the empty pocket of air that lies at the heart of 
all ceramic works part of the truth of the medium? The clay object is all surface, 
containing a space held within. Whatever happens in a clay object occurs here, 
and it is here that the ‘truth’ of the material lies, such as it is. Not as some 
articulation of inner essence, but rather as contingent surface manipulation. Any 
solidity in a ceramic object is a mirage. It is the appearance of solidity rather than 
solidity itself. 
 
An example of this is Marea Gazzard’s Bularri Series. At first glance the work 
appears monolithic, seemingly geological, rough-hewn and dense. A look at the 
underside of the works soon reveals them for what they are: fine, hollow and 
shell-like. Replace them and once again they become solid, but with a difference, 

                                                
14 Howard Risatti, for example, sees the hand and the process it undertakes in creating an object as central 
to its definition as a craft object and vital to the meaning of the work. Howard Risatti, "Hand and Body in 
Relation to Craft," in A Theory of Craft: Function and Aesthetic Expression (Chapel Hill: University of North 
Carolina Press, 2007). 
15 See Naylor, The Arts and Crafts Movement: A Study of Its Sources, Ideals and Influences on Design 
Theory.; Kaplan, ed., The Arts and Crafts Movement in Europe and America. 
16 Ranciere, "On Medium Specificity and Discipline Crossovers in Modern Art (Interview by Toni Ross and 
Andrew Mcnamara)." 
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their meaning is profoundly altered by the knowledge of their empty interior and 
the thinness of their walls. Their solidity is illusionary. They are at once strong 
and fragile, solid and delicate.  
 
The hollowness of ceramic objects emerges from practicality. In order to survive 
the firing process they must be constructed this way. Thus all ceramic works, no 
matter how substantial their appearance, are just that: pure appearance. Reliant 
upon the trickery of illusionism they are an absolute surface.  
 
It is an illusion that emerges out of the tension that exists in Gazzard’s work 
between two contradictory aspects: dense and hollow. Illusion occurs when there 
is a perception that what is represented is also something else.17 In his book Art 
and Illusion Gombrich gives the example of the duck/rabbit problem. This is an 
image that can be read as either a duck or a rabbit, but not both at the same 
time. The focus of the reading lies in our interpretation of either/or and the way 
that this is interrupts audience perception of the means by which the work is 
constructed. As Gombrich notes 

We can see the picture as either a rabbit or a duck. It is easy to discover 
both readings. . . . Clearly we do not have the illusion that we are 
confronted with a ‘real’ duck or rabbit. The shape on the paper resembles 
neither animal very closely. And yet there is no doubt that the shape 
transforms itself in some subtle way when the duck's beak becomes the 
rabbit's ears and brings an otherwise neglected spot into prominence as 
the rabbit's mouth. I say ‘neglected’ but does it enter our experience at all 
when we switch back to reading ‘duck’? To answer this question, we are 
compelled to look for what is ‘really there’, to see the shape apart from its 
interpretation, and this, we soon discover, is not really possible. 18 

 
Thus, as a work that is constructed from the manipulation of a surface, the focus 
of the ceramic object is on the illusion that is generated by that surface, and 
emerges from a combination of the marks made – or erased – there. It is not 
possible to detach the substance from which the work was made from the illusion 
that occurs when we look at it, the truth of the ceramic object thus lies not in the 
material it is made from, but rather from our perception of its surface.  
 
Michael Doolan’s work plays on the illusionistic clay surface. His Dog deliberately 
manipulates the viewer’s perceptions. At first glance, Dog appears to be soft and 
cuddly, rendered solid through the use of a platinum lustre over the surface of the 
work. Doolan deliberates toys with the viewer, through the ability of clay to mimic 
soft fabric, and the cutesy nature of the imagery he uses. The cuddliness of the 
work attracts, yet the audience is also repelled by the fact that the dog has no 
face, and the cold mirrored surface that covers it. In so doing Doolan reveals the 

                                                
17 See Ernest Gombrich, Art and Illusion (London: Phaidon, 1959).; Susan Feagin, "Presentation and 
Representation," The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 56, no. 3 (1998).; Katerina Bantinaki, "Pictorial 
Perception as Illusion," British Journal of Aesthetics 47, no. 3 (2007). 
18 Gombrich, Art and Illusion. pp. 4-5 
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complicity in our participation in consumer culture, how we are willingly seduced 
by its pleasures. Much of the power of this work comes from its seductive nature, 
and the way it holds the viewer in suspense between attraction and repulsion. 
 
Jean Baudrillard argues that the surface is the site at which seduction occurs, as 
it perpetually defers engagement at a deeper level. Like Doolan’s work, the 
ceramic object is therefore seductive, in that meaning emerges not from some 
inner essential depth, but rather forms and deforms from the circulation of signs 
that occur at its surface. He suggests seduction occurs as part of the surface, 
wherein the manifest  

turns its back on the deeper order (whether conscious or unconscious) in 
order to invalidate it, substituting the charm and illusion of appearances.19 

 
Any search for the earnest truth of clay as a material, its ‘deeper order’ is thus 
defeated by the fact that it is pure surface. An empty space literally lies within the 
ceramic object, and meaning appears, not from the material that it is made from, 
but rather as a result of the marks made on its surface. 
 
The circulation of signs that occurs on the surface of ceramic works not only 
reveals its illusionism. Its plastic nature also works to this end. Gilles Deleuze 
and Felix Guattari write of the use of felt by Turco-Mongol nomads for many 
different purposes (clothing, armour, housing). They suggest that as a substance 
felt is nomadic, available for a range of purposes. By tracking the trajectory of felt 
through its multiple functions Deleuze and Guattari suggest that it ‘indexes 
clothing and the house itself to the space of the outside, to the open smooth 
space in which the body moves.’20 The felt is the constant throughout the change 
in function, thus placing emphasis on the change, rather than the felt itself. Like 
felt, clay is a nomadic substance. The multiplicity of possible ends that it provides 
renders it so. 
 
Richard Slee’s work Acid Toby reveals the way that this operates. A 
contemporary play on a Toby jug, the work at once subverts and venerates its 
history. The work takes its shape from the traditional 18th Century Toby jug, that 
of a seated, usually jovial man complete with pipe and tankard of ale. Dressed in 
clothing from the period, the character’s tricorn hat forms the lid and spout of the 
jug, with the handle emerging out of his back. Traditionally the jug features a 
caricatured face, but in Slee’s interpretation this has been replaced with a yellow 
smiley.  
 

                                                
19 Jean Baudrillard, Seduction (New York: St Martins Press, 1990). p. 53 
20 Gilles Deleuze  Gilles Deleuze and Felix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia 
(London: The Althone Press Ltd, 1996). p. 476 
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Fig 1. Richard Slee, Acid Toby. Photographer: Zul Mukhida. 

 
The smiley first emerged in the late 1960s, and quickly moved from advertising 
into popular culture. In the late 1980s the smiley came to be associated with the 
acid house dance music culture that emerged in England at the time, and used 
on ecstasy tablets. The history of the symbol is thus a checkered one, from 
innocent and morale lifting happy face, to associations with trance and the 
altered states of ecstasy: the smile only lasting while the drug does. 
 
The traditional Toby was influenced by the character Sir Toby Belch in 
Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, a jovial person who loved his drink. The 
superimposition of the smiley on his form provides him with a contemporary 
update. The juxtaposition of Toby and smiley act on the meaning of one another, 
producing a layered and metaphoric reading of both. Where traditional Toby jugs 
are molded and shaped with a nod at realistic representation, however, Acid 
Toby is smoother, less formed. His update has rendered him streamlined, making 

97



the illusion of his creation more overt. The meaning of Acid Toby, while emerging 
from the history of ceramics, has little to do with the earnestness of the medium, 
and more to do with the appropriation and juxtaposition of symbols. Meaning thus 
emerges from the surface of the work, the changes wrought upon it, and not from 
some inner essence of the medium. 
 

 
Fig 2. Michael Doolan, Dog. Photographer: Graham Barine. Photo courtesy of Karen Woodbury 
Gallery. 
 
Both Doolan and Slee knowingly play with clay as an illusionistic surface. Their 
work is far from innocent, and far from earnest. There is no truth to the material 
they use, rather they manipulate it as a deliberate ploy to capture the audience’s 
attention. The meanings generated are not innocent or honest, but deliberately 
set out to seduce: Slee through providing layered and ambiguous meaning, by 
drawing on familiar forms and skewing their meaning through association; Doolan 
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through the tension created by the contradiction between his illusionistic form and 
imagery, and the glazed surface that at once reflects and repels. 
 
Clay then is not an earnest substance. As a surface it can never be anything but 
illusionistic. It is operates more like Earnest in Wilde’s play, forever presenting 
fictitious identities to avoid being pinned down. There is no inner essence that 
binds clay works together, and it is well past time that we allowed it to operate in 
a way that reflects and recognises its illusionistic nature. 
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Ceramic Access and Marketing: Entrepreneurial Histories in 
South Africa 
 
Dr. Elizabeth Perrill 
University of North Carolina 
Greensboro, USA 
 
 
Historically women have created ceramics in the Zulu culture for drinking, 
transporting, storing, and brewing utshwala, Zulu beer. Spherical beer drinking 
vessels are referred to as izinkamba (s. ukhamba); necked vessels for 
transporting liquids are ophiso (s. uphiso). Today collectors purchasing Zulu work 
from galleries are racially diverse and international in composition. But where did 
the trend of selling what had been utilitarian beer vessels in galleries begin, and 
what are the challenges of this ceramic economy for artists? Through a 
comparative study of Miriam Mbonambi’s and Nesta Nala’s careers, this article 
offers insight into the early years of gallery sales of Zulu ceramics and explores 
the ongoing legacies of these artists. 
 
In 1984 the South African ceramic art world took its first, halting step toward 
acknowledging individual indigenous ceramic artists in gallery and museum 
settings.  Eight delicately impressed, low-fired vessels by Miriam Mbonambi were 
exhibited at the Natal Society for the Arts (NSA) Gallery. Following this NSA 
Gallery event, there were high hopes for Mbonambi’s success as a ceramic artist. 
In August of the same year, her work was acquired by the Durban Art Gallery.1 In 
1988, Mbonambi’s work was featured at the Grahamstown National Art Festival 
and her photo appeared in a national non-profit report on new local artists.2 Her 
future seemed bright; however, today, only one photo of Mbonmambi exists 
within public archives,3 her work is kept in storerooms, and her exact death date 
in the late 1990s is unknown. The question that ceramic art historians must 
answer is, “Why?” What social conditions or aesthetic choices created such the 
precipitous rise and fall of a ceramic career in one decade? 
 
On the other end of the professional spectrum of boom or bust, lies the career of 
Nesta Nala. Nala’s name has become synonymous with the post-Apartheid 
popularity of Zulu ceramic arts. Beer pots created by Nala were shipped to the 
Cairo International Ceramic Biennale in 1994, in 1999 she represented South 
Africa at the Smithsonian Folklife Festival in Washington, D.C., and her 
posthumous retrospective was held in 2007. What social or aesthetic factors 

                                                        
1 Jo Thorpe archive of the African Art Centre, Killie Campbell Archive, Box 1983-84. University of KwaZulu-
Natal, South Africa; Durban Art Gallery, Accession Records 24-26, Durban, South Africa, 1984. 
2 Jo Thorpe archive of the African Art Centre, Killie Campbell Archive, Box 1987-88. University of KwaZulu-
Natal, South Africa. 
3 Jo Thorpe archive of the African Art Centre, Killie Campbell Archive. Institute for Race Relations Annual 
Report 1984/5. University of KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa.  
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brought Nala such rapid success? Why did her work become a significant source 
of inspiration for the current generation of Zulu ceramists? 
 
Geography and mobility are critical analytical tools that can help answer these 
questions. In South Africa ceramicists’ physical access to urban centers and the 
rural availability of artists for documentary visits have been two keys to economic 
and aesthetic success. During the decade from the late 1980s to the 1990s, 
ceramic buyers and scholars created institutional memories of Zulu ceramic 
norms.  Today, primarily the histories of artists who were accessible for 
demonstrations and rural visits during this critical era continue to impact 
contemporary artists. 
 
Aesthetically, Mbonambi’s work followed some Zulu aesthetic principles. Her 
vessels are low-fired and burnished. Most of her works were also blackened: a 
secondary carbonizing or reduction firing was conducted after an initial bonfire to 
blacken works. However, in the early days of gallery sales, Miriam Mbonambi 
made an effort to be aesthetically and physically adaptable to the urban market. 
Her work was often smaller in scale than historical pots and denied the use of 
Zulu ceramics as drinking or pouring vessels. Instead she was known for creating 
flattened forms that showcased her fine impressed patterns. She also 
experimented with vase forms. These innovations gave her an edge in the 
emerging market for ceramics by local artists. She stood out as a creative 
individual during the 1980s. 
 
In the KwaZulu-Natal province, Mbonambi traveled several hours on public 
transportation to the African Art Center (AAC) in Durban, a major supporter of 
Zulu artists in a hostile segregated city. The AAC facilitated sales between 
“native homelands” and white-dominated urban centers. Yet, the conundrum of 
the AAC, as Sabine Marschall has pointed out, lay in the act of “mediating,” 
“helping,” or “brokering.”4 Although mediation was accompanied by a great deal 
of enthusiasm and connoisseurship, art became a “cause” to be championed that 
unfortunately, “perpetuated a patronising and paternalistic attitude with a long 
tradition . . .”5 This attitude led to an emphasis on a very specific style of art 
appreciation during the early 1980s – one of careful “craft” without aesthetic 
debate. For instance, AAC founder Jo Thorpe recounted that, while selecting 
works for inclusion in a 1981 exhibition, “No artistic judgment was made, with 
works excluded only because of poor craftsmanship.”6 
 

                                                        
4 Bennetta Jules-Rosette. Messages of Tourist Art: An African Semiotic System in Comparative Perspective 
Plenum, New York, U.S.A. 1984, inclusive. The anthropological term ‘culture broker’ has taken on its own 
localised connotations in KwaZulu-Natal, a topic South African scholars Ian Garrett, Ian Calder,  and Sabine 
Marschall have all discussed. 
5 Sabine Marschall “Strategies of Accommodation: Toward an Inclusive Canon of South African Art,” Art 
Journal 60, 1, Spring 2001, 54; Sabine Marschall “Who is in and who is out? The Process of Rewriting South 
African Art History in the 1990s,” Mots Pluriels 12, Dec. 1999. 
6 Jo Thorpe It’s Never Too Early: African Art and Craft in KwaZulu-Natal, 1960-1990 Indicator press, Durban, 
South Africa, 1994, p. 66. 
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The time Mbonambi spent creating carefully incised patterns appealed to an 
audience that was only beginning to appreciate and collect vessels by identified, 
contemporary Zulu ceramists. Her works featured particularly smooth burnishing, 
which appealed to an aesthetic of “craftsmanship.” By comparison, similarly 
dated works by unattributed Zulu ceramicists contain frequent surface 
irregularities. Time spent – craft – was a criterion buyers could use to 
acknowledge Mbonambi’s expertise, even if they had not yet developed a refined 
understanding of indigenous aesthetics in the ceramic medium. 
 
The conditions under which this artist’s work was completed are less apparent 
than those at the sites of purchase and appreciation. One published glimpse of 
Mbonambi’s work provides a key detail to her living conditions.  Within her 1991 
book, Wilma Cruise mentions that no meeting could be arranged between 
Mbonambi and the author because of “social upheavals at the end of 1990 in the 
‘refugee’ area of Table Mountain Natal.”7 This area is, today, within a mere 45 
minute drive of the provincial capital of Pietermaritzburg. However, during South 
Africa’s transition from apartheid to democracy, this was an area of political 
violence worlds away from the Durban art market. 
 
Cruise devoted two paragraphs to Mbonambi’s work and illustrated two vessels. 
She reemphasised Mobnambi’s skill stating, “Mbonambi’s pots are of such fine 
quality that they are able to speak for themselves.”8 This omission of the potter’s 
voice and obvious plight leave much unexplained. Mbonambi must have 
undertaken great personal risk to deliver her ceramics to the African Art Centre; 
her home lay in a hotbed of political violence where rape and intimidation often 
paralysed entire communities. Staff of the African Art Centre have confirmed 
Mbonambi lived in an extremely violent area and that, for unknown reasons, she 
went blind in 1996.9 The details of her death shortly after are unknown.10  
 
Amidst these shocking details it is sometimes difficult to focus on the artistic 
production that Mbonambi worked so hard to deliver to urban centers: her legacy. 
This artist’s signature attention to detail and meticulous surface treatments later 
grew into an aesthetic norm for Zulu low-fired works sold in the South African 
contemporary gallery market. Although it was not Mbonambi who would 
perpetuate this aesthetic preference, her work was a key step in the development 
of aesthetic standards in an emerging art market. Yet, it was another artist who 
rose to fame.  
 
In KwaZulu-Natal, Nesta Nala’s domestic geography allowed scholars and 
buyers to develop their aesthetic appreciation of Zulu ceramics. In the 1980s and 
1990s Nala was the artist providing international and domestic scholars with 

                                                        
7 Wilma Cruise Contemporary Ceramics in Southern Africa Struik Winchester, Cape Town, South Africa, 
1991, p. 131. 
8 Wilma Cruise Contemporary Ceramics in Southern Africa Struik Winchester, Cape Town, South Africa, 
1991, 131. 
9 Hlengiwe Dube, Personal Interview, South Africa, 2 July 2009. 
10 Jannie Van Heerden Personal Interview, South African 13 Oct. 2006. 
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demonstrations of forming, decorating, and firing. These activities, norms of 
ceramic learning in the international ceramic art world, allowed for the 
documentation of a Zulu ceramic master at work.  For instance, in 1981 the 
American Rhoda Levinsohn visited Nala while researching Art and Craft of 
Southern Africa. A step-by-step photographic essay depicting Nala’s methods 
constitutes over six pages of a twelve-page chapter in this publication.11 
 
This book fed into an established trend of visiting the Nala household. The 
Vukani Arts Centre, where the Nala family had been selling ceramics since 1976, 
facilitated many visits down the one- to two-hour dirt-track drive that formed a 
bridge between Nala’s Zulu “homeland” and urban gallery networks. In 1991 
Wilma Cruise discussed the rewards of “mak[ing] a trip to the remote KwaZulu 
village of Oyaya to buy one of Mrs. Nala’s pots . . .”12 Sue Greenberg, a Durban 
gallery owner, traveled regularly to Nala’s home to purchase work with eager 
ceramic experts from many nations.13 This was the go-to homestead for ceramic 
demonstrations and purchasing. 
 

 
Fig 1. Nesta Nala, Earthenware ukhamba and uphiso, c. 1993. Jo Thorpe. Collection of the 
African Art Centre. Documentation housed in the Campbell Collections of the University of 
KwaZulu-Natal. 
 

                                                        
11 Rhoda Levinsohn Art and Craft of Southern Africa: Treasures in Transition Delta Books, Craighall, South 
Africa, 1984, pp. 70-79. 
12 Wilma Cruise Contemporary Ceramics in Southern Africa Struik Winchester, Cape Town, South Africa, 
1991, p. 124. 
13 Sue Greenberg Personal Interview, South Africa, 13 June 2006. 

103



There was also an often-underestimated reciprocal relationship developing 
during these trips. Nala and her family all learned the preferences of their return 
buyers and norms of ceramic sales. For instance, although it had not been a 
standard Zulu practice, Nala began signing and dating her work, as 
recommended by government arts advisor for KwaZulu’s schools, Jannie Van 
Heerden, gallery owner, Sue Greenberg, and others. In Nala’s oeuvre, the norm 
of patient craftsmanship also became apparent. For instance, ceramist and 
scholar Ian Garrett’s chronological inventory of Nala’s work documents the 
refinement of her burnishing style throughout the 1980s and 1990s.14 
 
For all of her aesthetic fine-tuning, there is also another side to Nesta Nala’s 
success. Her interactions with buyers were far more complex than a one-to-one 
equation of demands and accommodations. Nala had her own brand of bravado, 
an ‘artist’s disposition’ that the ceramic art world came to respect: 
 

Nesta was difficult and unpredictable, but I admired her for her 
tenacity and professionalism. To visit her and then be shown her 
wonderful pots, gleaming in the sunlight, was an exciting experience. 
She took the humble beer container – the ukhamba or uphiso and 
made them into classical icons, comparable with any Greek vase 
seen in a museum.15 

 
Within informal conversations, various sources recount Nala showing up 
unannounced and demanding patrons take her into their homes, refusing to see 
buyers after they had driven several hours to collect pots at her home, and even 
tossing an outfit to one host and commanding this white woman iron the dress 
prior to a gallery opening.  
 
Nala’s challenges to the master/servant relationships that dominated the pre-
1994 climate (and continue into the present) are notable. Her actions range from 
clever manipulations of South African paternalism to blatant self-assertion. By 
showing up on patrons’ doorsteps, Nala was maneuvering in an urban apartheid 
landscape that demanded black persons visiting a city stay with a white ward. 
Nala’s overt resistance to producing works on demand or to seeing buyers with 
whom she was annoyed are another matter. Her daughter Jabu Nala has 
discussed that she is proud of her mother’s dignity, of her refusals to play the 
obedient craftsperson.16 Nala was altering the geographies and directionality of 
access. As she gained self-assurance, she slowly began to decide who would 
have access to her time, demonstrations, and artworks. 
 
Although Nala worked in miniatures for a curio market during her early career, a 
parallel with Mbonambi’s production, this savvy artist increased the scale of her 

                                                        
14 Ian William Garrett Nesta Nala: Ceramics, 1985-1995, Master of Fine Arts Thesis, Faculty of Arts, 
university of Natal, South Africa, 1997, p. 3. 
15 Anthea Martin Personal Correspondence, South Africa, 10 Aug. 2007. 
16 Jabu Nala Personal Interview, South Africa, 22 Nov. 2006. 
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work during her mature peek.17 She observed the value consumers in the gallery 
art world placed on large tour-de-force vessels. Nala’s lager works won her first 
place at the South African First National Bank Vita Crafts Now Award in 1995 and 
first prize at the Associated Potters of Southern Africa National Ceramics 
Biennale in 1996.18  
 
These awards led to acquisitions and commissions, and Nala pushed her 
creative output even further. She improvised upon themes drawn from her own 
familial tradition and ancient ceramics she encountered while working with a local 
archaeologist.19 Nala was a master at creating work that was both historically 
sensitive and aesthetically refined for a market full of practicing ceramic artists 
and connoisseurs of historical Zulu vessels. For instance, the subtle lift of her 
spherical forms did not break drastically from the shape of historical beer vessels 
like Mboanmbi’s flattened works. Nala’s forms referenced Zulu drinking vessels 
and only varied subtly from historical forms. Her pots balance on slightly smaller 
bases and seem to soar when sitting on a museum plinth. The angle of the 
shoulder was often flattened with a precision that would appeal to a museum 
viewer, but not necessarily to someone drinking beer from a pot.  
 

 
Fig 2. Miriam Mbonambi Archival Photo, Institute for Race Relations Annual Report 1984/5. Jo 
Thorpe Collection of the African Art Centre. Documentation housed in the Campbell Collections of 
the University of KwaZulu-Natal. 
 
                                                        
17 Ian William Garrett Nesta Nala: Ceramics, 1985-1995, Master of Fine Arts Thesis, Faculty of Arts, 
university of Natal, South Africa, 1997, p. 22, p. 44. 
18 FNB Vita Awards FNB Vita Craft Now 1998 Awards Exhibition Ex Libris Press, Johannesburg, South 
Africa, 1998, pp. 24-5. 
19 Ian William Garrett Nesta Nala: Ceramics, 1985-1995, Master of Fine Arts Thesis, Faculty of Arts, 
university of Natal, South Africa, 1997, pp. 43-44. 
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Despite both artists’ innovations, Mbonambi and Nala were bound to rural 
spaces, seen as the source of authenticity in the eyes of external patrons. Rural 
identity was synonymous with the problematic idea that an ‘authentic’ Zulu artist 
would always adhere to a strict set of local aesthetic norms. Both artists faced the 
international problem that, “neither the speed and acuity with which indigenous 
artists responded to changes in taste and market nor the dialogic nature of their 
creative activity has been adequately recognised.”20 
 
Today, the dialogic relationship between the art world and the lives of 
contemporary Zulu-speaking artists is becoming a more widely accepted reality. 
Two artists who work in this new art world and draw upon Mbonambi’s and Nala’s 
legacies are Clive Sithole and Ntombi Nala. We see Nesta Nala’s influence in the 
base of Sithole’s works, which swell with a similar flare. Ntombi Nala has 
continued Nesta’s trend of increasing the scale of her works to a monumental 
level. Both artists continue the rigorous tradition of meticulous burnishing. Yet, a 
division between these contemporary artists’ careers indicates two branches of 
an expanding field of Zulu ceramics. 
 
The works that have helped Sithole rise to relative fame have flared necks and 
are inspired by a complex blend of South African ceramic traditions, as well as 
the work of Magdalene Odundo, Grecian vases, and American pueblo pottery. 
Sithole transforms the abstracted horns seen on older vessels into overtly 
figurative bulls that evoke questions of pastoralist gender identity. Sithole takes 
monthly or bimonthly trips to demonstrate or attend exhibitions promoting his 
career. Most often his audience consists of fellow ceramicists, collectors, or other 
important contacts in the South African art world. He regards attendees as peers 
or students. He is able to negotiate the business end of artistic career choices 
and is fluent in English.  
 
Ntombi Nala has created a new trend of piercing very fine lugs on her works that 
are then embellished with beadwork. This innovation marks her work as 
identifiably indigenous or Africa, particularly for international consumers.  
However, in her career, Nala only demonstrates her techniques once or twice a 
year. The conditions of her demonstrations and exhibitions in urban spaces are 
often quite different from those experienced by Sithole. Nala has been at 
exhibitions where she was expected to work all day, for as long as a week, for 
the equivalent of as little as fifty U.S. dollars. Sometimes basic details – such as 
honoraria paid for demonstrations and hours – are not concretely negotiated or 
translated by trained interpreters. Nala acknowledges the financial success she 
has had in the art world but is frustrated by the lack of control she has over 
exhibitions and demonstrations: 
 

Angiwuthandisisi ngoba uyawuhlukumeza umoya wami, kodwa wona 
ngiyawubekezelela ngoba ngiyahlupheka, lomsebenzi wami ngiphilisa 

                                                        
20 Ruth B. Phillips and Christopher Steiner Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and 
Postcolonial Worlds University of California Press, United States, 1999, p. 9. 
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ngawo umndeni wami. Yimina ngedwa engenza imizamo yokuthi 
kuphilwe lapha ekhaya. 
 
I don’t like them [exhibitions/demonstrations] because they disturb me 
spiritually, but I tolerate it because I am poor. It’s only me who creates 
a means for living. Through this work I am able to provide for my 
family. It’s only me who attempts to make a living for this household.21 

 
Varying levels of English fluency and comfort in urban spaces have created two 
very different career experiences for Sithole and Nala. The ability to control the 
terms of interactions with buyers is an issue that has been with artists in the Zulu 
ceramic market since the beginning and may be one of the largest components 
determining not just success but satisfaction and dignity with the ceramic art 
world. 
 
Today many rural ceramicists still bear the burdens of traveling between rural 
areas of production and urban sales points. Indeed, a 2007 business skills 
workshop of ceramicists revealed transportation is one of the largest obstacles 
for financial success. The costs of breakage liability, public transportation, and 
possible overnight lodging often fall on the shoulders of rural women. Given 
recent economic recessions, many points of sale have cut back dramatically on 
rural acquisition trips.  
 
Historians and economists have recently begun publishing accounts of short-term 
migrations by black South African women between rural and urban spaces.22 
Ceramic arts are a perfect example of the forces that are driving South African 
rural development. The lives of ceramic artists from the 1980s to the present 
reflect some of the cross-cultural aesthetic and cultural attitudes that have 
accompanied rural/urban patterns of migration. 
 
In the 1980s, Miriam Mbonambi and Nesta Nala employed the common tactic of 
both adapting to and challenging apartheid prejudices. Their work conformed to 
expectations that low-fired work would be produced in rural areas, but reveals the 
aesthetic savvy of rural women who were able to balance between individual 
creativity, external aesthetic desires, and the construction of authenticity. Today, 
artists like Clive Sithole and Ntombi Nala maintain the high level of craftsmanship 
that has become the norm in Zulu burnished wares but also include distinctive 
social and cultural references – the bulls and beads that play across the surface 
of pots destined for international gallery consumption.  
 
 
 

                                                        
21 Ntombi Nala Personal Interview, South Africa 11 Nov. 2006, Transcription: Sibusisiwe Nxele. Translation: 
Sibusisiwe Nxele, Elizabeth Perrill, and Muziwandile Hadebe.  
22 Mark Hunter Building a Home: Unemployment, Intimacy and AIDS in South Africa, doctoral dissertation, 
Univ. of California, United States, 2005. 
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GOING…. GOING….. GONE. 
The Rise and Rise of the Secondary Market for Contemporary 
Studio Ceramics in New Zealand. 
 
Moyra Elliott 
 
 
Picture a suburban auction house and their regular Thursday evening events. 
Buyers seated wherever they can and more standing at the back and leaning on 
side walls. Sad house lots from deceased estates, with out-of-tune pianos, 
formica top tables and boxes of bric-a-brac. Well, up until a few years ago those 
boxes of assorted stuff were the main place one might find post-1950s ceramics, 
tucked among the glass jugs, aluminium sieves and garden hand tools cluttered 
in the big kiwifruit or soap powder boxes. However, there is at least one verified 
story of a Hans Coper vase at the bottom of such a box and the successful 
bidder was on tenterhooks until he realised no-one else had recognised it. That 
vase had actually come up for auction last November. After keeping it for many 
years he received over $NZ7000 for his sharp eyes and original purchase at four 
dollars.  
 
Picture again an urban auction house called something more like Art and Object 
where seating is very tolerable for an entire evening and clientele are offered a 
glass of chardonnay on arrival; and can go to the desk for another should they 
need one. Art is displayed around the room with some sensitivity – more like an 
exhibition than a sale room and the business partners act more like genial hosts 
than snooty art vendors or down-at heel suburban traders –they circulate and 
chat up the regulars and introduce themselves to any likely looking newcomers 
and generally talk up the work. There are several viewing days leading up to the 
main event. 
 
At the auction, the real art goes first, paintings mainly but some sculpture and 
photography, which is increasingly popular. Then there is a break while those 
purchasers head away for their fine dining experience after shelling out for the 
McCahons and the Hoteres. Attendees re-shuffle in the seats, the auctioneers 
swap over on the podium, and applied arts starts. Its thinner, but still active and 
often quite exciting!  
 
While nothing like the fine art prices, revenues are enough to maintain interest by 
the auctioneers. Although one house has reduced its applied arts auctions to two 
this year instead of last year’s three as a result of the present economic 
restraints, and may drop it altogether as a result of lack of suitable stock. There 
are three houses in Auckland, and one each in Wellington and Christchurch, 
actively vending decorative or applied arts or objects; no one calls it craft, of 
course, despite the fact that most of it was when it was made.  
 
So how did all this activity begin? 
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Back in the 80s the Albany Village Pottery, a retailing co-operative of potters in 
Auckland, started Collectibles sales, which featured re-sales from eminent 
potters and their own group. This was in response to their knowledge of auction 
houses in London such as Philips, which auction 20th Century ceramics such as 
that from Bernard Leach or Lucy Rie. They thought it would attract collectors who 
wanted older ceramics. This was a start as it raised awareness that some pieces 
potentially had another life. 
 
Then ten years ago in Wellington an auctioneer called Andrew Grigg as head of 
antiques in Dunbar Sloane – the oldest three-generation auction house in the 
country – was already a collector himself mainly of Victorian ceramics from early 
pioneering industrial makers (salt-glazed tiles and decorative chimneys, bread 
crocks and water troughs, but also some early female arts and crafts 
practitioners). Working where he did he was aware of others who collected 
industrial and also studio pots which came up regularly or occasionally as part of 
the general or the antique auctions. Grigg knew one collector of studio ceramics 
who needed money for a special project, so they between them decided that 
selling his ceramics might be the best way. Grigg came up with the idea to add 
the ceramics as a stand-alone part of the recurrent art auctions which were in two 
tiers: Art1 for blue chip and A2 for lesser works. He determined that by including 
ceramics as part of the art it gave ceramics a better voice, and hoped that would 
provide better prices so as to interest his boss.  Grigg contacted a couple of 
collectors (Gordon Smart and Simon Manchester) and they added more studio 
work to this first stand-alone section of decorative art in August 1997. This 
carried both historical industrial such as that from small plants like Ben Har and 
Temuka as well as some Crown Lynn (our biggest industrial manufacturer). Also 
included were studio ceramics by a range of mostly fairly well-known potters from 
the post 1950s era – Doreen Blumhardt, Mirek Smisek, James Greig, Len Castle, 
Helen Mason – the generation who considered themselves the pioneers, but 
working from an Anglo-Oriental influence, as there were studio potters before 
them deriving from the Arts and Crafts movement. 
 
The auction was a success, with good interest, and another was held in April 
1998 where there was an even bigger range of studio work, which was also 
successful. After that pots were added occasionally to the art auctions in the A2 
section.  Before that, most studio pottery was marginalised in junk shops or skips 
and this is where the few collectors found them in Wellington. The secondary 
auction sales tapped into a real need by people who were still holding on to pots 
acquired in the 60s/70s, and to interested people who were looking and wanted 
to buy; these often a younger generation interested in the 70s and who were 
decorating their apartments with teak veneer furniture and orange flocked 
wallpaper. So from the word go, collections started coming up from people who 
saw there was interest and had been custodians for too long there were 
collectors there immediately, and it gelled. 
 

109



 

 
A little later, Andrew Grigg was asked to go out to see a couple of studio potters, 
Roy Cowan and Juliet Peter, his wife. They were possibly moving into a 
retirement situation and clearing out their home which was full of their own unsold 
or saved work from forty years production. 
 
In the late 1950s they had returned to Wellington from study at Central School in 
London under Dora Billington (among others) and worked as designers and 
printmakers alongside their studio pottery. They remained committed modernists, 
in every field including their pottery, rather than comply with the dominant Anglo-
oriental philosophy with its Japanese influences. As a result they did not do 
particularly well financially because of the hegemony, prevalent until the late 
1970s, of the followers of Bernard Leach. After the 1980s a plethora of styles 
came into being and the Cowans enjoyed more profile as modernism came back 
into favour. Then post modernism saw them fade from view almost completely. 
Andrew Grigg liked the pots he saw back in 1997 and, being a thoroughly nice 
man, also realised that they were not very comfortably off, for example their toilet 
and bathroom still necessitated a trip outside, so determined to do his best for 
them.  
 
Their collection of pots and paintings and prints was the focus of a catalogue that 
featured information about their lives and work as well as specially taken 
photographs. This received a lot of general print editorial and then further 
publicity – organised by Grigg – who involved a TV crew from the start so that the 
resulting programme covered more than their collected works, but included their 
life stories and details about how they would cart pots in a trailer across hills to 
get to the collective salt kiln in the Wairarapa; and details on how they swapped 
pots for various paintings and other art works; as well as information on their 
pottery. The programme covered the auction, then after the film crew showed 
Grigg returning to their house to give them the results; which were excellent. 
More than $NZ20,000 in the first of the three sales alone, and they were able to 
finally connect their bathroom with their house. That event on TV changed the 
size of the audience for auctions involving pots. There was the perception that 
good contemporary pots were obtainable for a couple of thousand dollars instead 
of the tens of thousands needed for fine art, and the collector base grew, 
competing with the few already committed collectors; and prices rose. This 
interest and publicity convinced Dunbar Sloans that contemporary pots were 
worth adding to their calendar regularly and they gained a reputation as the first 
house to recognise this. They made money and got good publicity. In 1999, there 
was a collection of mainly English studio pottery, which gained a lot of newspaper 
editorial cover; it all helped seed a regeneration of interest.  
 
An awareness of this interest spread and activity started in other centres. In 
Auckland Peter Webbs auction house started adding a stand-alone section to 
their antique sales, and the ice was broken. Now they regularly add studio pottery 
to their modernist sales of mainly Scandinavian mid-century furniture.  
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Cordys, a long established house in Auckland has now been bought by the same 
Andrew Grigg from Wellington and features pottery occasionally. His place with 
Dunbar Sloans’ Applied Arts division (they now have a division) has been taken 
by one of those early collectors, who has made it something of a mission and is 
most active travelling regularly around the country sourcing work. He values, 
decides if appropriate to the marketplace, gives opinions based on sales, and 
has an appreciation of where the market might go, sets up the auctions and 
writes descriptions for the Dunbar Sloans’ catalogues. He negotiates with 
collectors letting them know in advance about work coming up and is paid at 50% 
of vendor premium split with Dunbar Sloans. He will not retire on that but he does 
it because he has another income source and this is a way of being involved in 
something he is passionate about.  
 
Again in Auckland, a group left Webbs and started Art and Object – the title 
signalling that they were, from the outset, interested in what we might call 
contemporary studio objects. This more glamorous house now dominates the 
regular TV programmes on the secondary market shown on Sunday evenings 
and studio pots are sometimes featured which helps maintain interest. Because 
of the national TV cover, they receive much the same sort of price in every town 
now for a particular artist’s piece. So the competition lies with getting ware to sell. 
When Art and Object began, in 2007 they could not cover all auction areas so 
decided to focus on 20th Century art, design and applied arts (or objects as they 
now term it. They look at it with a more curatorial eye, choosing the best they can 
find from what can be offered; work that would gain more interest from the 
marketplace. And so it has proved. So in this instance ceramics swung in on the 
coat-tails of 20th Century design and applied arts instead of via early industrial 
ceramics. 
 
What Art and Object has done is produce a more updated and upscale catalogue 
which in turn has forced other auction houses to upgrade their own catalogues. 
Gone are the staples and in came perfect binding, Gone are the fusty auction 
house mast heads and in came clean contemporary design, gone is just lists of 
works for auction and estimated prices and in came spacious layouts (although 
these days less so with many images of almost all works) and short essays 
dedicated to one work or one artist, written either by the auction house’s own 
staff or by invited essayists who are specialists in their areas. 
 
Catalogues are expensive: they cost about $NZ30,000 to produce and as one of 
the partners explained to me about 50% of the catalogue is applied arts, so they 
attribute half the costs. 
 
The last fine art sales turned over 200,000 dollars where applied arts turned over 
60,000 plus dollars. The auction houses take from this is (quote), ‘as low as’ 10% 
from vendor and the 12.5% from buyer premium which nets them about 13,500 
dollars which is not yet covering costs, particularly once you also factor in staff 
time for estimating, researching, handling, client contacting and chatting up, wine, 
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post sales input and house overheads. This particular house, as leader in the 
field, is not expecting a huge increase in numbers of ceramics being put up for 
auction but does expect, as the Anglo-Oriental field becomes exhausted, that 
individual works will reach much higher prices.  
 
I didn’t have the heart to mention just how many pots may have been produced 
over the 60s, 70s and 80s until the demise of the Anglo-Oriental influence in New 
Zealand in about the mid 80s. At an estimated 2000 (full and part time) producing 
potters over that time and maybe 100 pieces a week from many/of these. My 
calculations tell me there were perhaps conservatively 5 million pots produced 
over that period. Hopefully most now make decent fill under concrete paths. But 
as market awareness grows, more mediocre pots from the period keep on 
appearing alongside pieces from top makers. One problem is that the auction 
houses do not yet recognise styles except in a few instances. The auction 
houses even contributed to a booklet on potters marks produced by the New 
Zealand Society of Potters so they might be able to identify better, but sadly this 
was simply linear renderings of marks rather than actual images of impressions 
from the marks, so was less than perfect. Misattributions have been even more 
frequent since as people attempt to translate linear renderings into actual marks 
without a corresponding understanding or knowledge of a potter’s style. 
 

 
Fig 1. 'Art + Object viewing day' 
 
Collectors are independent and cover all houses; although some stay exclusively 
with one house which looks after them, letting them know when something of 
interest is coming up. 
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Collectors come in all styles. Here are three: 
This one is an architect and as you see, does his own art with what he collects 
from makers.  
This one is one of the most enthusiastic, and he lives with his pots and 70s 
furniture all around him  
Here is another who has what is probably the biggest collection, which is mainly 
stored away in carefully marked boxes with computer files of images from every 
angle, the marks and prices paid, where bought as well as book references for 
similar works.  
 
[Ed. note: the above descriptions refer to images given in oral presentation] 
 
Finally who and what is most eagerly sought after? 
The market has narrowed somewhat to what are seen as being the top players; 
names dominate quality and currently it is names that are collectible. 
The market currently recognises these as mainly the early Anglo-Oriental 
makers.  Len Castle is the most successful. He has had a long career (since the 
late 40s) so there is a lot of his work around. However, like many his practice has 
been unedited, in that he sold seconds or poor work (today this is seen as 
diluting the secondary arena), and it keeps turning up. Moreover he is, at 85, still 
making and exhibiting regularly which further dilutes secondary values. His 
practice has been very varied with many strands, but his aim has always been 
aesthetic and a reflection of aspects of nature and natural looking textures has 
broad appeal. His work is in every sale and usually dominates quantity and 
values. There was one of his branch pots (a fine one) estimated in catalogue at 
$NZ6000 that realised $NZ10,000 which excited many who started diving in to 
the backs of their cupboards; and at a following auction there appeared another 
with a reserve of $NZ15,000, which reached nowhere near that estimate.  So it 
does not follow that the next one is worth the same or more and this is where 
educating the eye of collectors is important; so they don’t simply snap up 
anything, and pay anything because of name. However, the prices realised for 
Castle’s work at auction have fed back in to his primary market and some pieces 
he currently makes have risen in price because of what similar works have 
gained at auction. Why would he undercut his own prices after all? 
 
Mirek Smisek covers the same time span. His best work can be very fine but it 
operates in a narrower band. Smisek kept to the wheel thrown vessel for 
domestic or semi domestic purposes. His nature inclusions were limited to cut 
rims echoing horizon lines or tooled swirls around banded areas – underlined by 
later heavier salt glaze – not always popular with the public despite potters’ love 
of the process and effects. He also made the mistake, as galleries dried up in the 
90s, of trying to market his new work at auction so he was in opposition with his 
own older work. This pulled down prices. 
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Peter Stichbury confined his output to domestic ware with few excursions into 
large decorative pieces so he has been less successful: many current collectors 
don’t want something to use but something to display. 
 
There are some regional differences: Doreen Blumhardt sells in Wellington where 
she has always lived but does not sell in Auckland where her work is viewed 
askance. Warren Tippett sells in Auckland where, about four years ago, there 
was a large retrospective show that was widely viewed with a full catalogue 
analysis that placed him in context. However the show did not tour, so that did 
not assist awareness of his practice in other centres. 
 
The auction houses see that after Len Castle, and despite his best efforts to keep 
producing, there will be a post-Castle period, then they envisage the market 
spreading to contemporary jewellery and glass. There is not yet much on the 
market. However, despite there being little available as yet, compared to pottery 
prices both of these areas are reaching higher values, in spite of variable quality. 
In glass, Ann Robinson, has been taken into the stable of a fine art gallery where 
her primary prices have quintupled over recent years. She also realises high 
values in the secondary market and she can outstrip Castle plus any half-dozen 
others, being regularly up in the $NZ30,000 area for almost anything that has her 
signature.  
 
However the intention is to maintain a ceramics market, but the auction houses 
see it swinging more to more art-oriented pieces and they await such pieces 
turning up in more quantity, in time. They suggest perhaps Richard Stratton or 
Raewyn Atkinson, whose prices as part of the stables of fine art galleries are 
much higher, and who are expected to maintain these. But the role of an auction 
house is to reflect the primary market and not take any part in promoting or trying 
to build a reputation; that is properly the role of the artist’s gallery, and of course 
the artist’s own work.  The auction houses are aware of those ceramicists who 
have been taken on by a fine art gallery, expecting these to be the market 
leaders in time, rather than those who are carried by craft galleries where career 
management is not so much seen as their role. However the auction houses can, 
and do, take a part in controlling the secondary market in that they can limit the 
numbers of pieces offered at auction, either in total or any particular artist’s work 
so as to maintain some equilibrium in values realised and numbers available; 
often these go together. As one said, they tread a fine line between handling 
sufficient stock to cover expenses and realise a profit, and flooding a market by 
taking everything offered. What will happen next? Watch this space. 
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A History of Ceramics in Gladesville and Macquarie Hospitals: 

A Developing Arts-based Practice in Ceramics, Psychosocial 
Rehabilitation and Creativity, an Alternative Site/Insight 
Kristina Tito 
 

Abstract 
 
What has happened to “Art for art sake”? This paper looks at the history of 
utilising art making and in this case, ceramics in particular in mental health 
recovery. Ceramics has had a long and ambiguous journey within the “art world” 
and health service, alike. Its practice has often in the context of a health setting 
been a tool only in a contracted art therapeutic sense, in which two polar modes 
of practice apply: ‘art psychotherapy’ as a means of symbolic communication, 
which values insight and understanding or ‘art as therapy’ which values the 
creative process as inherently healing by means of self expression. The goal of 
this paper is to present the historical evolution of the Macquarie Hospital ‘Pottery 
Unit’, a unique ceramic studio which has its roots deeply embedded in the 
institutional health setting of the old Gladesville Psychiatric Hospital and the 
aforementioned concepts of ‘art therapy’. This paper highlights the efforts by 
artists, art therapists and arts workers to change these discursive institutional 
philosophies, which permeate mental health art services and the art world. It will 
explore the concept of facilitating an art-based community/psychosocial model, 
where artists who have experienced mental illness, have ownership and direction 
over their creative process, as well as, challenging the prescription of patient. It is 
hoped that this paper, opens up discussion and invites insights into the meaning 
and importance of the creative process, and that of being an artist. Is this a 
valuable concept within this framework and that of the current “ceramic world”? 
 
 
Keywords: Ceramic art, psychosocial theory, ownership/direction, creative 
process 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This paper arose out of a reflection on what exactly is this idea of recovery in 
mental health. Is it something that exists in the ‘Pottery Unit’ and am I the 
appropriate person to help with its actualisation? As an artist with foundational 
skills in fine arts and art theory/philosophy I am employed in a teaching or 
facilitating role within a mental health hospital and because of this I began to 
question some of the abilities, and or lack thereof, which I brought to this position. 
As a result many issues regarding: what is art and what is art therapy; 
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institutionalisation/de-institutionalisation; prescriptions like artist/patient; the 
creative process and what is honestly meant by ownership; have been at the 
forefront of my reflections. 
One of the reasons why I have endeavoured to write this paper in the context of 
the ‘Pottery Unit’ at Macquarie Hospital and within an arts-based psychosocial 
framework, is to help make concrete some of the theoretical, observed and felt 
experiences that I have as ‘Pottery Teacher’ inside this environment. 
In this paper I will focus on these complex subjects by looking at them in context 
to the historical and contemporary perspectives of mental health in Australia and 
the art world, and in particular that of an alternative ceramic community. I will 
explore the development of the Pottery Unit from its parent conceptualisation at 
the old Gladesville Psychiatric Hospital to its current form at Macquarie Hospital. 
A basic introduction of the concepts of psychosocial rehabilitation or recovery 
and creativity will also be discussed in this paper along with how, and if, it is 
happening in, and for, the Pottery Unit. It is important, however, to note that these 
complex theories and practices cannot in every respect be discussed within the 
scope of this paper, but I do hope to posit the importance of valuing, supporting 
and developing an artistic/creative identity for the Pottery Unit, but most 
importantly for the artists/clients (including myself), who use this space within a 
very traditional health setting. 
 
 
Formerly known as Tarban Creek Asylum 1838-68 
 
Gladesville Hospital was the first purpose-built mental health institution in 
Australia1 it was sited at a distance from the active Sydney community and if 
looked at in terms of ‘not in my back yard’ a form of historical, social and 
structural discrimination.2 The hospital was known not only as Tarban Creek 
Asylum, but also went through name changes to help accommodate more 
appropriate terminology and provisions of care that were implemented throughout 
its history. Thus for example, from 1869 to 1914 it was known as Gladesville 
Hospital for the Insane and known from 1915 to 1993, as the Gladesville Mental 
Hospital or later shortened to Gladesville Hospital. 
 
Emil Kraepelin (1856-1926) and Sigmund Freud (1856-1939) at the turn of the 
20th century along with John Cade (1912-1980) all psychiatrists, became highly 
influential in the development of ideas in diagnosis, psychological/social and 
physical/pharmacological mental health treatments. Gladesville’s long history 
spanning from 1838 to 1993 instituted many of these forms of psychiatric 
treatment, which were performed onto individuals, who either did or did not 
experience differing mental health issues. An era of ‘anti-psychiatry’evolved out 
of this context, along with consumer advocate and carer movements, which 
questioned and looked to alter the paternal, and often patronising power relations 

                                                             
1 Robson From asylum to de-institutionalisation: a brief history of mental health services New Paradigm 
Press, Australia, 2002, pg. 36 
2 Olsen Stigma New Paradigm Press, Australia, 2002, pg. 34 
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that existed within mental health care. 3 It was in between the 1950s and1970s 
that these physical, psychological and social actions would inevitably change, 
and outmoded theory and discourse would slowly begin to dispel deeply held 
institutional beliefs and practices. 
 
The 30 years spaning from 1950 to 1980 saw the de-institutionalisation of the 
former systems of long-established psychiatric care and with it the rise of 
community-based infrastructure. Hospital-based treatment at the time was a 
mixture of diverse social/behavioural theories and practices with many being 
looked at, and questioned. Concepts along the lines of therapeutic communities, 
occupational therapies, art/drama groups and psychotherapeutic work were 
integrated into mental health services and viewed as positive forms of 
rehabilitation. It was in this climate that the Gladesville Hospital would see the 
birth of the Pottery Studio, and art practice and process would be utilised in 
mental health as a form of creative expression, therapy and diagnostic tool. 
 
 
The Gladesville Studio 
 
In 1967 the Chaplain Rev Eric Stevenson formed a committee with a group of 
enthusiastic volunteer potters who supported the new concept of a ceramic 
studio space on the grounds of Gladesville Hospital. The Gladesville Studio came 
into being with the collaboration between this committee and with the support of 
Dr Max Frame, the then Medical Superintendent of Gladesville Hospital and a 
group of senior hospital staff from the Occupational Therapy, Social Work, 
Psychology and Nursing departments. The studio was housed in an original 
sandstone building, which had in a former life, been the kitchen, bakery, butchery 
and store of the old Tarban Creek Asylum4. 
 
During 1967 to 1992 sympathetic renovations like the restoration of the existing 
and badly damaged roof with tiles from Rose Bay Convent, along with the 
acquisition of new pottery wheels, kilns and cement flooring, made this new 
studio space more conducive to ceramic practice. 
 
Clients at Gladesville Hospital used the studio to learn basic ceramic techniques 
in a group environment three days a week under the tutelage of the pottery 
teacher and occupational therapist. Funding for this project came from fee paying 
community students5 who also used the studio to learn the foundations of 
ceramic practice, but the wage for the ceramic practitioner was payed by the 
hospital. 
 

                                                             
3 Robson From asylum to de-institutionalisation: a brief history of mental health services New Paradigm 
Press, Australia, 2002, pg. 37 
4 Nolte A Short History of the Pottery Macquarie Hospital Newsletter, 2005, pg. 11 
 
5 Nolte A Short History of the Pottery Macquarie Hospital Newsletter, 2005, pg. 11 
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During this period artists, both in painting and ceramics had the opportunity to 
use the studio for their own developing art practice, with opportunities to exhibit 
and sell their work in exhibitions at Gladesville Studio, up until 2001 and in the 
local community. However, in the 1980s with the push to de-institutionalise old 
psychiatric hospitals and move clients out into the community, the once Tarban 
Creek Asylum would finally close its doors and amalgamate with Macquarie 
Hospital in 1993-94, at North Ryde. 
 
 
Art, Art Therapy and Creativity 
 
During the 1950s to1980s in art historical discourse, an interest in Art Brut or 
Raw Art - a term coined by Jean Dubuffet (1901-1985) - categorised artwork 
which sat outside of mainstream art practice, traditional art skills and art 
appreciation. It would later become known broadly, as Outsider Art. Many forms 
of artwork would emerge within this group, for example psychiatric, folk, 
marginalised and even naïve art, with Dubuffet describing Raw Art as: 
 

Those works created from solitude and from pure and authentic 
creative impulses - where the worries of competition, acclaim and 
social promotion do not interfere - are, because of these very facts, 
more precious than the productions of professions. After a certain 
familiarity with these flourishing of an exalted feverishness, lived so 
fully and so intensely by their authors, we cannot avoid the feeling that 
in relation to these works, cultural art in its entirety appears to be the 
game of a futile society, a fallacious parade.6 

 
In this period both art and art therapy became major focuses in mental health 
institutions for its aesthetic, raw, expressive, diversional, therapeutic and 
diagnostic qualities. 
 
Differing schools of thought regarding these two modes would evolve into official 
art therapy and a somewhat lost art practice. Arts workers and occupational 
therapists with vocational and diversional interests in mind at Gladesville had 
begun to establish art practice in a traditional health setting in the 1960s. 
However, a more certified form of art therapy had, and would further, develop 
during these changing periods in mental health care. The focus, however, would 
be on the psychotherapeutic relationship or psychodynamic/analytic process of 
participants and the artwork, rather than the import being on the aesthetic object 
or participant/patient as a skilled (or even unskilled) artist. 
 
In both instances the artwork was often taken away from its artistic, personal and 
owned roots to be re-established in differing fields of determination like that of 
psychotherapy or in an art historical context. These processes of differentiation 
                                                             
6 Dubuffet Art Brut in Preference to the Cultural Arts Art and Text, no.27, December-February 1988, pp. 30-
33 
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are important, but at the same time a subtle form of discrimination of the artist as 
other or outsider evolved. Complex issues of ownership, professional equality, 
supported skills training or studios, issues of exploitation and limiting diagnostic 
and art historical interpretations all inhibited to some degree the free creative 
process and direction of an individual’s artistic development. 
 
Glen Barkley, guest curator of Without Boarders: Outsider Art in an Antipodean 
Context, an exhibition held at Campbelltown Arts Centre in 2008, looks at agency 
within the context of outsider/insider and how this role can be detrimental for both 
artists involved: 
 

Hattaway who, as an institutionalised ‘outsider’ in both a social and 
artistic sense could be manipulated and exploited. Perhaps this was 
unintentional, but in this instance, Hattaway is at a distinct 
disadvantage and . . . agency becomes more problematic than it need 
be.7 

 
In context to the Pottery Unit at Macquarie Hospital, similar complex issues are 
being looked at in regards to this concept of agency and how it is used within a 
mental health institution, and psychosocial framework or recovery model. 
 
 
Psychosocial Rehabilitation and the Pottery Unit 
 
Creativity is: 
 

more difficult and strange . . . an idea or product that deserves the 
label “creative” arises from a synergy of many sources and not only 
from the mind of a single person. It is easier to enhance creativity by 
changing conditions in the environment than by trying to make people 
think more creatively . . . but comes from years of hard work.8 

 
By looking at both psychosocial rehabilitation and the Pottery Unit creatively, and 
environmentally, some of these complexities can be explored and the 
environment changed to promote empowerment and ownership. 
 
Much has been written on what exactly is psychosocial rehabilitation from many 
within differing fields of mental health. The interpretation that I will draw on will be 
from David Webb, who calls himself a Suicide Attempter/Survivor and is a first 
person account of what this concept is. It is a model that evolves from a 
psychosocial position into an exploration of self via a psychospiritual concept that 
is important in regards to creativity and identity. However, it is not a narrow 
interpretation of the spiritual in regards to dogma and religion or a rejection of 

                                                             
7 Barkley Without Borders exh. cat MUMA/Campbelltown Arts Centre, Australia, 2008, pg. 8 
8 Csikszentmihalyi Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention HarperCollins, New York, 
1996, pg. 1 
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hard and soft science, but instead a search for meaning in being. If looked at in 
context to an artistic identity then it can be utilised as an authentic opening into a 
meaningful being with the self. A self ‘that is always present, waiting in silence 
beneath the chaotic . . . mind . . . a self without any notion of time and space . . . 
It is unknowable by the mind  . . . terrifies the mind.’9 
Webb describes two key features to this model: 
 

First, it emphasises, the existing talents and strengths of the person 
rather than pathologising them. Second, it looks to environmental 
circumstances as critical for wellbeing and . . ., for recovery. This 
approach is more accepting of the person as they are.10 

 
So what is currently happening in the Pottery Unit at Macquarie Hospital? As an 
arts worker in a ceramic-based studio, if I embrace the concept of an artist 
identity for myself and for the artists/clients who use this space is it enough to say 
that a psychosocial model is being promoted and implemented within it. I don’t 
believe it is, but I think it is a step in the right direction. What it does do is focus 
on the individuals within the space as artist (including myself), rather than mental 
health patient or clinician, as these are stigmatised medical labels. These 
medical labels do not promote an individual as they are within the studio context 
or even in a holistic perspective of an individual within a health service. However, 
being an artist changes the category of welcome and relationship within the 
studio to one of basic equality, where as artists we share and work alongside 
each other in a mutual exchange of differing experiences. 
 
In order to fully recognise and embrace the empowerment of individuals as artists 
or as beings as they are it is also important within this psychosocial framework, to 
acknowledge and respond to the concepts of inclusion, ownership and decision 
making, and how it can be utilised in the Pottery Unit, hospital/health service and 
the art world. As any art practitioner would know, there is a pride and often a 
sense of connection to a shared understanding as artist, of the importance and 
acceptance of one’s artwork. Others have valued it, validated it and appreciated 
your efforts. These feelings can have an amplified effect for artists who have 
experienced mental health issues and who have been labelled as outsiders. 
Imagine, however, if your work became the centre of a bidding war? 
 
One particular story of an artist’s work, which was exhibited, became the subject 
of an auction like game between two lawyers. The price was driven up into the 
thousands, however, the sale never came about and because according the story 
it was seen as being “too much money and that this particular person (artist) was 
likely to spend it on alcohol and cigarettes”: 
 
                                                             
9 Webb Suicide - Mental Illness or Spiritual Crisis Exclusion and Embrace Conference VICSERV New 
Paradigm Press, Australia, Oct 2001, pg. 16 
 
10 Webb Suicide - Mental Illness or Spiritual Crisis Exclusion and Embrace Conference VICSERV New 
Paradigm Press, Australia, Oct 2001, pg. 9 
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According to studies investigating stigma there is a ‘common core’ of 
pejorative characteristics ascribed to those suffering from mental 
illness by mental health workers as well as by the general public: 
unpredictable, irresponsible, socially undesirable, immature, confused, 
irrational, and aggressive. These are the stereotypical understandings 
that go hand in hand with stigma and its effects. (Bakshi, et al.1999; 
see also Link & Phelan, 2001)11 

 
Apparently the artwork was later exhibited at another exhibition and sold for a 
more acceptable price of eighty dollars. It really is a poignant reminder that 
inequality, stigma and lack of insight into appropriate social justice is not that far 
away, and that a need for a professional recovery focus from all services within 
mental health, is paramount. 

 
It is important to note, however, that systemic issues of complex form regarding 
control and power, value (and not just in a pecuniary sense) and excessive 
valorisation over an artist’s artwork by these differing modes was and still is, very 
much a sign of old institutional practices. But as more sensitivity and reflection on 
these issues, via listening to artists and clients on what is valued, how it is valued 
and what is wanted in this context, a new shift in focus is slowly taking shape in 
the current art world and health services. 
 
How do I as an arts worker in this environment work alongside artists and clients 
to help transform the Pottery Unit and introduce it to an art world and health 
service that still pervades these stereotypes? Where is the evidence of best 
practice in this field of supporting artists and artwork within a health setting, and 
not just evidence within an art therapeutic context? And how do we avoid 
exploitation in an extremely commercialised art world? Supported studios like 
Roomies, Arts Project Australia, Splash Art Studio in Melbourne and 
organisations like Accessible Arts are excellent exemplars for supporting artists 
in the art world. If Macquarie Hospital embraces the concepts of these examples, 
it would influence the development of the Pottery Unit into a more equitable and 
positive space. Artists would be professionally supported and included in all 
aspects of art practice, decision making and ultimately have an authentic sense 
of ownership over their artistic self. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Artists, clients, art therapists and arts workers acknowledge and support this 
importance and social right to the philosophical and creative process of an artist, 
as Simon Champ a well know artist describes: 
 

                                                             
11 Olsen Stigma New Paradigm Press, Australia, 2002, pg. 33 
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We are about celebrating the creations of people with schizophrenia 
and of artists who have tried to tackle the subject . . . I also hope that 
artists who have schizophrenia may reclaim their imagination in the 
sense that they may actually start to divorce their creativity from their 
pathology. Or see realistically how this may be linked but learn to 
celebrate their imagination again.12 

 
With an empowerment of the artist in these institutional settings and along with 
an artworks appropriate value, there is an understanding of the need to change 
outdated modes of practice. Yet at the same time, the difficulty that mental health 
services face is the bureaucratic process of a health setting and the ethical 
responsibility of a duty of care, and the ambiguity and struggle between this and 
individual human rights. Yet within this struggle and ambiguity is a world full of 
insightful and thought provoking art by artists who inspire, challenge and give 
hope to us all. It excites possibility, particularly in ceramics. 
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A Wider Horizon    
The importance of the availability of quality independent short 
course education. 
 
Jane Crick 
 
 
Recent years have seen a significant decline in the offering of ceramic education 
in tertiary and vocational institutions. This is fact reported by many sources and 
recently restated by Dr. Damon Moon in his article ‘A State of Flux.’1 
 
In spite of concerted efforts by these institutions to recruit viable numbers, there 
is a consistent falling behind in the numbers of students enrolled in ceramics in 
comparison with most other areas of the visual arts. This is not a condition 
unique to Australia but is also apparent in Great Britain. There are proposed 
reasons one could debate as to why this is the case, some are fact and some are 
philosophical. 
 
A reduction in enrolled student numbers in ceramics often brings a corresponding 
reduction in funding for the affected institutions, with the result that the resources 
of these institutions are over-taxed and many are forced to reduce the types of 
ceramics courses they offer. These institutions have little option but to invest in 
the provision of the courses which will attract the numbers that ensure continued 
funding. For many it is a Catch 22 situation. It is not that they do not want to offer 
a wider range of courses, but that it is just not possible. Some offer courses or 
workshops which are designed to be self-funding but my observation is that often 
the numbers required by the institution to make these offerings viable are too 
large to be easily met. 
 
Ceramics is not seen as a viable career option. The art-buying public is reluctant 
to buy ceramics; as a generalisation they have not been educated to 
acknowledge the skill and imagination required to produce quality works in clay 
(not pots, not domestic ware, not sculpture, not decorative art but any item made 
of clay). For a career in ceramics to become a viable option it is essential that the 
wider population is educated in the appreciation of ceramic works. Those working 
in clay are often unable to make even a subsistence living. Many graduates in 
ceramics find that once they leave their alma mater they are unable to compete 
in the wider community. It takes a considerable investment of both time and 
funds to establish an independent studio. Self-promotion is hard work and 
success does not always follow in proportion to the amount of time and effort 
invested. Fear of litigation has also been a factor in reduced offerings in 
institutions and has contributed to the reluctance of independents to establish 
teaching programs. 
 

                                                
1 Damon Moon ‘A State of Flux”, Journal of Australian Ceramics, 47/2, pp.20-3 
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There are many practitioners, often already experienced and highly qualified, 
who desire to increase their knowledge in specific areas of ceramics.  These 
practitioners often do not wish to engage in prolonged degree or diploma courses 
or to enrol for terms with community or adult education groups. Whether fostering 
an interest commenced during formal schooling or developing that interest as an 
adult, for reasons of career demands or expectations, these practitioners wish to 
engage in short courses of intensive, specifically-targeted tuition. These are 
exactly the sort of courses to which the resources of tertiary and community 
institutions will not stretch.  
 
In the past ten years the face of ceramics education has changed and more and 
more intensive short course tuition is being provided by independent professional 
ceramic educators in their own studios. 
 
I have been earning an income as an independent teacher of ceramics since 
1992. My experience teaching with the Canberra Potters Society has led me to 
believe that such community-based groups, while promoting the encouraging 
premise that “anyone can do it” have difficulty organising programs to take 
students past the beginner to early intermediate stage in their work with clay. 
This may educate some in the appreciation of ceramics but also can tend to 
foster an “I could do that” attitude that fails to recognise the skill required to “do it 
well”. There is an absence of the appreciation or discrimination which separates 
the good from the merely acceptable or frankly bad. Those students who do wish 
to acquire the greater skills often do not wish to enter one of the dwindling 
number of degree or certificate vocation-oriented courses in ceramics offered by 
tertiary institutions. For example, secondary school art teachers are one very 
specific (and often overlooked) group to whom this observation might apply. 
Highly educated in their own area of the visual arts they are expected to have 
knowledge across all artistic media and be able to disseminate that knowledge to 
their students. Janet de Boos mentions the importance of educating and assisting 
secondary school art teachers in ceramics in her article ‘The Changing Face of 
Ceramics Education.’2 Educating teachers must be the foundation in all fields of 
life and culture.  
 

                                                
2 Janet de Boos ‘The Changing Face of Ceramics Education’ Journal of Australian Ceramics, 47/2, pp.24-9 
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Fig 1. Novice kiln builders at Moonshill studio, Tarago NSW 

At the request of some of my regular students, I established my workshop 
program in 1999 to offer tuition which went beyond the basics. I established a 
permanent studio for my workshops at Moonshill, Tarago, in 2003. I have found 
that many who attend my workshops and open studio days come for exactly the 
reasons I have previously outlined. As an independent practitioner I am free to 
offer what the student would like. Consultation with intending students is an 
integral part of course planning. Independence from institutional planning also 
means independence from some constraint. The independent teacher can 
experience satisfaction and joy at seeing students surpass the master. Taking 
opportunities and running with ideas without the constraints of a formal 
curriculum or assessment deadline can be liberating. The absence of a formal 
curriculum does not imply that the tuition is of lesser quality, more that it frees the 
tutor to tailor the course to the needs/demands of the student/s. Students 
challenging the curriculum may be problematic in an institutional situation 
whereas independent teachers can address doubts and confrontations and 
encourage students into individual expression and expansion of ideas.   
 
In 2008 I was fortunate to be awarded a Churchill Fellowship to undertake 
overseas investigation in my chosen field. The object of my Churchill project was 
to broaden my understanding of models for the presentation, teaching, and 
assisting of educational ceramics workshops run by professional independent 
practitioners. The intention was to go some way to achieving such growth and 
understanding, by meeting a variety of professional ceramic education providers 
from all fields and to observe and interact with them to gain insights into the 
widest possible range of models for workshop presentation. 
 
The project was in two parts with the same objective. Part one was to attend the 
annual conference in the USA of the National Council on Education for the 
Ceramic Arts (NCECA). Part two was to meet with individual potters who 
organise their own educational workshops. 
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I first became aware of NCECA in the early 1990’s soon after I commenced my 
own teaching career. My interest was heightened when in 1996 I met visiting 
artist Lennie Dowhie who was at that time on the management board of NCECA. 
He was expansive about the marvellous gains in the quality of the services 
provided in the US by the pooling of knowledge and discussion and co-operation 
between ceramic educators which had come about through the face to face 
interaction with the diverse peer group represented by NCECA.   
 
In 2009 the NCECA conference was held in Phoenix, Arizona, close to an area of 
great historical significance in the world of traditional indigenous ceramics. I 
attended a pre-conference demonstration workshop and also many of the 
conference sessions. Two sessions in particular were informative and pertinent to 
my own investigation. A topical discussion session on “Captivating the Clay 
Beginner” and a lecture “Idea Pots” contained much information and thought-
provoking material for anyone who is developing a workshop program. 
 
The second part of my project was to meet with individual potters in USA and UK 
who have proven records of professionally presenting successful workshops.  It 
was my original intention to visit only independent individuals, but during my 
attendance at NCECA I was persuaded that I should visit some of the “not-for-
profit” self-funded and philanthropically-funded educational institutions in USA. I 
also visited many studios where instruction was not offered although much 
comment and advice was available! 
 

 
Fig 2. Raku firing with Alan Parris at Aylesford Pottery, Kent, UK 
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The generosity and enthusiasm I experienced when visiting studios was 
overwhelming. Each experience gave me a wealth of food for thought and I thank 
all the potters with whom I spoke and worked.  Each of them gave me at least 
one major point to consider and I will mention just some of them. 
 
Michelle Katz at Desert Dragon Pottery, Phoenix, Arizona, told me that she had 
the only independent teaching studio in Phoenix and she taught me the value of 
collaboration in running a successful studio. Amalgamating studios with her 
business partner Kim had given both businesses the opportunity to survive. 
 
While I was based in Asheville, North Carolina, I visited many studios. Odyssey 
Studio and Highwater Clays are commercial businesses and as such have very 
tight regulations regarding studio use and classes; and are very successful. Their 
students tend to stay close, but some eventually feel suffocated by the 
restrictions and move into their own studios. Penland School of Crafts – where 
the current ceramic tutor was Denmark-based Gregory Hamilton Miller – offers a 
variety of classes and workshops in its rural ceramic studio. Largely self-funded, 
this inspirational centre places the emphasis on finding one’s focus and learning 
without losing one’s way to technology.  
Cynthia Bringle is a doyenne of late 20th and early 21st century North American 
ceramics. She is an experienced teacher both in institutions and independently. 
When asked the most important thing she could teach students, she replied 
“Discrimination.” The ability to determine what is merely acceptable and what is 
real quality. “Get your students to forget the object and take away the idea.” 
 
In Durham, North Carolina, I was hosted by Cindy Aldrich, a well-established and 
well-regarded maker of ceramics expressing political comment. Cindy does not 
enjoy attending workshops as she finds her own mind takes ideas too quickly and 
runs with them ahead of, and sometimes away from, the intention of the tutor. 
This flags a caution for workshop providers.  
 
Dan Finch at Finch Pottery and Nursery, Bailey, has a very relaxed attitude to 
encouraging discovery and personal development in ceramics. His large studio is 
home to a multitude of users from the surrounding area. Being “just like a family” 
is important for the satisfaction of both Dan and his students. Dan also said that 
he “always thought that the private studios were very much over looked as to 
their influence and importance in the clay world.”  
 
Mark Hewitt at M. J. Hewitt Pottery, Pittsboro, leads workshops at venues away 
from his own studio. There are no classes at the studio and Mark, while 
recognising the validity of independent studios offering education extension 
opportunities, prefers to concentrate on training future professional career potters 
through an apprenticeship system. 
 
New York was meant to be a short R&R interlude. It had been suggested that I 
visit 92Y, a very busy community-based studio run by the Young Men’s and 
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Young Women’s Hebrew Association. Robert Silverman, the Head of Ceramics, 
was welcoming and helpful and remarked that I probably did not expect to find 
many small independent teaching studios in New York City. He was right in that 
assumption. He quickly corrected my misapprehension. In spite of the cost of 
renting real estate in Manhattan there are many small teaching studios. 
Unfortunately my itinerary prevented my visiting any of them, however I am 
following this unlikely lead online. 
 
Moving on to the United Kingdom, I spent a busy two weeks attending a variety 
of workshops as a student. The first was a three-day residential throwing 
workshop with Deborah Baynes at Shotley, Suffolk. Deborah’s workshops follow 
a fairly formalised model which is ideal for the students she attracts, most of 
whom already have some ability on the wheel and admire Deborah’s work and 
wish to emulate her. 
 
With Sandy Brown at Appledore, Devon, the approach could not have been more 
different. While the model of presentation is flexible the aim is always to foster 
idea development and expansion with encouragement and praise.  
 
The most tranquil raku firing day I have ever attended took place at Aylesford 
Pottery in Kent where Alan Parris guided a mixed group of novices and more 
experienced pottery nuts through the mysteries of rapid firing. The lesson learnt 
here: organisation and preparation. 
 
Teacher, tutor, mentor, trainer, modeller, instructor; I have heard all these terms; 
they do not describe the same activity but they are all educators. Of the 
educators I have met during my study tour some fulfilled only one of the listed 
roles and some definitely fulfilled two or even more of them. I have been told that 
I could present a thesis addressing the differentiation of these roles, but in the 
interests of sanity I have decided not to do that. However, points to consider 
when planning a workshop program should be noted. 
 
What persuades students to attend a non-institutional workshop? What 
persuades them to undertake institutional education? Is vocational education 
perceived as narrow and blinkered? This is an age of instant gratification and 
learning. Do short-courses satisfy this appetite? How do students find out about 
workshops? How do they choose the teacher/workshop that will be right for 
them? How far will they travel to attend a workshop? Is cost of travel and 
accommodation a major consideration if the workshop is the right one? Should 
these short courses be small group or one-on-one? 
 
One-on-one education has many specific benefits for students. Even one hour of 
tuition and discussion can resolve problems, open minds or consolidate 
investigations. For example, recently I have been approached for individual 
tuition on the subjects of porcelain; glaze formulation; glaze faults; and printing 
on clay; all of these with specific concerns to address. How useful it would be to 
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know where expertise can be reached, advice and/or knowledge generously 
shared and questions asked in a non-confrontational dialogue. 
 
The research enabled by my Churchill Fellowship will result in a broadening of 
the base and variation in the model on which I can plan my workshops. This can 
only be of benefit to my students. I hope that my improved performance may 
encourage others, thinking of establishing a professional workshop program, to 
take that step. One of my ambitions would be to establish a network of 
professional independent educators in ceramics. Such a network would mean 
these educators are known to each other and each one’s area of expertise is 
known and acknowledged. A directory of providers would be an asset. If some 
review facility was included in the directory, such as that hosted by 
www.hotcourses.com in the UK, prospective students could be reassured that the 
course they were contemplating would fulfil their requirements. 
 
Students are entitled to the best service that can be achieved. Diversity of quality 
service and knowledge of where it is available is essential for growth and 
satisfaction of both educators and students. 
 
Ensuring independent educators provide the highest quality professional service 
is paramount for the re-energising and advancing of interest in ceramics in the 
future. Broadening the base and variation in the model of independently offered 
short courses can only be of benefit to students; whether one–to-one or in small 
or larger groups. 
 
So, what makes a good workshop? I have discovered that it is not necessary to 
have a huge facility but to paraphrase from the Penland School of Crafts 
introductory video; the following are good starting points: 
 Isolation (from the students normal life); 
 Cater for the students every need; 
 Encourage a personal craziness. 
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Daggy Potters and Relational Aesthetics: 
What do they have to learn from one another? 
 
Dee Taylor Graham 
 
Friends, Romans countrymen, lend me your ears; I come not to bury pots but to 
praise them.1 
 

I am after all, a potter. Amidst all of the wonderful things that clay can be, it is 
pots that I love and pots that I wish to talk about today; the functional, the 
domestic, the handmade… the so-called ‘humble pot’. 
 
Regardless of where you locate your practice or where your sympathies lie, I 
imagine I would be hard pressed to find a single person who plays with clay, who 
would disagree with the assertion that living with handmade pots makes life just a 
little bit better. Pots are great.  
 
Nevertheless, I have a bone to pick (some might say, a tired old bone on which to 
gnaw). Quite simply, I would like to say, ‘Pots are not art.’  Ah, but before you 
start looking for the nearest exit, let me hasten to assure you, I am NOT wishing 
to gnaw on that tired old art / craft bone. Instead, I would like to offer an 
alternative – an invitation to see the pot as an activating agent in the art, rather 
than as the art itself.  
This will, of course, require the removal of all utilitarian vessels from plinths, 
forthwith.  
 
It is my belief, ladies and gentlemen, that the plinth; that great, white, pillar of 
hope that potters have trusted to elevate their pots to the dizzying heights of 
‘capital A’ Art has, in fact, separated utilitarian objects from their function, and 
thereby undermined and undervalued their power; the power to act as catalysts 
for exchange.  
 
I’d like to suggest that it is in the hands of the punter that the humble pot 
becomes art. Which brings us of course, to the title of this talk. Daggy Potters 
and Relational Aesthetics – there is indeed something that each can learn from 
the other. 
 
Relational aesthetics is a term that was coined in 1998 by the French curator and 
writer Nicolas Bourriaud.2 It is not a theory so much as a way of talking about a 
type of art practice that is concerned with social interaction.  
 
                                                
1 With apologies to William Shakespeare. Julius Caesar, Act 3, Scene 2. 
2  Nicolas Bourriaud Relational Aesthetics, Les presses du reel, Paris, 2002. 
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The book, Relational Aesthetics (Esthetique Relationelle) is a collection of essays 
written by Bourriaud as he attempted to find new ways of engaging with and 
decoding the apparently elusive, process-related or behavioural works that he 
saw becoming increasingly common in contemporary art.3  The word convivial is 
used frequently throughout the book, referring as it does to the atmosphere of 
events and the type of relations that these works seek to develop - between the 
audience and the artist and amongst audience members themselves. Relational 
art practices have been described as being based on a politics of sociability in 
which friendship is a foundational value, shared in the exchange of art.4 Born of a 
belief in our inherent subjectivity, relational works take ‘being together’ as a 
central theme and through the presence of ‘lots of people’ strive towards the 
collective elaboration of meaning.5 
 
In his essays, Bourriaud refers to the work of Rikrit Tiravanija, a New York based 
artist known for his ‘hybrid installation performances’ during which he cooked 
Thai curries and soups for people visiting the gallery where he was ‘exhibiting’. 
The sharing of food became a means of developing convivial relations.  
 
Earlier in the nineties, American critic Suzi Gablik discussed art in a similar 
fashion. She used the term ‘connective aesthetics’ to describe what she saw as a 
profound and necessary paradigm shift away from the celebration of the 
individual hero artist towards art that is relational and interdependent.6 Gablik 
saw these practices as engaging with a real yearning for a sense of community 
and intimacy that has been lost in modern culture.     

 
Maintaining a deeply connected relationship with society is not how the 
modernist vision has conceptualised aesthetic freedom or the principal 
of individual selfhood. We live so much in an ethos of competitiveness, 
which keeps us bound to individualistic modes of thought and the 
making of products, that most of us in the capitalist world have never 
had the experience of community.7 
 

This awareness of, and longing for, community is central to relational art 
practices. In foregrounding social relationships these types of artistic practice 
strive for not only a repair, but also a radical rebuilding and reconception of the 
social fabric.8 
 
It sounds like a big ask, but certainly there are artists out there who, in their own 
small ways, have been attempting to make these changes. Harrell Fletcher is one 
such artist. Fletcher began making socially engaged interdisciplinary artworks 

                                                
3 Ibid, p 7. 
4 Ann Finnegan, ‘Good Times and Friendship: Artist Initiatives and Relational Aesthetics.’ Art Monthly, no 
190, June 2006, p 18. 
5 Claire Bishop, ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics’, October, 110, 2004, p 56. 
6 Suzi Gablik, ‘Connective Aesthetics’, American Art, vol 6, no 2, Winter 1992, p 3. 
7 Gablik, p 2. 
8 Finnegan, p 18. 
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while he was a graduate student at California College of Art and Crafts. Through 
works such as Alternative Library (1992) and This School (1995) he sought to 
develop community and promote exchange.9 From 1993-1995 (well before 
Bourriaud had published his book) Fletcher and fellow student Jon Rubin ran 
what they called Gallery Here, using a vacant retail building in their 
neighbourhood to put on a series of shows about people and places in the 
neighbourhood.10  
 
Since then it seems as though everyone has jumped on the relational aesthetics 
bandwagon. All the cool kids are doing it – and this of course, is where the 
‘daggy’ part of my title becomes relevant. Am I, as a potter, in talking about an art 
practice that is more than eleven years old, simply another example of the me-
tooism that has, for decades, seen potters clambering to be accepted into the 
world of ‘capital A’ art?  
 
Well no, in fact, I would like to suggest quite the opposite. Rather than bemoan 
how backwards we are when it comes to being fashion forward, I would like to 
suggest that potters were actually practising relational aesthetics long before 
Bourriaud coined the phrase.  
 
First, a potted history (no pun intended) of the separation of art and craft, after 
which I will endeavour to describe the ways in which a craft-based practice in 
functional ceramic tableware, can (and does in fact) exemplify the ideals of 
relational aesthetics. 
 
Before I do, let me remind you that I am talking here most specifically about pots: 
the functional, the domestic, the handmade, the vessels that carry our food and 
drink, the very stuff that I am suggesting is not in fact art.  
 
Back in the days of subsistence societies, craft and art were one and the same 
activity. Anthropologists studying and writing about diverse tribal groups around 
the world have described the so-called traditional practices of these societies as 
being concerned with aesthetic as much as practical ends.11 ‘Art played an 
integral part in daily social life and functioned as a communal activity’.12 This 
way of life existed in Western culture until as recently as the eighteenth century 

and the beginnings of industrialisation and modernism, when art and craft were 
separated.13 The word art acquired a tacit ‘capital A’ and craft was deemed 
subordinate.  
 
Instrumental in this shift in the understanding of the art object was the work of 
Immanuel Kant who, in his work of 1790, Critique of Judgement, laid the 

                                                
9 Harrell Fletcher, http://www.harrellfletcher.com 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ellen Dissanayake, What is Art For? University of Washington Press, Seattle, 1998, p 169. 
12 Ellen Dissanayake & Suzi Gablik, ‘What is Art For?’ in Conversations Before the End of Time: Dialogues 
on Life, Art and Spiritual Renewal, Thames and Hudson, London, 1992, p 38. 
13 Dissanayake, p 169. 
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foundations for modern aesthetics, declaring that art could not be good or useful 
for anything except aesthetic contemplation. ‘Beauty is an object’s form of 
purposiveness insofar as it is perceived in the object without the presentation of 
a purpose.’14  
 
According to Kant, the art object must be completely autonomous; that is self-
contained and existing without reference to, or influence from, anything else. 
Expecting art to be good for any other purpose diverts attention away from the 
art and toward another good, which is outside the aesthetic experience.   
 
Since then, Kant’s assertions have been challenged many times over and with 
the advent of post-modernism it was widely accepted that the aesthetic 
experience couldn’t ever be autonomous. Nevertheless, you can see how craft, 
with its feet firmly planted in utility, came to be separated from art.  
 
Further separation came with the modernist practice of treating artist and 
audience as lone individuals. Where once art had been material, functional and 
communal works of art were de-contextualised and displayed as isolated, unique 
entities.15 Audience members were expected to view the work alone and in 
silence. This type of aesthetic contemplation required a highly specialised set of 
circumstances such as those provided by the White Cube.16 The White Cube 
that says, ‘This is Art. Art is serious. Art is important. Art is where the money is.’ 
And for as long as they’ve been excluded from this world of Art, potters have 
been trying to find their way in. 
 
Whether or not they’ve been able to lay claim to the ‘capital A’, many potters 
have inhabited the White Cube over the years, claiming that the gallery lends 
itself admirably to the display of functional pots.  
 
Imagining the position Bernard Leach may have taken, Kevin Murray said, 

To see ceramics as an individual pursuit best acknowledges the 
investment of time and labour that has gone into the development of 
skills, as embodied in the hand of the potter. Long hours of solitary 
labour are required to test the limits of the clay and experiment with 
glazes. The product of this quest thrives best in the hands of the 
connoisseur, who holds up the vessel and appreciates its rare colour 
and form and covets private ownership.17  

 

                                                
14 Immanuel Kant, Critique of Judgement, Hackett Publishing Company, Indianapolis, 1987, p 236. 
15 Ellen Dissanayake, ‘The Art of Ritual and the Ritual of Art’ in Jean W. McLaughlin (ed), The Nature of 
Craft and the Penland Experience: Celebrating the 75th Anniversary of Penland School of Crafts, Lark 
Books, New York, 2004, p 71. 
16 The tern White Cube comes from a series of essays written by Brian O’Doherty akak Patrick Ireland, for 
Artforum in 1976, examining the assumptions on which modern galleries are based.  
Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, University of California Press, 
Berkeley, 2000. 
17 Kevin Murray, Beyond Fortress Ceramica: A Knight’s Tale in Verge: 11th National Ceramics Conference, 
Brisbane, July 2006. 
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In addition to the perceived advantages of display and visual appreciation, the 
gallery, the plinth, the modernist White Cube, all contribute to garnering a more 
art-like price for the pot that is seen by the connoisseur, as an elite, one-off 
production. 
 
In raising the issue of money, it is difficult to not think of Garth Clark, who for 
years has been fighting for the recognition, and associated selling prices, of 
ceramic art. He and his partner Mark del Vecchio were much acclaimed 
speakers at the last national ceramics conference, held in Brisbane three years 
ago. As the then owners of a commercial gallery for the ceramic arts they gave a 
pre-conference marketing seminar, spreading the word  

from those legendary [New York] streets, those gallery infested streets 
of Soho and Chelsea, up to the glorious collectors paradise of 57th St 
and beyond. Paved with the blood, sweat and tears of thousands of 
artists.18    

The word being, give up the ridiculous notion that ceramics should be affordable; 
to be a real artist is to be expensive. 
 
Since then Clark and del Vecchio have closed their gallery doors and the world 
is looking down the barrel of a so-called financial crisis. Could we reasonably 
speculate that the modernist tropes of competition, consumption and greed are 
no longer (if they ever were) working? 
 
According to the likes of Bourriaud and Gablik, it has long been time to revise 
the myths of Modernism. Regardless of how you label it, the possibilities of 
relational aesthetics point to the radical upheaval of the aesthetic, cultural and 
political goals of Modernism.19 I would like to suggest that pots belong at the 
forefront of this upheaval. Rather than continue struggling to be accepted as 
‘real’ artists within the modernist paradigm, I am asking potters to reconsider the 
virtue of their work – that which I believe, made it the first of the relational art 
forms. 
 
If art is to challenge the isolationist thinking of our culture and act in ways that 
increase the interaction between individuals, to prioritise ethics and the 
relationship with the other over ego driven practices,20 then what better vehicle 
for this interactivity than food and pots? 
 
We saw from Bourriaud’s example of the work of Rikrit Tiravanija how 
instrumental the serving and sharing of food can be in the fostering of convivial 
relations. Think how much greater the potential for communication becomes if 
we add pots to the equation. As Ian Jones said in The Journal for Australian 
Ceramics, ‘function is a great pick-up line; it is an inducement to an intimate 

                                                
18 Karen Weiss, ‘Clark & del Vecchio: The Seminar.’ The journal of Australian Ceramics, vol 46, no 1, April 
2007, p 68. 
19 Gablik, p 3. 
20 Finnegan, p 18. 
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relationship.’21 Whilst he was referring specifically to the relationship between a 
pot and its user, this idea can be extended to include a relationship between the 
maker and the user. It is, after all, impossible to hold a handmade bowl without 
some sense of the hand that made it. As Kochevet Bendavid of the UK Crafts 
council said,  

Handmade usable objects provide a longed for and direct link between 
potter and user, a crucial bridge from the inner world of the potter to the 
outer world via the user… allowing for a connectedness that is 
simultaneously tactile, sensual and intellectual.22   

 
Furthermore, the familiarity of pots endows them with a special resonance that 
allows them to serve as a highly suitable medium through which to express 
meaning beyond their immediate function.23 These are the symbolic meanings 
that derive from their being containers for the most elemental of substances, 
food and drink.  We use eating as a medium for social relationships; satisfaction 
of the most individual of needs becomes a means of creating community.24  
 
The gestures of handling that have evolved around the use of pots become 
gestures of generosity, of sharing and extending hospitality to the other. They 
become part of what has been described as ‘everyday rituals of politeness, 
which serve no function other than to acknowledge the other and confirm the 
ethical relation.’25 The arts of the table and sharing a meal move the emphasis 
from the scopic model of art as emphasised in modernist practices, to the 
interpersonal relationship.26 The art is located, not in any formal appreciation of 
the object itself but in the relationships it generates and allows.  
 
Which brings me back to my assertion, that pots are not art; the art lies in their 
use, which is negated by placing them on plinths. In an article for Ceramics 
Monthly, Lyla Kaplan said,  

Function is defined as what something does. But it can also be defined 
as a relation where one thing is dependent on another for its existence, 
value or significance. For its function to achieve full meaning a pot 
must be used.27 

 
In 2008 Australian artist, Vipoo Srivalasa, having realised that the usual method 
of displaying his functional ceramics would not adequately convey his message; 
eschewed the plinth and presented his new body of work, a one hundred and 
five piece dinner set, in the context of a series of dinner parties.28 The Roop-

                                                
21 Ian Jones, ‘The Point of Interest: Function and the Art of Pottery.’ The Journal of Australian Ceramics, vol 
47, no 1, April 2008, p 52. 
22 Kochevet Bendavid. ‘Dinner Party Politics’, Ceramic Review, no 216, 2005, p 40. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Margaret Visser, The Rituals of Dinner, Grove Weidenfeld, New York, 1991, p IX. 
25 Finnegan, p 18. 
26 Ibid, p 19. 
27 Lyla Kaplan, ‘Down to Earth: celebrating connections between local food, pottery and community’, 
Ceramics Monthly, vol 55, no 3, 2007, p 39. 
28 Michael Harden, ‘Across the Divide’, Inside Out, no 76, November / December 2008, p 192 
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Rote-Ruang project as it was called, involved Srivalasa cooking a traditional four 
course Thai dinner and serving it to guests on his trademark blue and white 
bowls and plates. In the artist’s own words,  

The dinner project emphasises the role of ceramics in sensory 
experience… The dinner embraced the Buddhist concept of ‘Ayatana’, 
the six channels of awareness. Guests’ sight, taste, smell, hearing 
touch and mindfulness were all engaged as the ceramic story was 
reveled [sic]. Srivalasa also [sic] interested in creating opportunities for 
sharing between complete strangers and creating different social ways 
of exploring complex ideas...29   

 
What a fabulous example of all that I have been saying thus far. Or is it? From 
the photographs that I have seen and stories that I have heard of the project, 
Srivalasa’s pots were, as always, beautiful, the presentation was elegant, the 
food was tasty and the opportunity to dine in a convivial atmosphere with a 
group of relative strangers much appreciated. Sadly I, as a struggling artist, 
humble student and waitress of some merit, couldn’t muster the $150 that 
participation required.    
 
Whilst I’m not suggesting that Srivalasa turn his project into a soup kitchen, 
I wonder how such a hefty price tag changes our reading of the work, particularly 
when looking at it through the lens of relational aesthetics, in which, according to 
Bourriaud, forms are required to be ‘more or less democratic.’30  
 
And here we find ourselves back at the question of money, to which of course 
there is no easy answer, only more questions. Lewis Hyde, in his inspirational 
book The Gift, says,  

Every person who has chosen to labour in this way [as an artist] must 
sooner or later wonder how he or she is to survive in a society 
dominated by market exchange… how is the artist to nourish himself, 
spiritually as well as materially, in an age whose values are market 
values and whose commerce consists almost exclusively in the 
purchase and sale of commodities.31 

 
By taking his dinnerware down from the ubiquitous plinth and placing it in the 
service of a convivial atmosphere, it seems as though Srivalasa’s Roop-Rote-
Ruang project went some way towards striking a balance between material and 
spiritual nourishment for both himself and his guests. Ultimately the work can be 
seen to have had the usual aesthetic and monetary exchange values that we 
have come to associate with art objects, but by placing food in his pots and his 
pots in the hands of the punters, Srivalasa gave the work an additional, and all-
important social value.  
 

                                                
29 Vipoo Srivalasa, Vipoo Srivalasa: Ceramic Artist, http://www.vipoo.com/gallery.htm. 
30 Bourriaud, p 109. 
31 Lewis Hyde, The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic life of Property, Vintage Books, New York, 1979, p xiii. 
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Rather than the straightforward sale that would have occurred had the pots been 
displayed on plinths, the dinnerware in question became part of a broader, more 
enjoyable, or (dare I say it one more time) convivial exchange; an exchange that 
will be remembered and associated with those pots long after the event has 
passed. Although I am not talking in this instance about gifts particularly, I think 
Lewis Hyde expresses the spirit of this exchange quite well in saying, 

It is the cardinal difference between gift and commodity exchange, that 
a gift establishes a feeling bond between two people, while the sale of 
a commodity item leaves no necessary connection.32 

And connectivity is what it’s all about.  
 
So, here we find ourselves, putting pots to the uses they were intended and 
showing that, whilst relational aesthetics may be a new(ish) name, it is a practice 
that is certainly not new to potters. Finding our way back to it will mean letting go 
of the myths of Modernism, and all that we’ve been told about what it means to 
be a real Artist (with a ‘capital A’ of course).  It will mean accepting that the value 
of our pots lies not solely in their material preciousness, but also (and I would 
say more importantly) in the service they can provide.  
 
Pots are not art. The art is in the social relationships that pots help to generate 
and nurture.  
 

                                                
32 Hyde, p xiii. 
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Broadening Perspectives, Breaking Down Boundaries:  
On-line Initiatives for the Ceramic Artist.  
 
Carole and Jordan Epp 
 
The essence of our work in clay is the draw of the material and its endless 
possibilities. Our sensibility for manipulating clay through various techniques 
towards creative individualistic ends (however utopic that quest for individuality 
may be) is influenced at all stages by the historic and contemporary tools of our 
discipline. We crave the feel of clay between our fingers. We have a familiarity 
with the form and dimension of the wood or metal of a tool in our hands and the 
influence it has on the material's surface. We unconsciously work with each tool 
as though it is simply an extension of ourselves. The tool in hand is the 
intermediary between emotive and intellectual forces driven by the artist, derived 
from their history of making, their particular methodology and the traditions of 
making that preceded and continue to influence the artist maker today. The 
maker and their particular tools dance in an intimate relationship of material 
knowledge, process and exploration. We develop, build, hunt for, purchase and 
covet tools. There is an established history and often a story to accompany each 
particular tool, where it came from and how it changed the way we work. They 
are personal and define our work: its aesthetic, the physical construction process 
and how unique identity is interwoven into each object. As media theorist 
Marshall McLuhan once stated, "We shape our tools. And then our tools shape 
us."1 What follows is an attempt to scratch the surface of the dialogues that are 
happening within our discipline regarding the use of new media as a tool, a tool 
which inevitably like other tools shapes us and our studio practices. 
 
We are all witness to an evolution in the approach to studio production that sees 
the computer, with its multiple programs, design software, and Internet access, 
becoming a prominent tool. While not the tools of traditional practice or the tools 
that have shaped the scope of our discipline in previous centuries, they are the 
tools of our particular context and time. They are collaborative tools, shaped by 
users and evolving as quickly as the technology develops.  Our generation is one 
of the last that will remember a time without email, YouTube, digital cameras, 
Photoshop, podcasting, blogs, microblogs, online shopping and personal 
websites. What has emerged is a shift in society wherein our interaction with new 
media and technology is a ubiquitous part of daily life, communication and 
education. An entirely new generation has emerged, described by Prensky as 
Digital Natives.2 They have grown and created an awareness of self through 
technology; through viewing themselves digitally, and without conscious 
knowledge, are participating in a revolution in the methodology of learning. How 
will the next generation of ceramic practitioners seamlessly incorporate this 

                                                
1 Marshall McLuhan Understanding Media: the extensions of man, Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 
1964 
2 M. Prensky, Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants. MCB University Press, Vol. 9 No. 5, October, 2001. 
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methodology into their practices, furthering the engagement between the craft 
sector and contemporary technology? 
 
We may be makers or artists who see materiality as so intrinsic to our studio 
practice that we cannot contemplate and thus resist a greater interaction with the 
virtual world and online media, but a shift to incorporate this tool does not mean a 
replacement of the importance of the physical object. It’s more a question of how 
this tool of online interaction can add to and actively shape an established 
practice or nurture a newly emerging one. How does it expand knowledge and 
available research about the ceramics arts? How does it build community, 
provide critique, feedback and dialogue, supply technical knowledge and links to 
new technology or even more simply, provide creative inspiration? A shift has 
occurred wherein communities are expanding beyond our close friends, 
neighbors, local markets, and instructors at our universities, workshops and 
community guilds to now include faceless bloggers, online galleries and shops, 
social networking sites, debate forums, downloadable homework assignments 
and podcast demos. How does this exponential growth shape our practice? Is 
our perception of our work, our role as a maker, our ability to learn altered? Has 
the dialogue, the theorizing and critical engagement we and others have with 
craft also been impacted? 
 
The local arts community we engage with offers us a support system that helps 
us at different stages of our paths from emerging to professional artists. The 
people we connect with are our mentors, students, collaborators, galleries, and 
craft councils. They offer opportunities for further education, market outreach, 
sales and professional development. Online virtual communities, or communities 
of practice, exist to offer similar support structures to complement physical face-
to-face communities. Through the growth of like-minded group on the Internet we 
dispose of geographical distance and bring knowledge sharing, education, and 
our support structures directly into the studio with us. These may be like-minded 
communities brought together through shared interests, but each individual 
brings their own cultural references, personal history and unique perspectives to 
the table. Here, in an online environment, our conversations begin to incorporate 
global perspectives expanding our regional outlooks; dissolving the boundaries 
between regional communities and their international counterparts. Most 
importantly, it allows the potential of a cross-disciplinary approach to research, 
production and collaboration, the potential to incorporate the design sector and 
access industry, and engagement in contemporary context, aesthetics and 
dialogues. 
 
The shift towards user driven content development within the Web 2.0 context 
has already created waves of impact within our community. Coined by Dougherty 
and Cline while at the O'Reilly Media conference in 2004, Web 2.0 describes the 
contemporary state of the Internet as not simply an updated “version", but a shift 
in thinking by the Internet users as well as developers. The line between 
producer and consumer of online information has been blurred. Contributions and 
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collaborations are now being produced by all users as an attempt towards a more 
equitable framework. This evolution in the way we use the Internet, our online 
resource, has been key to the exponential growth and integration of the Internet 
into our daily lives as well as into our studio practice. We have, in the span of five 
years, moved from simply reading the Internet to creating it. This growth has also 
spawned the development and accessibility of the tools available to filter, share 
and link information, and thus establish communities. This is a societal shift, the 
impact of this tool influencing the infrastructure behind the scenes of all aspects 
of our daily lives and as such it is relevant to engage with its potential to effect 
and alter our approach to studio practice, professional development, education 
and the business side of being an artist. 
 
Tools such as website development tools allowing the user template selection 
rather than requiring knowledge of html coding, have opened up the web for all 
artists to present their portfolios and contextually relevant artist statements to 
expand audiences. Simple to use and update, blog sites have taken the intimate 
thoughts and processes of the studio and turned them into a live sketchbook of 
ideas, techniques, imagery, and work in progress. And they do so through 
building a two way dialogue with the viewer allowing a space for feedback, critical 
engagement, suggestions and links. Blog sites quickly become portals of 
knowledge through which links to other sites build not only a community, but also 
a database of relevant information. Online journals provide greater opportunities 
for the advancement of critical writing about craft, by artists, historians and 
theorists alike and do so at a speed which ensures the most current and relevant 
information can reach the public domain with the highest level of accessibility and 
impact. Previously dismissed as more akin to entertainment, the credibility of 
online information has grown, as has the visibility of the many online resources, 
databases, publications and education models. Yet as a sector of contemporary 
culture ceramics has yet to take full advantage of these tools. 
 
Working as an artist outside of the academic environment in the isolation of the 
private studio can seem to remove us from the process of growth and learning. 
Questions of financial survival quickly replace the quest for artistic 
experimentation and research. We lose our critical thought-provoking peers, the 
time and space for technical and conceptual research, exposure to new 
techniques, and lively debates on craft theory as time is increasingly taken up by 
the everyday of life. Yet we can adapt to a different methodology of learning and 
growth that better fits this new framework of production. As online technology 
becomes more ubiquitous we will see the expansion of more academic 
applications of online tools. Pedagogically, the Internet has already made us into 
better informal learners. We construct our own knowledge through actively 
seeking out the information we require, as opposed to more formal traditional 
learning structures. Carliner defines informal learning as, “a type of education or 
training program in which learners define what they want to learn and learning is 
considered successful when learners feel that they are able to master their 
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intended objectives.”3 Those objectives for an artist can be ever shifting: one day 
its glaze tech requirements, the next market research for online commerce, and 
then perhaps a theoretical inquiry in the state of contemporary figurative 
ceramics, or tips on how to apply for grant funding. Presented with an infinite 
number of pages of information, learners in an online environment filter through 
what they feel is relevant content to construct an acceptable understanding of the 
topic they are investigating. This is what we described as a constructivist 
methodology of learning. This online practice parallels the search for information 
within our physical communities, however offers a greater speed and efficiency in 
which to access necessary knowledge. To return to the notion of user driven 
content in the Web 2.0 context, we see that online environments not only foster 
constructivist learning methodologies, but the very nature of the tools we use 
online encourage the user to share found knowledge, through re-posting or links. 
In addition, we build upon what exists through furthering the research or 
discussions that are taking place with additions of users own perspectives or 
knowledge. We thus take on a role in the education of others through our own 
educational growth. 
 
Research into online communities of practice shows that many of the vital 
characteristics of physical communities remain important when those 
relationships are transferred to the virtual world. The underlying basis for a 
successful community of practice is that learning is participatory and knowledge 
is social.4 Effective communities of practice, whether online or in person, engage 
both amateurs and professionals in dialogue. As less knowledgeable members of 
the community build their collective understanding they move to become active 
participants in dialogue and interpretation. An example of this can be as simple 
as beginning with commenting on other writers’ blogs, which leads to writing 
one’s own. The individual’s original legitimate peripheral participation grows 
along with their constructed and collective understanding.5 Known affectionately 
on the web as "lurkers", people often begin their participation in a social network 
as a wallflower; observing and ingesting knowledge, but contributing nothing. 
Typically lurkers turn to active participation quickly as they begin to recognise 
themes within the collective knowledge around them. This social knowledge 
building is grounded in social constructivist theory that suggests that knowledge 
is not only constructed, but that it is the interactions and shared experiences of 
our communities that make up what we know.6 Although formal learning 
institutions are moving toward an acceptance and integration of constructivist 
theory within their online and distance delivered courses, the constraints of 
institutional assessment, semesterisation, and accreditation make purely 

                                                
3 Carliner ? 
4 Bronack, S., Riedl, R., and Tashner, J., Learning in the Zone: A social constructivist framework for distance 
education in a 3-dimensional virtual world. Interactive Learning Environments, Vol. 14, No. 3, December 
2006, Appalachian State University, NC, USA , 2006, pp. 219 – 232. 
 
5 Wenger, E., Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity. Cambridge University Press, New 
York, USA, 1998.  
6 Bronack, S., Riedl, R., and Tashner, J op cit 
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constructivist communities of practice incompatible.7 However, informal and non-
formal learning communities, such as those found within local craft guilds and 
like-minded communities, work exceptionally well within these social, flexible 
walls. Online virtual learning communities follow many of the same principles as 
these informal unofficial learning environments and build online environments 
that effectively engage users by allowing peripheral participation and 
encouraging an inbound trajectory towards the user becoming a full participant.8 
They contribute to the learning of others while continuing to engage in reflective 
thinking with less experienced members of the community.9  
 
Social networking sites are growing beyond their infantile associations with 
irrelevant procrastination to be viewed as core meeting spaces for communities. 
Ceramic-specific social networking sites are appearing, such as INTO Ceramics 
(intoceramics.ning.com) based out of South Africa; which acts to not only build 
community, but hosts online galleries of members, forums, message boards, 
videos and an edited online publication. Facebook has seen the increase of 
formation of ceramic-related groups sharing feedback, galleries, upcoming 
events and calls for submissions. Each member of these communities is equal in 
their role and responsibility to the continuation of both the mandate and the 
success of the community. Ideally these sites will grow to incorporate more 
applications for the artist, following the precedents set by other highly successful 
community-driven tools, such as Wikipedia (which is a quintessential example of 
an effective Web 2.0 tool, with over 19,000 pages of user contributed content, 
Wikipedia is one of the most successful Web 2.0 projects on the net).  
Although debates continue over its reliability and lack of accountability, Wikipedia 
encompasses the collaborative spirit of Web 2.0. Content as created by users. 
Articles on any subject can be started and/or edited by anyone with Internet 
access. The actions of online ‘trolls’ (those who would do malicious harm to the 
content or produce intentionally false information) are policed by all contributors 
and users alike. If any reader discovers false information, they have the power to 
edit the article and correct the errors. Articles, therefore, are built on consensus 
as opposed to credentials. In this way, the collaborative power of Wikipedia is 
immense, in that a global audience of diverse readers and contributors are able 
to build articles from a regional perspective and construct globally acceptable 
information. The constructivist method of building truth and understanding is 
central to the Web 2.0 philosophy. Many hands make light work, and in eight 
years Wikipedia's contributors have produced some 12 million articles. 
Witnessing Wikipedia's success we can see the potential for tools such as more 
cohesive databases of technical ceramic information, articles on the history of 
ceramics, and artist databases online. 
 
Going back to the fact that we are makers of physical objects and that the 
essence of an artwork can be lost in digital translation, there are more and more 
                                                
7 Nunes, M.B., and McPherson, M. Constructivism vs. objectivism: where is difference for designers of e-
learning environments? Dept. of Inf. Studies, Univ. of Sheffield, UK, 2003, pgs. 496-500 
8 Wegner op cit 
9 Bronack, S., Riedl, R., and Tashner, J op cit 
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tools that are working to bridge this gap in visual communication. Consider the 
collaborative possibilities of Skype where global studio visits are made possible 
by an Internet connection and a twenty dollar webcam. Colleagues are 
transported into your studio where they can see and discuss your latest work and 
research. Dialogue and interaction is both synchronous and free. Skype grants 
access to visual and audible information in real time, whereas emails and 
message boards often take weeks to correlate information back and forth; and 
where telephone conversations lack the visual element. In combination with 
additional tools or learning objects, such as Google Docs, the possibilities 
become even more profound. Now with the addition of a shared document 
application, so that collaborators can see and edit simultaneously, the Skype 
experience takes on another level of interaction. Similar tools are used in 
academic institutions in the delivery of distance learning, and the applications of 
this technology are also seen in on campus courses as a means of linking 
students and instructors outside of the classroom. Individual artists are beginning 
to comprehend the possibilities of online tutorials and use tools such as video 
and audio podcasting, through websites or YouTube channels, further developing 
web content and increasing accessibility by the user to visual instruction, 
demonstrating that which text based instruction cannot. Instant messaging tools 
such as Twitter can also have an effect on your collaborative learning. Although 
audio and video capabilities are not present, Twitter and other Instant Messaging 
clients offer a constant flow of information and resources. Twitter allows your 
community of practice to deliver relevant news about resources they've found 
online. As your community of Twitter friends grows the information coming in can 
easily keep you clicking all day on relevant topics of interest and intrigue, but it 
doesn't need to consume your busy studio schedule. All these tools should be 
just that, a tool. As each tool is integrated one tool at a time into daily life, they 
quickly become transparent in their nature. What may seem a disruptive 
technology on the surface soon becomes a ubiquitous integration into your daily 
activities and takes no time at all to use. In fact, tools like Twitter and RSS feeds 
streamline the process of Internet searching by doing much of the filtering and 
searching for you, delivering only relevant content. 
 
All of these tools can shape our practice, give us greater opportunities for 
collaboration, can link us to communities that assist in our professional 
development, to clients and our audience. Most importantly through these new 
tools we are engaging in the progress of contemporary culture. One must keep in 
mind that they are simple tools. Our interactions shape them, and they in turn 
have an impact on our perspectives and our work. But the core of our practice 
will always be our interaction with the material, the physical manifestation of idea 
and emotion in clay. While the ceramic sector may be intrinsically linked to 
tradition, through material process and historical reference, we also have the 
ability and responsibility to be forward thinking: engaging and referencing the 
here and now, reflecting the climate in which we live in our work. This, in turn, will 
not only foster greater value associations with our art form, but will add its own 
visual language and poetic reference. As these tools become ubiquitous, we will 
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see their impact filter through us and into our work. The aesthetics of this 
moment in time, the dialogues of the global community, and our newly fostered 
interactions with other disciplines, techniques and artists will have impact on our 
work, make it culturally relevant and secure its place in the future dialogues of 
artistic practice. 
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Collaboration as a Creative Tool  
 
Fiona Fell 
 
 
Through a series of descriptive dialogues of various collaborations between my 
own discipline of ceramic sculpture, and artists working in performance, 
animation, digital art and video, this document explores an insight into the 
relationships between the underpinnings of ceramic sculptural design. 
 
Be it in the studio, a residency, or in teaching practice, it has been my passion 
over the last ten years to explore the possibilities of collaboration. Engagement 
with the collaborative process has enabled me to step outside of my secure zone, 
the familiar ground in which one operates. This has facilitated an awareness of 
what outcomes are possible when working in conjunction with a collaborator from 
outside one’s general area of practice.  Association and development of various 
projects have allowed me to gain skills and knowledge not normally associated 
with my chosen field and has shifted the way I approach my art practice. 
 
Collaborations of mixed media and new technology are already a strongly 
established practice in the wider arena of contemporary arts.  In academia, it is a 
common practice for institutionally ensconced individuals to look beyond the 
restrictions of their chosen work fields and to deliver their wealth of knowledge 
into a larger landscape1. The potential of interdisplinary practices results in 
numerous negotiations and outcomes creating new arenas for discussion 
surrounding art-making processes. A significant outcome is an enhanced 
ideological and conceptual framework that enables the making of new objects. 
 
What seems to be an incongruous relationship between new media and the 
hand-made has re-ignited my interest in the material of clay and the making of 
forms. The relationship adds a further risk when the application of tacit 
knowledge and the alternative logic of studio-practice in real time are co-opted. 
 
Consequently, I aim to realize the potencies of all of these collaborative aspects 
and fuse them together as a vitrified entity that takes the form of a wiser object, 
an object that brings life back into the process of its making. 
 
As ceramic artists, we collaborate with the earth, fire and water. There are 
constant negotiations with each stage of the process to produce the object.  
                                                
1  
M. McDean, Co-llaboration-Respond Monash University Gippsland Centre for Art & Design 
http://www.acuads.com.au/conf2004/papers/mcdean.pdf 
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Through many years engaged in these negotiations I have come to question the 
ontology of these objects and ask (as many have before), how we may arrive at 
the object with more ambiguity and how processes such as collaboration assist in 
opening up our own field of potentiality. 
 
The ‘C word’2, (a title from a recent conference with curators and artists in 
Melbourne 2008), entered into the dialogue of my studio practice 10 years ago 
through a residency in Los Angeles (LA) supported by the Australian Arts 
Council.  Residencies all over the world in varying degrees have encouraged 
interdisplinary practices as international exchanges become increasingly focused 
on the inter relationship between different art forms. Promoting a sense of 
renewal and sustainability, these opportunities have enabled artists to expand 
their practices and make valuable connections with a wider international 
audience. 
 
This particular residency in LA housed performance artists and filmmakers with 
very few object makers on site. It was here that I was exposed to a world that 
challenged my practice and encouraged an enquiry into different modus 
operandi. After an invitation to participate in a performance piece in an 
underground Hollywood venue was accepted, I crossed the line between being 
solely an object maker and a broader approach. 
 
Through the performance, I was required to draw a map of local LA Streets onto 
an overhead that was simultaneously projected onto Denise Ureheya’s body.  
Ureheya describes herself as a performance artist and storyteller. She has 
practised her discipline for the same amount of time as I have been involved with 
the making of clay. We continued to work together for the length of the residency 
at 18th St. Art Complex in Santa Monica. Ureheya’s instructions were delivered 
throughout the performance by a spoken monologue that described the LA 
streetscape where she grew up. 
 
While Ureheya’s preproduction processes of script writing and rehearsing 
contrasted my clay preparation of rolling coils, stamping out slabs and preparing 
tools, our direction was shared. Our collaboration echoed each other’s 
methodologies, combining our own personal narratives with the idea of 
preparation or how we both arrive at the artwork. The preparation then became 
the performance. The residency was rewarding, and in retrospect, much more 
influential than I had anticipated. 
 
Some years later, I revisited aspects of the Uyehara collaboration with a group of 
students from Southern Cross University in association with the Queensland 
Theatre Company.  Artists, playwrights and actors all worked together on the 
idea of the rehearsal and the preparation as the performance entity.  Inspiration 

                                                
2 ‘The C word: collaboration’ NETS Victoria symposium for curators. 2008 The Ian Potter Centre: NGV 
Australia at Federation Square, Melbourne. 
http://www.artshub.com.au/au/news.asp?catId=10&sId=174278&whichpage= 
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for this work was drawn from Federico Fellini’s’ film, 8 ½ minutes. This is another 
example of a successful experience that is stored in my inspiration bank to be 
reworked and reconstituted. The impact on my participating students work was 
immediate and I witnessed a shift in the student’s work and a resonance that was 
quite significant for their approaches to their developing practices. 
 
Collaboration has been introduced into the teaching environment at Southern 
Cross University at the third year undergraduate level.  Most students have 
benefited from time spent on projects with individuals outside their discipline/s.  
The students always return to their work having made adjustments that wouldn’t 
have been possible if they were not involved in these collaborative processes.  
 
A masters paper I completed in 2000, Eventual BodieSpaces, whilst 
consolidating the essential nature of my work, also gave me the opportunity to 
question a broader range of issues related to the genre of figuration in ceramics. 
The single autonomous object started to cause me conflict, and dealing with the 
intense internal narration and emotive forces in my work demanded attention.  I 
had once again been challenged to create dialogue between objects and be 
concerned with spatial dynamics. I also questioned how a space could be 
opened up through the object to offer a richer experience for the audience.  
These enquiries have become a by-product of my individual practice that I now 
bring to collaboration.   
 
Every artist is loaded with an embedded logic that defines his or her practice. The 
collaborative process may turn out to be that dreaded C word, a dirty word where 
each party can become defeated and disrespected, like in any relationship, if not 
handled well.  Communication, co-ordination and co-operation are sensible 
guidelines to adhere to, and are followed by inquisitiveness and respect for the 
collaborating partner’s practice; a symbiotic relationship is the result.  
 
In anticipation of writing a paper on the topic of collaboration as a design tool I 
recently attended, The One Day Sculpture Symposium in Wellington hosted by 
Litmus Research initiative, Massey University.  The topics discussed probed 
deeply into performativity, temporality, site specificity, social practice and 
collaboration.  Case studies of many contemporary collaborative practices were 
presented from community based projects to curatorial and writer/artists 
relationships.  There is something very nourishing about attending a conference.  
The opportunity to listen to a collective of like-minded individuals cannot be 
understated. 
  
Marcus Williams, curator and lecturer at Auckland University, spoke of projects 
instigated through exchanges and residencies.  A recent collaboration with two 
young Russian artists titled, Factory of found clothing, attempted to create a 
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socio-political legacy with strong humanistic discourses. Williams3 explained how 
the process of cultural collaboration was like discovering a porthole into another 
world using metaphors of billboards in an Eastern European urban landscape 
and how, fellow collaborators accept you as you are or better still accept you for 
more than what you are.  
 
This insight and generosity of experience I found very inspiring. 
 
Another paper presented by Sandy Sampson (Artist, Portland, USA) at the One 
Day Sculpture Symposium, was titled Considering the Aesthetics of Generosity. 
In this presentation Sampson discussed projects in relation to the responsibility of 
the artist in a collaborative community.  Sampson also spoke of the need for 
equal authorship and agency as well as the concept of generosity through the 
shared experience.  Also outlined in Sampson’s presentation were particular 
performative collaborations between artist and audience where the audience was 
challenged by their own expectations. Sampson spoke of this project through one 
she attended in California where artists faked a normal family situation in a quite 
isolated house in the desert. The project was called White Russians. People 
visited, they were served a white Russian beverage and every hour the 
performers faked a family argument. How unforgettable, how excruciating and 
what a memorable event! 
 
While collaborations are increasingly used, as a contemporary practice its history 
must also be acknowledged. The late 60’s and 70’s witnessed a definite shift 
towards performative and collaborative practices and artists were increasingly 
willing to venture outside of the solo studio experience. As an example, Charles 
Green in his essay ‘Collaboration as Symptom’ proposed that:  
 
Collaboration was a crucial element in the transition from modernist to postmodern art…. The 
proliferation of teamwork in post-1960s art challenged not only the terms by which artistic identity 
was conventionally conceived but also the “frame” — the discursive boundary between the 
“inside” and the “outside” of a work of art. Redefinitions of art and of artistic collaboration 
intersected at this time.4 
 
The Dadaists and Surrealists also generated artistic innovation through 
collaboration practices. The Dadaists were brought together through performative 
acts of political activism, where the Surrealists played games such as the 
exquisite corps, which involved the creation of a single image from a sequence of 
drawings by several artists, none of whom could see the work of those who 
preceded them. The creative fervour of these avant-garde groups tended to 
ignore distinctions between media, including distinctions between visual art, 
literature, and theater. 
 

                                                
3 Marcus Williams, (in press), One Day Sculpture Symposium 
4 Green C, Collaboration as Sympton, University of Minnesota Press, USA, 2001 
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A collaboration with painter/digital printmaker Lyndall Adams in 2006 titled 
Pause/ Play shown at the Grafton Regional Gallery, used similar exquisite corps 
games in the design of the work. We were both interested in each other’s 
processes as well as sharing an interest in notions of post feminist art practices 
and representation of the body. This common interest set up an environment in 
which collaboration became possible through looking and experiencing each 
other’s processes and practices and exploring the potential for a rethinking of self 
and other. 
                  

 
Fig 1. Pause/Play, exhibition detail, digital print on perspex and porcelain object, collaboration 
2006, Lyndall Adams and Fiona Fell. 
 
This collaboration explicitly played with the notions of foreign bodies and of the 
stranger and possibly estrangement.  The works proposed were not intended as 
a representation of the outsider, the stranger, nor a representation of the self. 
During the period of the collaboration, debates surrounding both self-portraiture 
and representation were unwrapped.  We intended to investigate the idea of 
collaboration between artists’ being somehow an issue of interactions between 
bodies, performativity and emergence and/or becoming. Adams raises the 
question in the artist’s statement: 
      
Are these works self-portraits or a possibility for the self-portrait, if we think of self-portraiture as 
inviting interaction, interactivity and inter-subjectivity? We are questioning the critical exchange 
between artists and possibly between artists and viewer.5 
 
Save and select is the title of our next proposed collaboration planned to tour 
regional galleries in 2010.  In this manifestation we will explore mark making in 

                                                
5 Adams L, The intermediate precision of narrative, PHD Thesis, Southern Cross Press, Australia, 2008, p18 
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various media that corrupts both practices while investigating domestic and 
industrial materials that may mimic the architectural spaces of the gallery.  
 
Collaboration can sometimes arise unexpectedly as in the Gunnery studios in 
Sydney 2003. A collaboration titled, No Glaze No Glory, with video 
artist/photographer, Raimond De Weerdt, has continued to be a dynamic and 
challenging experience. De Weerdt comments on the project… 
 
It was a challenge to come up with an idea of how to combine such diverse media as ceramics, 
which has a tradition of more than 2000 years, with media art that has been around for about 5 
minutes.  We both shared an interest in the works by American artist Man Ray, and decided to 
make his 1932 work ‘Object to be destroyed’* a starting point.  Rather than a philosophical title of 
the work, we started to investigate the actual destruction of ceramic objects and recording this 
with a video camera.6 
 

 
Fig 2. Fiona Fell 09 Head on Back, 90x65cm, digital image, collaboration Raimond Deweerdt and 
Fiona Fell. 
 
Instead of showing the object’s moment of impact, we reverse the footage to 
show the object reassemble, travel upwards and disappear off the screen 
symbolising the object’s non-existence.  Dammed 1 and Dammed 2 were 
exhibited at Lismore Regional Gallery and the Brisbane Powerhouse.  This 
installation included photographs, ceramic objects and a five-minute video loop.  
 
Many artists have addressed ideas based on the destruction of the object in an 
attempt to question the object/artefacts ontology.  Jean Tinguely’s kinetic 
sculptures of the 70’s made haptic marks before destroying itself alongside his 
performative acts of acid eating mark-making drawings, all engaged with the 
extension of the object and birth of the process.  Ai Wei Wei’s dropping of cultural 
historical urns say more to his audience than just the loss of the object through 
gravity.  Ai Wei Wei himself proposes that the action is: powerful only because 
someone thinks it’s powerful and investigates value in the object.7 
 
Georgia Close, when responding to Wei, Wei’s work dropping a Han Dynasty Urn 
and Breaking of Two Blue-and White dragon bowls elaborates: 
                                                
6 DeWeerdt R, No glaze, No Glory, press release, Power house Museum, Brisbane, Australia, 2006, p1  
* In 1957, the object was being exhibited in the Exhibition Dada in Paris when a group of protesting students 
took Man Ray at his word and actually destroyed it. 
7 Asia- Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art 5, exhibition catalogue, Queensland Art Gallery, Brisbane, 
2006, p.52 
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From one perspective it can be interpreted as being critical of the co-modification of Chinese 
antiques on the international market.  It also draws attention to the widespread destruction of 
Chinese cultural heritage items during the cultural revolution, a destruction that has continued to 
take place to make way for the development of modernisation in China.8 

 
The attraction I felt towards the smashing events was in no way loaded with such 
cultural significance however; the same act of destroying an object no doubt 
raises questions on the object’s worth. The aforementioned project No Glaze No 
Glory attempts to extend the object into a dramatic gesture of destruction and 
resurrection through the video process as a way of clearing the ground for wiser 
objects to be made. Therefore the collaboration takes on the role of becoming a 
design tool for the making of ceramic sculpture. 
This collaboration gave me the chance to revisit and further explore notions of 
the fragmentation of the figure.  By collaborating with an experienced video artist, 
each obstacle is tackled with an inspiring dialogue where I find myself in a 
position of perpetual learning. 
    
Ongoing research has enabled for me a deeper enquiry into fragmentation; the 
spaces between the object/artefact and the audience, including possibilities that 
present themselves to invigorate my object based ceramic practice. An element 
of risk taking has been introduced and an artefact arises from the poetically 
destructive process. By reconsidering these new forms as wiser objects/artefacts 
that create dialogue with the digital mediums used in these collaborations I can 
redesign and rework an object having experienced its loss and my own at the 
same time. Therefore creating a link between my known work and processes with 
a liminal space…a space of expectation both for the audience and myself.  
 
Nevertheless, there is some relief when I return to the studio post collaboration, 
with my work to myself having returned from what I can only explain as an 
invigorating yet, exhaustive journey.  I have come to the conclusion that what it 
takes to sustain oneself in this field is a commitment and a conviction to the 
private moment shared from time to time with another artist/s connecting with 
similar processes of re-imagined outcomes and expanded horizons. 
 
 

                                                
8 G. Close Ai Wei Wei, Under Construction, Education Resource kit UNSW press 2008 p.15 
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Pots Puns & Wordplay  
 
Clarissa Regan 
 
 
Potters have used humour across many different cultures and periods in time. 
From the Ancient Greeks, who used burlesque and parody on their vases, to the 
practical joke puzzle jugs of Europe, to the Funk artists of the late 1960s and 70s 
who sought to break social conventions. Humour is a form of communication that 
plays in ambiguity; by its very nature it surprises or shocks the individual into 
thinking again, thereby introducing another perspective. While a lot of humour in 
pottery has been simply for entertainment, it’s also true to say irony, satire, 
parody and wordplay have been used to great effect to mock conventions or 
authority. Comedy strips away hypocrisy in its many guises. Satire particularly 
has a long-established role in challenging widely held assumptions, exposing 
social ills or bringing about social changes. A witty or sarcastic remark can serve 
to put a situation in perspective. Humour is an effective form of communication as 
it demands an interaction, functioning as a puzzle for the viewer or listener, with 
clues scattered in the image or text, thereby allowing the viewer to fill in the gaps 
with his or her background knowledge, and thus engage in the play. This idea of 
play features strongly in discussions about the function and purpose of humour. 
Humour has been described as ‘play for adults’. Philosopher Israel Knox calls it 
‘playful chaos in a serious world’1 Humour psychologist Rod Martin argues that 
all mammals engage in play as juveniles, but unlike most other animals, humans 
continue to play throughout their lives.   

 
Research on chimps and other apes show that laughter originates in 
social play. In humans our ability to create humour and amuse one 
another appears to have evolved as a means of providing extended 
opportunities of play.2 

 
George Ohr, the American potter from the late 19th century - also known as the 
Mad Potter of Biloxi - was renowned for his provocative sense of humour. One of 
his ceramic puns was to create a set of so-called ‘brothel tokens’ at the turn of 
the last century, which work as a visual pun, a code the viewer has been invited 
to decipher.  They constitute a rebus – that is, a representation of a word or 
phrase by pictures and symbols that suggest the meaning. The first one reads ‘I 
Love You Deer/Dear’, (depicting the image of a deer) the second, ‘Let’s Go To 
Bed’, then ‘A Screwing Match’, ‘You Have a Fine Pear/Pair of Balls’ ‘Can I Screw 
You?’ and ‘Good For One Screw’. Ohr is renowned for his zany wordplay in his 
numerous letters, inscriptions on pots and self-proclaiming signs. His pottery 
premises featured slogans such as ‘MY NAME IS MUD, ‘GET ON 2 MY 
EARTHEN-WAR’, ‘POT-OHR-E’. As critic Garth Clark states, language was an 
important element in his art-making. ‘In an innocent way Ohr had grasped a 
                                                        
1 Israel Knox, "Towards a Philosophy of Humor," The Journal of Philosophy 48, no. 18 (1951). 

2 Rod A. Martin, The Psychology of Humor : An Integrative Approach (Burlington, Mass. ; London: Elsevier Academic Press, 2007). 
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highly sophisticated means of symbolization that later vitalized the fine arts in the 
20th century.’3 
 
Visual puns can take other forms. The signature stamp of Grayson Perry, the 
English potter, also takes the form of a rebus with its combination of a visual 
image of an anchor, with the letter W to form the slang word ‘wanker’, an ironic 
tag for his own work. It has the patina of the official pottery stamp, that special 
mark that ‘authenticates’ works for collectors, yet performs a subversive role with 
its insulting meaning. As Walter Redfern, an inveterate collector of puns, notes: 
‘Puns, paradoxes and riddles do to language what pies do to faces and pratfalls 
to bottoms – destroy its dignity.’4 
 
Why is something funny? What prompts us to laugh? Philosophers have 
grappled with this question since Plato. A number of arguments have been put 
forward, classically falling into three broad categories; superiority theories, relief 
theories and incongruity theories. The first belief system argues that ridicule is at 
the heart of humour, that a sense of one’s own of superiority derives from the 
disparagement of another’s blunders or foolishness, or one’s own past mistakes. 
British philosopher Thomas Hobbes is famous for this description:  

 
The passion of laughter is nothing but a sudden glory arising from 
some sudden conception of some eminency in ourselves, by 
comparison with the infirmity of others, or with our own formerly…. It 
is no wonder therefore that men take heinously to be laughed at or 
derided, that is, triumphed over.5 

 
Relief theory maintains that laughter comes from being momentarily released 
from habitual constraints, and that a surge of freed energy passes through the 
body. Ordinary seriousness dominates life - the sense of freedom that children 
enjoy is held in check by hardship, labour and social necessity. But pleasure, in 
the form of humour, bursts out as we enjoy mocking ‘hollow pretensions, 
affectation, assumption and self-importance and vanity’.6 Sigmund Freud 
summarized it in his theory that laughter releases tension and ‘psychic energy’. 
 
Most modern theorists now subscribe to ‘incongruity theory’; that humour 
involves the sudden insightful integration of contradictory or incongruous ideas, 
attitudes or sentiments. German philosopher Arthur Schopenhauer stated the 
cause of laughter was the ‘sudden perception of the incongruity between a 
concept and the real objects which have been thought through it in some relation, 
and laughter itself is just the expression of this incongruity’.7 The clash or 
mishmash between our sensory perception of something, and our abstract 
knowledge or concept about that thing, provokes the humour. Image and objects 
                                                        
3 Garth Clark et al., The Mad Potter of Biloxi : The Art & Life of George E. Ohr (New York: Abbeville Press, 1989). 

4 Walter Redfern, Puns (Oxford, UK ; New York, NY, USA: Blackwell, 1984). 

5 John Morreall, The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1987), 20. 

6 Michael Billig, Laughter and Ridicule : Towards a Social Critique of Laughter, Theory, Culture & Society. (London: Sage, 2005), 97. 

7 Morreall, The Philosophy of Laughter and Humor, 52. 
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that employ such strategies are essentially paradoxical; that is, self-contradictory 
– for example, an artist protesting about too much art, on the steps of a famous 
art gallery in the world, the Tate. Potter Grayson Perry has staked out the space 
of the modern-day campaigner, only to parody the usual worthy causes that 
protestors complain about.   
 
Australian ceramicist Margaret Dodson’s 1977 Bridal Holden creates incongruity 
on several levels. It gives an inanimate object, a car, an anthropomorphic 
character. It also casts a particularly feminine symbol, the wedding veil, over that 
typically Australian symbol and very much a male symbol in the late 1970s – the 
Holden car. Dodd, one of the Funk pioneers in Australia, began the car series 
when she’d returned to Australia after studying in the US with Robert Arneson. 
Pregnant at the time, she began reflecting on the experiences of being a woman 
in Australia.  In Judith Thompson’s essay about the Funk movement in Adelaide, 
she notes: ‘It seemed to her (Dodd) women in suburbs such as Holden Hill 
became Holdens, less than a person, an object, a Holden car.’8 
 
American artist Howard Kottler is also fond of double meanings and incongruity. 
His ceramic work titled The Old Bag Next Door Is Nuts, not only turns the house 
next door into a shopping bag, he’s filled it with ceramic walnuts, adding another 
visual pun to the sculpture. 
 
For many humorists the pun is the foundation of wit.  Wordplay derives a lot of its 
unique humour from the ambiguity of the form, that is, the ambiguity inherent in 
the English language. Puns occur when we make a joke by bringing two different 
meanings of a word or phrase together simultaneously. Wit is in part the ability to 
show that the secondary meaning of a word might be more appropriate than the 
primary meaning. Redfern describes the pun as containing ‘switch’ words, ‘like 
pointsmen at a junction’, the spot at which an ambiguous word shifts the meaning 
of the rest of the sentence. ‘Trains of thought benefit from being re-routed.’9  
 
It’s also been noted that comedians often take literally what most people would 
mean figuratively. Australian ceramic artist Bernard Sahm took the word ‘pillar’ in 
the expression ‘pillars of society’ literally, in a series of column-like ceramic 
sculptures from 1976. He said of the work: ‘What I really was doing was centring 
the exhibition on (the) holy cows of our society’.10 Rebellious humour outwardly 
mocks rules and rulers.  ‘If the social world is full of codes that restrict what can 
be said and done then delight can be taken in breaking the rules.’11 Social 
anthropologist Mary Douglas makes the point that society is full of rituals which 
impose order and harmony. The joke on the other hand disorganises, ‘it connects 
widely different fields and the connection destroys hierarchy and order. 

                                                        
8 Judith Thompson and Art Gallery of South Australia. Board., Skangaroovian Funk : Peculiar Adelaide Ceramics 1968-1978 (Adelaide: Art Gallery Board of South 

Australia, 1986). 

9 Redfern, Puns, 23. 

10 Gillian McCracken, Wit & Wonder, 2006, catalogue essay. 

11 Billig, Laughter and Ridicule : Towards a Social Critique of Laughter, 207. 
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Essentially a joke is an ‘anti-rite’.’12 
 
Scholars of the English language have noted that because of the historical 
development of the language, its rich heritage with the incorporation during the 
Middle Ages of Norman French words, as well as the Latinization of the language 
during the Renaissance, English had an unusual number of synonyms – that is, 
different words, but with the same meaning. Shakespearean scholar Helge 
Kokeritz notes:  

 
The consequent wealth of synonyms… brought with it an increasing 
differentiation in usage as well as in meaning and connotation, which 
was eminently favourable to punning and other forms of conscious or 
unconscious verbal ambiguity.13 

 
Later changes in pronunciation in the English language during the 15th century 
brought more homonyms – that is, words pronounced the name, but spelt 
differently, and with different meanings.    
Mark Thompson’s 1977 ceramic statute Buy Australian Maid, now residing in the 
National Gallery of Australia, is an example where a ceramic artist has played 
with the homonym for maid/made. The gallery states that Thompson’s piece 
satirises commercial religious statuary, adding the symbols of the ‘religions’ of 
sport and leisure to the standard European Madonna figure that was displayed in 
hundreds of churches across the country.   
 

                                                        
12 Simon Critchley, On Humour, Thinking in Action. (London ; New York: Routledge, 2002), 5. 

13 Helge K*keritz, Shakespeare's Pronunciation (New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1953), 54. 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Fig 1. Clarissa Regan, Sport, ceramic plate 

 
Historically, what is interesting to observe is how the country potters in England 
during the time of Shakespeare and onwards began increasingly using language 
on the ceramic ware – hand-writing their own rhymes on their jugs and pots. The 
growing literacy of society as a whole was reflected in the ceramics of the period. 
These ‘talking pots’, which take on the human attributes of a voice, with simple 
rhymes and sometimes philosophical thoughts, can be found inscribed or 
sliptrailed on chamber pots, sugar pots, jugs, creamers, keepsakes and puzzle 
pots of the time. Sometimes the humour arises from the anthropomorphic 
characteristics of the pot, other times it’s the simple rhyme. Redfern describes 
rhymes as ‘half puns’, where minimal differences are made in the meaning of the 
pairs of words. It’s not exactly side-splitting comedy, but it’s a playful engagement 
with words. The harvest jug is a particularly emblematic example of this. From 
the mid 17th century up until the beginning of the 20th century, country potters 
made large slip decorated jugs, used by harvesters to carry beer out onto the 
fields.  The slip trailer to write with was made of a goose quill mounted in the tip 
of a curved cow horn, which acted as a reservoir. Some ditties included: 
 
Drink, Drink while ye have breath 
For there is no drinking after death 
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Another chamber pot of the period reads:  
 
BREAK ME NOT I PRAY IN YOUR HAST 
FOR I TO NON WILL GIVE DISTASTE 
 
Yet more were decorated with images of eyes and inscriptions such as: 
  
Keep me clean and use me well 
And what I see I will not tell 
 
So-called puzzle jugs were also immensely popular through this period and 
combined the rhymes written on the side, with the slapstick humour of the 
physical mishap of a spilt drink. They had pierced necks and hollow handles, with 
a hollow ring around the neck, typically fitted with two or three spouts. The idea 
was the beer could be sucked up through the handle and drunk from one of the 
spouts by covering the others with your fingers. But the potters also included one 
additional small hole, usually up underneath the handle, which also had to be 
covered before the beer could be sipped. 
 
One influential theory about slapstick humour derives from the philosopher Henry 
Bergson, who proposed the idea that humour arises from rigid or mechanical 
behaviour. We may laugh at a pedestrian who absentmindedly walks into a street 
pole. This sort of humour applies to pratfalls, slapstick, parody or situation 
comedy, particularly the films of Charlie Chaplin or Buster Keaton. Bergson 
argues what is humorous is the ‘mechanical encrusted on the living’14, when the 
human is displaying a lack of elasticity, or acting like a machine. We laugh 
because we are confronted with the absurdity of robot-like behaviour. We are 
laughing at the incongruity of a human appearing as a non-human object. An 
example of this can be seen in some Ancient Roman terracotta lamp holders. 
One depicts a couple having sex on a bed. The woman is on top, and she also 
happens to be lifting weights at the same time. Classical scholar John Clarke 
makes the point that: ‘The viewer has to laugh while trying to imagine how the 
woman is able to maintain the alternating rhythm of swinging the weights to and 
fro while controlling the in-and-out of the man’s penis.’15 Another similar piece, 
from the same era, is a terracotta medallion, which had originally been affixed to 
a hand-thrown jug, one of thousands subsequently found. The text reads ITA 
VALEA(M) DECET ME or ‘I like it like that’. The viewer is left to speculate as to 
who is saying the words, the woman admiring herself in the mirror or the man 
busy drinking wine from a drinking horn? Either way, it’s a wry comment on 
detached self-absorption, according to Clarke.16   
 

                                                        
14 Henri Bergson, Cloudesley Brereton, and Fred Rothwell, Laughter; an Essay on the Meaning of the Comic (London,: Macmillan, 1911), 49. 

15 John R. Clarke, Looking at Laughter : Humor, Power, and Transgression in Roman Visual Culture, 100 B.C.-A.D. 250 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

2007), 223. 

16 Ibid., 219. 
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Slapstick humour, or comedy characterized by horseplay and physical action, is 
also found in so-called ‘fright mugs’, where ceramic frogs were placed in coffee 
or cocoa mugs. These were made in Europe at the same time as the puzzle pots, 
as well as in the United States during the 19th century. George Ohr made some, 
as did another pottery near him run by the brothers Kirkpatrick. Author Richard 
Mohr, a Professor of Philosophy at the University of Illinois, argues that these 
pots, as well as a miniature chamber pot in which Ohr has placed replica faeces, 
can be understood under the notion of the ‘abject’.  Philosopher Julia Kristeva 
develops the idea by explaining it as the feeling of loathing and disgust the 
subject has in encountering certain matter, images and fantasies – the horrible, 
to which it can only respond with aversion, with nausea and distraction. Matter 
expelled from the body is abject –blood, pus, sweat, vomit, excrement and so on.  
Paradoxically, the abject at the same time is fascinating – it draws the subject in, 
but then repels it. Her theory is that it arises from the time the infant struggles to 
separate from the mother. What makes the abject so full of fear and loathing is 
that it exposes the border between self and other, and threatens to dissolve 
those borders. ‘The abject must not touch me, for I fear that it will ooze through, 
obliterating the border between inside and outside necessary for my life…If by 
accident or force I come to touch the abject matter, I react again with the reflex of 
expelling what is inside me: nausea.’17 
 
The abject also helps contextualise some of the work of other US Funk 
ceramicists, such as Clayton Bailey and David Gilhooly, as well as several post-
modern ceramic potters such as Justin Novac, Christopher Vicini or Tenille Blair 
who focus on the indeterminate borders of the body. 
 
In discussing the scatological nature of George Ohr’s work, Professor Mohr 
makes the somewhat controversial claim that shit is ‘clay’s doppelganger’.  

 
Each is a polysensual half-solid, half-liquid clinging stuff, which though 
it disconcerts in its miasmal muddy clinging, still has an ideal form, 
from which it degenerates by being too liquid or too solid, too much of 
what it is. The very state that makes it ideal makes it cling. 
 

                                                        
17 Iris Marion Young, Justice and the Politics of Difference (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1990), 144. 
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Fig 2. Joseph Wheeler, Wrong Choice, ceramic 

 
Toilet humour took another turn during the period of Funk ceramics of the sixties 
and seventies. US ceramic artist Robert Arneson’s seminal 1963 work Funk 
John, complete with mock turds, falls into this category. The work was expelled 
for being offensive at its debut at a Californian exhibition that year. Arneson 
recalled when he made the piece he ‘cut loose and let every scatological notation 
in my mind freely flow across the surface of that toilet…there’s something about 
turds and clay that have to do with toilet training anyways.’18  He was also having 
a go at the earnest Abstract Expressionist aspiration of letting everything within 
the artist spill out freely in the work, ala Jackson Pollack.19  
 

                                                        
18 robert arneson, 1981 Aug 14-15. 

19 Jonathan David Fineberg, Art since 1940 : Strategies of Being (New York: H.N. Abrams, 1995), 287. 
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Another work of his, titled Call Me Lover, also plays on vulgarity and shock value. 
As art critic Arthur Danto points about the Funk movement, which grew out of 
California in the early 1960s, the boundaries of Modernism were erased by the 
Funk artists using clay in an awkward, tasteless, vulgar and ‘funky’ way. He 
credits Arneson with removing the notion that clay must be tasteful, perfect, 
beautiful or well-wrought. ‘Artists turned their backs on the heroic sublime …and 
found a way to hold mirrors up to American society in which it could see its moral 
ugliness reflected.’20 
 
Author and ceramic critic Judith Schwartz introduces the concept of the 
‘grotesque’ in describing Robert Arneson’s work, suggesting he co-mingles it with 
fear, amusement and perversity to force the spectator to re-examine their 
personal values. 
 

The grotesque goes beyond the boundaries of good taste and 
subverts the order of things. The ceramic funk movement gave artists 
the freedom to lampoon traditional values with its comic 
exaggerations, vulgar crudities and puns.21 

 
This idea of the grotesque, a very close cousin of the abject, has been 
significantly developed by the Russian philosopher and literary critic Mikhail 
Bakhtin. In his writings about the medieval world of the carnival, he explains how 
humour arises from an upside down reversed world, where the rational, the 
normative and fixed are overthrown. Bakhtin argues the grotesque comes when 
the body is outgrowing itself, when it transgresses its own limits. In the borders 
between one’s body and the world, lies the grotesque. That which protrudes from 
the body, goes beyond its confines - the bowels and phallus – play a lead role in 
the grotesque image.22  The famous Italian maiolica platter of the man’s face 
composed of multiple penises, made in 1536, is thought to have been inspired by 
a similar sketch by Leonardo da Vinci. The text on the plate reads ‘Every man 
looks at me as if I were a head of phalluses’.23 In other words, a dickhead. The 
plate is both a verbal pun and example of grotesquery. Bakhtin makes the point 
that the theme of mockery and abuse is almost entirely bodily and grotesque.  
 
Grotesquery can be seen in all manner of pieces. For example, during the 
English/French Napoleonic wars a great deal of ceramic ware was printed with 
anti-Napoleon sentiment. Images of Napoleon being pissed on by ‘John Bull’, the 
literary trope for the populace of England, (rather like Uncle Sam for America), 
were fired on such innocuous items as pub wall tiles. It was a golden age of the 
print and this extended to the ceramic realm. Ceramics was a form of 
communication, with the development of the technology enabling popular 
etchings and engravings to be placed on ceramic forms. In this period satire 
                                                        
20  Museum voor Hedendaagse Kunst, Arthur Coleman Danto, and Janet Koplos, Choice from America : Modern American Ceramics (-Hertogenbosch: Kruithuis 

Museums Collection, 1999), 9. 
21 Judith Schwartz, "The Clay Artist as Social Critic," Pottery In Australia Voume 28, no. 1 (1989). 

22 M. M. Bakhtin, Rabelais and His World (Cambridge, Mass.: M.I.T. Press, 1965), 317. 

23 Paul Mathieu, Sex Pots : Eroticism in Ceramics (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press, 2003). 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significantly developed as a popular art form. Satire is often a question of scale, 
of the familiar becoming infinitely small or grotesquely huge. It lets us see the 
familiar defamiliarized. Satire pokes fun at social institutions or policy, while 
sarcasm is directed at the individual. Satire was used to make fun of religion, 
politics and authority generally during the 18th century.  Humour theorist Max 
Eastman explains that the humour of overstatement works because by making 
something extreme, it becomes incongruous with its original state.24  
  
As author and art historian Moira Vincentelli has noted, printed ceramics were 
used to sway public opinion and promote political causes, much like the media of 
today.25 The royal scandals of 1820 fuelled the sale of all sorts of 
commemorative ware supporting Queen Caroline, some with verses humorously 
set to nursery rhymes.  Her estranged husband, George IV had refused to allow 
her to be crowned as Queen. One such Staffordshire milk jug, decorated with 
copper lustre, has this verse on the other side: 
 
When man presumes to chuse a Wife 
He takes his lovely Spouse for life 
Who can Judge and not repine 
The woful case of CAROLINE.  
 
Another earthenware mug, with its Song of Sixpence, refers to the shenanigans 
that surrounded the parliamentary battle over their divorce.  
 
I'll sing a song of sixpence a green bag full of lies 
Four and twenty witnesses all proved to be spies 
When the bag was opened the Lords began to stare 
To see their precious evidence vanish into air 
 
The contemporary ceramic artist Grayson Perry has been likened to William 
Hogarth and other 18th and 19th century satirists with his satirical vision of today’s 
Britain.26 Humour is strongly reflective of the social mores and cultural period 
from which it arises. In today’s pluralistic, postmodern art landscape, humour, 
likewise, is diverse and eclectic. Art theorist Nicholas Bourriaurd has coined the 
concept of the ‘alter-modern’ to describe the current state of art in which artists 
respond to a new globalised perception. They traverse a cultural landscape 
saturated with images and signs. Artists are ‘…creating new pathways between 
multiple formats of expression and communication’.  They also explore the bonds 
that text and image, time and space weave between themselves.27 This can be 
seen in the work of British sculptor Barnaby Barford, with his sculptural tableaux 
Shit, Now I’m Going To Be Really Late creating a humorous disjunct between the 
characters interchanging across differing historical periods. 

                                                        
24 Max Eastman, The Sense of Humor (New York,: C. Scribner's sons, 1921), 55. 

25 Paul Scott and Terry Bennett, Hot Off the Press : Ceramics and Print (London: Bellew in association with Tullie House City Museum & Art Gallery, 1996), 21. 

26 Grayson Perry et al., Grayson Perry: Guerrilla Tactics : Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam (Rotterdam: NAi Uitgevers; London: Art Data [distributor], 2002), 97. 

27 Nicholas Bourriard, "Altermodern Manifesto,"  http://www.tate.org.uk/britain/exhibitions/altermodern/manifesto.shtm. 
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In Australia, artists such as Joe Wheeler, Michael Keighery, Bern Emmerichs, 
Pru Morrison, Gerry Wedd, Penny Byrne and others also incorporate humour in 
their social commentary as part of their artistic ceramic practice. Some take an 
intensely personal approach, such as Pru Morrison, creating a parallel world of 
characters in which to critique society. 
  
Humour has also been described as the disjunction between expectation and 
reality and a work by Joe Wheeler, presents an example of that. The saccharine 
pink colour, the pretty gold lustre, the anthropomorphic transformation of the 
heart, with its spindly legs, and the nostalgic silk-screened illustration all work 
against the rather sardonic intonation: Wrong Choice.  
 
Others, such as Michael Keighery have taken their humour into the realm of 
performance art, which I expect will be a growing attraction for artists. In London 
earlier this year, The Porcelain Project blurred the boundaries between dance, 
theatre, music and ceramics. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Ambiguity, inconsistency and contradiction – attributes usually regarded as 
undesirable in the serious mode of clear communications – are necessary to 
humour. Humour disrupts and confounds assumptions. The interpretative 
openness of humour ‘seems more accurately to reflect or reproduce or allow for 
the multiple realities of the social world,’ argues sociologist Michael Mulkay.  

 
In this important respect, humour seems superior to ordinary serious 
discourse which is premised on an implicit denial of the fact that we 
live in a world of multiple meanings and multiple realities. 28 
 

To finish, I would like to add that the researchers are also finding that humour is 
closely aligned with creativity. Both involve a switch in perspective, a new way of 
looking at things. It is believed the flexible thought patterns and activation of 
multiple modes of thought that switch on in the brain while processing humour 
are similar to the divergent thinking required in creativity.29 Perhaps potters 
playing with puns are just being particularly playful. 
 
  
 
 

                                                        
28 M. J. Mulkay, On Humour : Its Nature and Its Place in Modern Society (Cambridge, UK Oxford, UK ; New York, NY, USA: Polity Press ; B. Blackwell, 1988), 

219. 

29 Martin, The Psychology of Humor : An Integrative Approach, 78. 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Clean, green, lumpy & brown: challenges, opportunities & 
persistent values in ceramics  
 
Roderick Bamford 
 
When Waterford Wedgwood collapsed earlier this year under a debt of 450 
million Euros1, it almost went without notice amidst the global financial 
catastrophe. It was through ceramics, over 250 years ago, that the Josiah 
Wedgwood would show the world how the knowledge of craft, art and science 
could be integrated, reorganised and leveraged to become the foremost 
archetype of mass production. In hindsight, it was an early prototype for industrial 
design. We may consider Wedgwood’s immediate challenge is ‘sustainability’ 
both in cultural and economic terms. For all of us, in the broader ecological 
context, ‘sustainability’ concerns the restoration of balance for species longevity. 
To approach this condition at global and local levels, it is necessary that human 
decisions and actions benefit the interactive workings of natural, social, industrial 
and economic systems. 
 
Ceramic objects have played a key narrative role in prehistory, the substance of 
culture told through fired fragments of the stuff under our feet. Ceramics works 
figure in all major movements of the 20th century, from Cubism to Memphis and 
beyond, and a search on the Amazon book site will reveal thousands of titles on 
the subject. We have come to celebrate the diversity and richness of ceramics, 
the passion, creative ideas, and skills of its makers at many levels, and now we 
are confronted with rethinking the entire role and nature of production. The 
spectre of dematerialising2 economies has implications for us all. 
 
While art and design have historically been concerned with expression of ideas, 
in recent times the instrumentality of their realisation is frequently associated with 
design. Since the time of its Renaissance sublimation, art has gradually 
distanced itself from its concern with material functionality. The progression 
reaches its culmination in conceptual art described by Lucy Lippard and John 
Chandler in the 1960‘s as becoming dematerialised to the point where the 
thinking process in art,’ may result in the object becoming wholly obsolete’ 3 
 
This is not to say that art is ineffective, or that design is solely concerned with the 
instrumental, in fact the opposite is also true. While the expression of ideas can 
inspire the type of change needed to check resource depletion and emissions, 
this motivation needs to be augmented with tangible material adjustments. With 
the European Energy Commission4 estimating that over 80% of all product-
                                                
1 ,R Pagnamenta Waterford Wedgwood collapses in debt pile 06/01/, 2009  
 Times Online Printed January 06, 2009 08:08am AEDT 
2 An economic concept for reducing the quantity of materials required to achieve intended aims. 
3 J Chandler, &, L Lippard ‘The Dematerialization of Art’, in Alberro & Stimson (eds.) Conceptual Art: A 
Critical Anthology, MIT Press London 1968 p. 46 
4 European Energy Commission http://ec.europa.eu/energy/efficiency/ecodesign/eco_design_en.htm 
accessed 20/4/09 
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related environmental impacts are determined during the design phase of a 
product, design clearly has a critical role. 
In 1999, Paul Hawkin, Amory and Hunter Lovins’ influential text, Natural 
Capitalism, describes how ‘natural capital, upon which civilisation depends to 
create economic prosperity, is rapidly declining‘5. 
 
Our ecological footprint, or ‘rucksack’ is already overloaded. A number of 
calculators can be found on the internet that will estimate your individual 
environmental footprint. If you live in a developed country, the result will most 
likely contend that more resources are required than are globally available to 
support life as you have described it. For Hawkin, Amory and Lovins, the real 
environmental cost of using raw materials is greatly undervalued. It is a view 
supported in a recent report citing evidence that ‘the global economy is losing 
more money (regularly) from the disappearance of forests than through the 
current banking crisis’ 6 
 
‘Natural Capital’ cites optimistic examples of a new green industrial revolution, 
where business shifts focus towards the maintenance of profits while conserving 
the environment and creating jobs. Perhaps reflecting a mood of the general 
public, more large companies are subscribing to the notion of being good 
corporate citizens. Although some of these actions are justifiably argued as 
placatory or simply spin (particularly “greenwashing”), many corporations that 
follow a whole systems approach, 7 are thinking in cycles and are more able to 
adapt to change, including those associated with environmental and social 
concerns. Some limited solutions have found their way into socially-responsible 
design initiatives. An environmental crisis in 1981 sparked Ikea’s concern for both 
their business and its impact on the environment, and later, its social 
responsibilities8. Since adopting the ‘Natural Step’ 9 framework in 1991, Ikea has 
developed social and environmental policies10. Over a three year period at the 
Monno Ceramic factory11, visible improvements could be observed in areas of 
product quality and working conditions that coincided with the support of Ikea's 
social responsibility charter and the input of their indigenous Bengali inspector. 
 
That which is ‘designed’ does not exist in isolation. Design is transforming its 
20th century emphasis on style and function towards a more dematerialised 
future. The new goals of design focus on quality of life, incorporating personal, 

                                                
5 P. Hawken, A Lovins, L. Hunter Lovins, Natural capitalism: creating the next industrial revolution Little, 
Brown and Co. Boston 1999. p2 
6 L.Black, Nature loss 'dwarfs bank crisis'  http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/science/nature/7662565.stm  accessed 
23/1/2009 
7 J,Thackera, In the Bubble, Designing in a Complex World, MIT Press, USA  2005 
8 B.Nattrass & M.Altomare, The Natural Step for Business New Society press, Canada, 1999. 
9 http://www.naturalstep.org/ accessed 21/4/09 
http://www.ikea-group.ikea.com/?ID=698 accessed 21/4/09 
11 Personal observations made at the factory over a three year period, 2002-5 
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community and environment in relation to designed objects, services and 
systems12. 
 
‘Massive Change is not about the world of design; it's about the design of the 
world.’13 was the banner for an important exhibition that opened at the Vancouver 
Art Gallery in 199414. Co-curator and designer, Bruce Mau’s bold proclamation of 
an expansive scope for design echoes an earlier statement by Lazlo Moholy 
Nagy,  
 
There is design in organization of emotional experiences, in family life, in labor 
relations, in city planning, in working together as civilized human beings. 
Ultimately all problems of design merge into one great problem: ‘design for life’. 
15 
 

 
Fig 1. Sonic Loop, Photo Helene Rosanove 

 
Buckminster Fuller and Victor Papanek also championed the role of design as a 
more socially responsible profession. Fuller’s 1950‘s proposal for comprehensive 
                                                
12 See, for example, Thackara, J, In the Bubble: Designing in a complex world  MIT Press, 2005. and Hinte, 
Ed van Eternally yours: time in design: product, value, sustenance Rotterdam : 010 Publishers, 2004.  
13 http://www.straight.com/article/massive-change-is-about-designing-the-world, accessed 21 /4/2009 
14  Co Curated by Designer Bruce Mau resulting from work in conjunction with the “ Institute Without 
Boundaries” an organisation he founded with Toronto's George Brown College, initially as a postgraduate 
course. 
15Moholy-Nagy, L Vision in Motion Chicago: P. Theobald, 1947, p.42. 
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designing anticipated the need for a systems approach to our relationship with 
resources and environment. A decade later he called for a thorough analysis of 
the world’s natural resources so they could be used more efficiently, and 
conceived of ‘an electronic display that would provide a continual update of 
resource availability and use on a global scale.16 
 
In Design for the Real World17, Victor Papanek harshly criticised design as a 
damaging contributor to people and the environment. He promoted a socially and 
ecologically responsible design approach, often using low technology 
approaches to benefit those outside the conventional consumer class, including 
design to assist the disabled, people in developing world and to mitigate 
environmental damage. Each of these visions reflects a significant shift away 
from unfettered consumerism and illuminates the potential roles for technology in 
sustainability.  
 
Not long after World War II our factories began to produce more than we needed. 
The response to this potential tipping point was not to moderate production, but 
to differentiate, proliferate and compete for a share of sales. A stimulatory role 
was played by design in mass consumption, driven largely by aesthetics, where 
understanding of functionality expanded to encompass psychological and 
sociological needs, most evident in the differentiation of consumer products. 
Design became driven by ‘waste’ as much as ‘desire’ through ‘planned 
obsolescence’, a strategy first developed to end the great depression18, later sub-
categorised by Vance Packard19 into an obsolescence of both desirability and 
function. 
 
As the mass consumption production model began to be challenged from within 
design, the post war studio craft movement re emerged with a more professional 
perspective and significance during a time of western reassessment of 
modernism. 20 The practice of ceramics moved to significantly embrace the fine 
art model, coinciding with a decline in studio production enterprise, and the 
emergence of a creative digital paradigm. 
 
 In mass production systems, the greater the investment in design, the more 
important its instrumental value becomes, both in terms of communicated 
meaning and material impact. A small change to the global manufacture and 
distribution of an everyday product has a much greater physical impact than an 
iconic design collectable. Life Cycle Analysis reveals the cumulative 
environmental impact of manufactured products from the extraction of raw 
materials through to manufacturing and use, disposal or recycling of the product. 
                                                
16 V. Margolin, Design for a Sustainable World. Design Issues, Vol. 14, No.2, MIT Press, USA 1998, pp. 84  
17 Victor Papanek, Design for the Real World: Human Ecology and Social Change, New York, Pantheon 
Books, 1971. 
18 A 20 page pamphlet written by Bernard London entitled “Ending the Depression through Planned 
Obsolescence” (1932) in Slade, G, Made to Break: technology and obsolescence in America, Harvard 
University Press Cambridge, MA  2006. p 73 
19 V. Packard, The waste makers / Penguin, 1963 pp 47-66 
20 G. Cochrane, The Crafts Movement in Australia, a History, NSW University Press, 1992 pp 193-202 
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Researchers in the field of environmental impact are making surprising and 
‘inconvenient’ discoveries. 
 
A recent study21 finds that Ceramic cups are not nearly as ‘green’ as commonly 
thought. A ‘Life Cycle Analysis’ of coffee drinking systems, conducted by the 
Netherlands Organisation for Applied Scientific Research, compares an 
earthenware, porcelain, paper and polystyrene vessel, and concludes that 
ceramic cups are significantly more damaging to the environment. The surprising 
result appears to contradict convention that we should be designing and making 
things that are beautiful and long lasting, so as to extend their embedded ‘natural 
capital’. In the study, the reason for much of the impact is due to the water, 
energy and chemicals used in washing a ceramic cup, which compounds the 
high energy emission values in its manufacture. It shows that even after 3000 
uses the ceramic cup has greater impact than the polystyrene or paper cup, and 
if one of the disposable cups were to be used twice, even more significant 
discrepancies arise. In a related study22, the life cycle impact of a ceramic tile is 
found to be more than twice that of marble, with the most significant impacts 
being global warming, human toxicity and acidification. Such surprises are not 
confined to ‘old’ technologies. Newer manufacturing methods, such as Solar 
panel production, can be far more inefficient than some the traditional industrial 
processes such as injection moulding or metal casting, in some cases by three or 
six degrees of magnitude. 23 
 
Such information does not sit comfortably, yet it poses challenging questions 
about how we value material culture and also the way we create, celebrate and 
assess it.  
 
In these examples the collection, communication and analysis of data is derived 
from the same digital structure that allows artists and designers to collaborate 
with each other, even in remote locations, providing technology is available. On 
the basis of Life Cycle Analysis, researchers at the Mino Re-Tableware and 
Green Life 21 project in Gifu, Japan developed an improved production model for 
ceramic tableware incorporating recycled fired ceramic materials24. Investigating 
life cycle impacts at a social, environmental and economic levels enabled the 
team to design a holistic systems model that integrated business services relative 
to material circulation. This was extended to incorporate product design 
principles, government and community services including waste collection and 
education. 
 

                                                
2121 T. Ligthart & A. Ansems Single use or Reusable (coffee) Drinking Systems: An Environmental 
Comparison, TNO Built Environment and Geosciences Publications, NL, October 2007. 
22 G. Bruno Nicoletti, B. Notarnicola, G. Tassielli Comparative Life Cycle Assessment of flooring materials: 
ceramic  
versus marble tiles Journal of Cleaner Production, Volume 10, Issue 3, June 2002, pp 283-296  
23 D. Chandler Manufacturing Inefficiency MIT TechTalk Volume 53, Number 19, March 18, 2009 
24 T.Watanabe, K.Kato, Y.Hasegawa, I.Hideki, Development of Recirculation System for Tableware, 
Transactions of the Materials Research Society of Japan,(2)2000, pp 661-663 
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A related type of thinking arises in my designs for local restaurateurs Manfredi 
Enterprises. This mass produced design incorporated strategies to minimise 
environmental impacts, principally multifunctional design principles to 
aid manufacturing efficiencies and reduce both costs & emissions. One universal 
saucer supports a range of cup sizes and makes redundant the tooling, 
manufacturing and distribution costs of five traditional saucer / plate variants. 
The central rings in the saucer reflect the concept of ripples on a pond emanating 
from a single drop, a metaphor for perpetuating use of the single saucer and the 
useful life of the product. Digital technologies were employed to communicate 
between client and various stakeholders in product development, design and 
manufacture, and to inform and develop design decisions. Much was learnt over 
the years this project was active. Whilst the aim of using CAD specifications and 
rapid prototyping to reduce the need for physical travel was not realised,25 a 
great deal was learnt which allowed the process of digital collaboration to occur 
in subsequent projects which did achieve those aims. 
 
Initial concerns about the creative viability of digital technologies in expressing 
the subtleties of creative expression proved unfounded. In fact, I have found the 
capacity of emerging technologies to realise new ideas and to solve existent 
problems are often of significant benefit. A commission by National Trust of 
Australia in 2002 enabled further research into the application of digital 
technologies to conserve, via accurate reproduction, a vase painted by Norman 
Lindsay circa 1950. A novel process was subsequently developed for accurately 
combining three-dimensional ceramic and graphic surfaces through integrating a 
range of digital technologies including CAD, photogrammetry and rapid 
prototyping. These were combined with conventional studio processes to 
recreate the vase. The capacity for consistent exchange of digital information 
enabled successful outsourcing of prototyping, imaging and decal printing critical 
to the success of the project. Had digital decal printing technologies reached a 
standard necessary to achieve the results for this project, considerable waste in 
material and transport resulting from trial and error in the decal printing process 
could have been avoided. More recent projects such as Sonic loop and ‘Soot’ 
continue to explore the way emerging technologies that can be applied in the 
studio and manufacturing, particularly technologies that interpret phenomena 
humans cannot perceive naturally. 
 
Half a century ago the instrumental promise of the digital became tangible in the 
laboratories of physicist Richard Feynman, where individual atoms were 
positioned to form the IBM company logo, a precursor to physically engineering 
material at the nano level. The standardisation of digital binary code is now the 
basis of nearly all technological systems, and through information technology has 
become ubiquitous. It simultaneously facilitates the convergence and 
differentiation of knowledge. 
 
                                                
25 Largely due to differences in technical capacity and accessibility to technology between the project 
stakeholders, and cultural differences in business. 
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Digital technologies are now a norm for most creative applications in design. In 
the production of objects, a line of enquiry can be traced from ‘Just in Time’ 
production through ‘mass customisation’ and ‘rapid manufacturing’ to the 
prospect that individually tailored products can be produced on demand through 
‘fab’ shops in your local neighborhood. Companies such as ‘Materialise’ in 
Belgium already engage designers to develop product concepts and employ 
rapid prototyping technologies to ‘print’ objects on demand from CAD files. 
Recently, the research project ‘Automake’ investigated the integration of 
generative computing systems with craft knowledge as a way of allowing 
consumers to be ‘co creators’ of machine made designs, described as ‘ a new 
way of creating objects which can be related to the older tradition of bespoke 
commissioning, but potentially in a more democratic and widely available way”.26 
 
The ‘printed object’ metaphor is developing rapidly. Digital file to rapid prototype 
pipelines appear to be at similar point now to where desktop publishing was a 
decade ago. Recent advances allow materials of different, colour, hardness and 
elasticity to be incorporated in a single 3D print, and there is at least one system, 
CAMLEM, dedicated to the ceramic process. Printing graphic surfaces on 
ceramics now emulates the desktop model with direct ink jet printing on flat 
surfaces and the availability of digitally printed decals using onglaze pigments 
adapted for use in laser printers. 
 
For the growing number of artists, designers and craftspeople interested in 
investigating digital technologies, Malcolm McCullough’s book Abstracting Craft: 
The practiced digital hand, provides both a philosophical perspective and a new 
theoretical framework for investigating the making of things in the 21st century.  
McCullough analyses the relationship between technology, hand and mind in 
creating artifacts of the information age, bringing together the separation of 
thinking about and making things that characterises industrialisation. He also 
investigates a range of relationships between computer interfaces and the way 
we react to them, concluding that in the development of devices, “there is now 
some acknowledgement of the ‘individual’ as opposed to the ‘user’”, and despite 
the difficulties of use, “some possibility of ‘craft’ in the electronic realm”27 
In 2005, a performance28 by Swedish group Front Design envisioned the 
tantalising prospect of real time creation of three-dimensional form through the 
act of simply drawing an outline of an object in space. The ‘magic’was in reality 
delayed in time whilst the stereolithography machine printed the drawn furniture. 
Nevertheless, the vision was palpable. Real time motion-capture suits, haptic 
gloves, scanners, and the translation of data from different sources promote 
more realistic virtual environments. Whilst these conditions may eventually 
simulate traditional methods of creating work where the full range of human 
senses are employed, there is still some way to go before digital tools reach the 
                                                
26 J. Marshall, E.Unver & P.Atkinson, AutoMAKE: Generative systems, digital manufacture and craft 
production, Generative Art Conference, Milan, 11th -14th December 2007. 
http://www.autonomatic.org.uk/team/jm/index.html accessed 15/3/09 
27 M. McCullough Abstracting Craft: The practiced digital hand. MIT press,. USA 1998 p.271 
28 http://www.designfront.org accessed 25/4/2009 
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stage of becoming an intuitive extension of the hand.  In my own experience, the 
separation between hand and mouse or keyboard is little different than involving 
more simple tools where the action is remote from the hand. The feeling of 
‘connectedness’ or ‘flow’ in the process depends on the perceived degree of 
removal and is largely relative to practice and the design of both software and 
hardware. Processes, just like ideas, will leave their mark on what is created. 
 
McCullough argues that historically, each of the major changes in technology has 
removed sources of meaning for art, to the point that it has become self 
referential29 
Today, a hybridisation of creative practice is again challenging the old trilogies of 
categorization. There are now movements in “generative art”, “environmental art”, 
craft art, “design art”, “nu craft”, and ‘designer makers’. There are even ‘product 
artists’. Much of this recent trans-disciplinary activity has been facilitated by 
technology, particularly digital technology. 
 
New modes of technology do not necessarily lead to supersession. Sellen and 
Harper30 propose three reasons why people continue to read paper despite the 
burgeoning of digital devices. These are that organisational infrastructure is still 
paper dependent, digital alternatives need to be better designed, and that there 
are some tasks for which paper is simply better suited, pointing to the fact that 
paper will likely remain even in predominantly digital environments. Essentially, 
this is an argument for persistence of useful technologies despite new technical 
innovations, something I think we sense. Hands will remain an essential part of 
the ceramic process for the things it does best. 
 
The impact of climate change and resource depletion will continue to challenge 
modes of production, consumption, and creative practice. Digital technologies 
provide the capacity to integrate data from relevant sources in social, 
environmental and economic systems and organise a rich strata of information 
that can inform strategic, creative decisions. There also appears a creative 
advantage for localized practice in which the agility of a digital, or hybrid digital 
studio is advantageous. Physically, the immediate application of digital 
technology in studio ceramics is particular, at timely and effective points in the 
creative process. Combined with a flexibility and compactness, ‘desktop’ 
convenience promises a less wasteful, more direct use of materials. Beyond this, 
the appearance of fully digital ceramic workflows appears to be a matter of time. 
The creative and instrumental potential of the digital is only just beginning to be 
explored. 
 

                                                
29 M. McCullough Abstracting Craft p.10 
30 A. Sellen & R. Harper  The Myth of the Paperless Office  MIT Press, USA  2003  p.186 
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Fig 2. Cap cup image courtesy Manfredi Enterprises 
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Herstory 

The Historical Development of Female Ceramic Artists in 
Taiwan from 1945 to the Present 

Yi Hui Wang 

 
The history of art is complicated and multidisciplinary, and in general, gender has 
been an issue in the art world of the 20th century. In Taiwan, which has a long 
history in ceramics as a male dominated field, there were also countless 
unacknowledged women who contributed their lives to the creation of ceramics. 
Gender may have influenced the position and circumstances of female ceramists 
in Taiwan in early times; however, it is not a problem today. In this paper, which is 
taken from the PhD thesis that I have recently completed, I will focus on 
Taiwanese female ceramists and their works. In fact, ceramic art is not a popular 
research topic in Taiwan, compared with other art disciplines, but this does not 
mean that contemporary ceramic art is excluded from the art world. On the 
contrary, these expressions of creative ceramics are particularly valuable within 
art history. So, this paper attempts to review Taiwanese female ceramists’ works, 
and describe the significant differences and developments between the 
generations from 1945 to the present day.  
 
Taiwan’s story, from beginning to end, is a continual series of colonial eras, in 
which different immigrants and cultures brought about change in Taiwanese 
society.1 Taiwanese ceramic history is constructed of many historical periods and 
presents a fusion of several different cultural styles of ceramic form. In addition, 
before the 1940s, Taiwan had a ceramic industry which made mainly functional 
works. Through the course of my research, I was not able to find any female 
ceramist’s name recorded before World War Ⅱ. This indicates that, prior to WWⅡ, 
ceramic production in Taiwan was a male-dominated manufacturing industry. It 

                                                
1 Taiwan has been dominated over the years by Taiwanese Aborigines（15th century）, Portugal and the 
Netherlands（1624-1662）, Ming loyalist Cheng Cheng-Kung（1662-1683）, Ching Dynasty（1683-1893）
and Japan from 1895 to 1945. After World War � , the Chinese Communist Party, under the leadership of Mao, 
Tse-tung, took control of Mainland China in 1949. The Nationalist government, led by Chiang, Kai-shek, 
retreated to Taiwan with one and a half million Mainlanders, and established the government which continues 
to be known as the Republic of China.  
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was not considered an art. From 1736 to 1900, Taiwan only had a few pottery 
factories that made household utensils for market. At that time, Taiwan’s pottery 
was still based on very traditional skills that were imported from mainland China 
and consisted of making for daily life use, such as bowls, jars, bricks, and tiles. 
This research only investigates the artworks of Taiwanese female ceramics after 
1945 because female ceramic artists were ‘absent’ from the early 20th century. My 
use of ‘absent’ has two meanings here: one is there were no female ceramic 
artists and the other is no female ceramist’s name was recorded by Taiwanese 
ceramics history before 1945. Why were there no acknowledged women 
ceramists in Taiwanese documented history before 1945? There are many 
important issues behind this question, which will also be addressed through a 
discussion of the development of Taiwanese female ceramics. 
 
As result of this, I have generally classified the development of Taiwanese female 
ceramics into three phases. These divisions are artificial constructs which attempt 
to provide an overview of historical change, rather than merely describing 
individual works.  
 
The first phase is the post-war period (1945-1979), which looks at ‘the pioneering 
era of Taiwanese ceramics’2, a time when Taiwanese culture was modernized. In 
the second period（1980s-1990s), Taiwanese society was increasingly exposed to 
international pluralism, and feminism was introduced. This phase produced an 
increasing number of female ceramicists who created works of high quality and 
variety. The third period, from 2000 to the present, represents the third generation 
of female ceramicists, women who were educated under the formal education 
system and were inspired by a dynamic creative freedom. These young 
ceramicists represent the new possibility for ceramics in Taiwan. 
 
Post-war Period (1945-1979):  
The Pioneering Era of Taiwanese Ceramics  
 
After World War � , Taiwan was removed from the shadow of Japanese 
colonisation, but the atmosphere within the society was not completely 
unrestrained. Social conditions had not matured enough to develop modern 

                                                
2 Dong Shan Xie, A History of Modern Taiwanese Ceramics (Taipei: Yi shu jia chu ban she, 2005). 
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ceramic art. Most Taiwanese people were still in poor living circumstances and the 
political situation was also restricted in many ways, such as in art, education and 
language. Only a few ceramic artists had, at that stage, begun creating their own 
individual works, and they all played a significant role in Taiwanese ceramic 
history and contributed their passion for clay to the next generations. 
 
For example, American born Taiwanese artist: Yang, Win-Nie（Fig.1）was the first 
female Taiwanese ceramicist to receive her MFA degree in the USA (University of 
Missouri, 1974). Between 1975 and 1979, Yang worked in the Conservation 
Department of the National Palace Museum, researching Chinese ancient pottery 
and porcelain. In 1980, Yang, Win-Nie’s first solo ceramic exhibition was reported 
by Taiwan’s Artist magazine with coverage of twenty-five printed pages. This 
event, which included the exhibition and the report, is on the record of Taiwanese 
female ceramics history. Yang, Win-Nie was the female ceramic artist who was 
both educated through a formal Western ceramics education system, and also 
absorbed the new Taiwanese cultural background. From these two strands she 
created her own ceramic language, which she continues to work with today. Yang 
is one of the principal pioneers of Taiwan’s modern ceramic art development.3 
She never stops expanding on her creative concepts and teaching ceramic 
making techniques to the younger generations.  
 
In 1980, an unexpectedly ardent public response was generated by Yang, 
Win-Nie’s exhibition. The art of modern ceramics suddenly became a topic for 
discussion in Taiwan. This discussion was not only about Yang, Win-Nie’s works, 
but it also brought ceramics into modern art thinking, because, as can clearly be 
seen from Yang’s works, she combined Eastern decoration on the surface with 
Western formal characteristics（Fig.1). In Yang’s earlier works she had focused on 
pottery for daily use and her favourite forms were typical pots such as jars, boxes 
and vases.4 Later, Yang’s vessel forms were influenced by the American artist 
Peter Voulkos (1924-2002) and reference the development of American ceramics 
in the 1960s. Thus, in Taiwanese ceramic history, Yang’s works bridged the divide 
between functional pottery and contemporary ceramic forms in that her container 
forms were practical, but also abstract. 

                                                
3 Shiow-Ling Chuang, Contemporary Ceramics in Kaohsiung, ed. Ying-lung Su, Kaohsiung Ceramics: 
Continuity and Innovation (Kaohsiung: Kaohsiung Museum of Fine Arts, 2007). 
4 Win-Nie Yang, "Voices in Ceramics,"  http://gallery.nctu.edu.tw/0305_hong_gah/curator.htm. 
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Fig 1. Yang, Win-Nie, Scroll Jar with Sgraffito Decoration, 

1995, 21 x 14.5 x 49cm, Stoneware 

 
From the 1960s onwards, in the South of Taiwan in Kao-Hsiung, Yang, Win-Nie’s 
studio began to play an important role in the development of Taiwanese studio 
ceramics. The impact of her studio can be seen in later ceramicists such as Lien, 
Pao-Tsai,  Xu, Cui-Ling, Xiao, Li-Hung, and Chou, Pang-Ling in the 1980s. 
 
 
The 1980s and 1990s: Pluralism in Society 
 
An official Taiwanese ceramic educational system began in the 1960s; however, 
the first Master’s Degree in ceramics was only established in 1997 at the Tainan 
National University of the Arts. Due to this circumstance, from the 1960s to the 
1990s, attending private ceramic studios, short art residency programs, and 
studying overseas became the main choices for gaining a ceramic education. 
During the 1980s and the early 1990s, there were many female Taiwanese 
students such as Lu, Shu-Chen（1944-）, and Xiao, Li-hung (1946-) who learnt 
ceramics in private ceramics studios. For this generation, most did not have a 
very strong basic training in the official education system from the beginning. Due 
to their passion and interest in making ceramic work, some artists later studied 
overseas, and some participated in a variety of ceramic activities in Taiwan.  
 
In this way, traditional ceramics made slow progress towards contemporary 

175



ceramics, although there was a qualitative change in the 1990s. The researcher 
Chuang, Shiow-Ling argues that modern ceramics did not originate from 
Taiwanese social conditions. In other words, the contemporary Taiwanese 
ceramics movement began with a small group of people who were inspired by 
foreign cultural ideas while undertaking their art activities, generally, through 
studying overseas.5  
 
Hong-Kong born Xiao, Li-hung is a remarkable artist who was working during the 
1980s. As the researcher Hsu, Wen-chin described them, Xiao, Li-hung’s works 
are conceptual and narrative. In the 1980s, most Taiwanese ceramists were still 
focusing on functional works or starting to make small ceramic objects. The idea 
of contemporary ceramics was not very clear and Taiwanese modern ceramics 
were only just beginning. Xiao’s works were the exception. They provided an 
alternative possibility for Taiwanese ceramic development, firstly because as can 
be seen from her work, it was never limited by material or technique. She used to 
combine different materials and also considered other elements such as space 
and the whole environment. But more significantly she believes that the purpose 
behind all artistic action is to represent the artist’s concept.  
 
Another notable artist is Chou, Pang-Ling（1958~）. Rich texture is a feature of 
Chou’s ceramic works. In 1987, she received a Master’s Degree in ceramics from 
the University of Georgia in America. In her early works, her hand building 
techniques show a strong interest in detail. In Chou’s works clay, metal and the 
ready-made object are freely mixed along with the special textures of raku and 
smoke firing. The balance between different materials and the variety of texture 
provide variation and signs that can be read by her audience. 
 
At the same time, a small movement, of sorts, was also taking shape. From the 
1980s to the 1990s, many Taiwanese female ceramists’ works represented 
traditional aspects of Taiwanese culture, including the theme of architecture. 
These female ceramic artists, Kuo, Ya-Mei（1952-）, Hsu, Ming-hsiang（1963-）
（Fig.6）and Deng, Hui-Fen（1957-）used clay to represent the architecture around 
them. There is a clear rationale for this. As family, traditionally, is the central focus 
of women’s lives, images of home are the memories which female artists are most 
                                                
5 Shiow-Ling Chuang, Cai Zhi Yi Shu  Taiwan Contemporary Art Series (Taipei: Taibei Shi : Xing zheng yuan 
wen hua jian she wei yuan hui, 2003). 
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familiar with, and thus these became the subject of their art.  
 
Kuo, Ya-Mei’s（1952-） work, for instance draws on the memory of Taiwanese 
architecture and life from time past. This style of building was inherited from 
traditional Southern Chinese Fujian’s style, but the decorative patterns and 
construction of the brickwork were influenced by Portugese colonisation.This work 
is also a good example of some artists’ desire to highlight Taiwanese cultural and 
historical backgrounds through their art works. 
 
But not all these architectural works were traditional. Between circle and square
（Fig.2） is one of the most significant works created by Deng, Hui-Fen（1957-）
in the 1990s. Deng had studied in the US from 1987 to 1989, taking ceramic 
courses at Oklahoma State University and San Jose State University.6 Deng 
presents a contemporary aesthetic in her architecturally-based style. Due to her 
background as a graphic designer and her different cultural experiences, Deng 
has evolved a decorative blend of Western and Eastern sensibilities through the 
use of vivid colours, rich textures and a feminine softness. 

 

 
Fig 2. Deng, Hui-Fen, Between circle and square, 

1999, 52×52×12cm, stoneware 

                                                
6 Xie, A History of Modern Taiwanese Ceramics, 173. 
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When Chiang, Kai-shek retreated to Taiwan from mainland China and enforced 
martial law to dominate the Taiwanese people through the 1960s to 1970s. During 
this period, artists had no freedom of speech, thought or action. Society was full of 
taboos and restrictions. In 1987, at the end of martial law, Taiwanese society 
faced new challenges and conflicts with the influx of new values from abroad. 
Western feminism was introduced by the young students who went overseas in 
the 1970s and returned in the 1980s when Taiwanese society became more open 
and free. However, traditional concepts of Chinese Confucianism were deeply 
rooted in our society, which means that in Asian gender roles, the female is 
supposed to be pretty, delicate, feminine and domestic. This created a difficult 
situation for women who wanted to define their own language and position. 
 
Through the 1990s, the figure has been another popular theme used by 
Taiwanese female ceramic artists. The representation of different figures not only 
shows different aspects of the female body, dressing and posture, but also 
expresses the artist’s emotion, thinking and imagination. In the 1990s, most 
Taiwanese female works still showed a conservative form of the female body, with 
complex lines and textures.  

 
Before Lu, Shu-Chen（1944-）took up ceramics, she was a traditional Chinese 
painter who graduated from the National Taiwan Institute of Arts. The themes 
informing her creative works are derived from her personal life experiences 
leading her to create figures of nude women, animals and monks. The form and 
line within Lu’s works are assured and forthright, transmitting her desire for clear 
expression.  
 
Shi, Hui-Yin（1961-）graduated from the Applied Art Institute of the Tainan National 
University of the Arts in 2002. Shi understands the characteristics of inside and 
outside space in ceramics and constructs a metaphor between inner thought and 
the human form. As Shi states, the spirit behind the pieces is their reason for 
being, and if they inspire people to think and to learn something, then it has all 
been worth it. This is the reason she creates her art.7 
 
Shao, Ting-ju’s（1963-） work is predominantly small sculpture combining a variety 
                                                
7 Hui-Yin Shi, "Asia Ceramic Delta : Korea, Taiwan, Japan," Taipei County Yingge Ceramics Museum, 
http://www.ceramics.tpc.gov.tw/Exhibition/2007_asiandelta/works_1_09.html. 
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of materials expressed through conceptual art and installations.8 Her clay figures 
depict a small head on a fat body, with toes protruding from underneath. When a 
great number of these small figures lie on the ground, Shao’s work strongly 
expresses the artist’s concerns with human weakness and arrogance. There is a 
poetic element in Shao’s work, especially when viewers walk around her small 
figures.  
 
 
From 2001 to Present:  
Representing New Possibilities for Ceramics 
 
The private ceramic studio played a significant role in teaching ceramic 
techniques and ideas during the 1980s and the 1990s, and artists studying 
overseas often expanded those ideas, but the Taiwanese tertiary education 
system has now replaced these training grounds. More and more Taiwanese 
universities and colleges have established ceramic courses in fine art, formative 
arts, applied arts, handicraft and product design faculties.9 The third generation of 
female ceramists represents females born after 1970 and trained through female 
Taiwanese ceramic education. Most of them are in their early 30s now and 
through their education they enjoy a dynamic freedom in their creativity not known 
in earlier times. According to the director of Taipei County Yingge Ceramics 
Museum, Yu, Jan-chi, the average age of Taiwanese ceramic art award winners 
in 2008 is 35.10 This indicates that young and confident ceramic artists are 
starting to expand the horizons of ceramic art in Taiwan and present new 
possibilities for ceramics, into conceptual work and installation. 
 
In 2000, Lee, Yun-Shan（1973-）and Ye, Yi-Li（1973-）were the first ceramic 
students who graduated with a Masters Degree from the Tainan National 
University of the Arts. Lee, Yun-Shan（1973-）chose clay as the main material for 
her works but completely ignored the traditional form of ceramics. Through her 
ceramic sculpture, Lee clearly shows her intentions in contemporary ceramics and 
her understanding of ceramic materials. Through the softness and quietude of 
Lee’s ceramics sculpture, these very feminine qualities were representing the 
                                                
8 Hsieh, A Concise History of Modern Taiwanese Ceramics, 92. 
9 Hsieh, A Concise History of Modern Taiwanese Ceramics, 99. 
10 KELLY HER, "Seeking an Art Form," Government Information Office, Republic of China (Taiwan), 
http://taiwanreview.nat.gov.tw/ct.asp?CtNode=119&xItem=45086. 
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artist’s thoughts.  
 
After Ye, Yi-Li（1973-）graduated from the Tainan National University of the Arts, 
she had a short art residency in America in 2001. Clay is usually only a part of her 
work, which also combines different materials such as plastic, glass and metal. 
Ye’s work addresses the human condition in future society. The organic forms of 
bacteria and parasites have become a metaphor for the future human race that 
has lost its humanity and lives in a damaged environment.  

 
Wang, Shing-Yu（1976-）graduated from the National Tainan University of the Arts 
in 2002 and continued her experience in art residencies around America, Australia 
and Canada from 2002 to 2006. She mentions that the ideas in her work come 
from childhood memories and life experiences living on a farm with her family. 
She learned from the shape of a seed, the colour of a landscape and the texture 
of nature. In Wang’s latest work Distant Field of Vision she creates two objects 
with different forms, texture and colour, and aims to discuss the gap between 
distances. 
 
Another artist is Huei, Huei-Chin(1978- ). Before Huei could competently manage 
clay and the variety of ceramic techniques involved, she really struggled to 
explore her ideas through material because they were so abstract. Through 
Huei’s works, audiences can feel that she has a very sensitive personality. There 
are so many tiny elements joining together to produce a great power; in her work 
a feeling comes from the artist’s sensitive observation（Fig.3）. People can imagine 
walking through all the small objects and seem to hear an uncertain voice 
emanating from the space.  
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Fig 3. Huei, Huei-Chin, Like This! Walking in a White Expanse, 

2006, 150×150×100cm, clay, iron 

I am an artist of the third generation from Taiwan. My works are influenced by the 
relational aspects of Western and Eastern feminism, which encourage me to 
create personal narratives through clay. The abstracted forms in my works refer to 
the body, both skin and organ（Fig.4). The body is a site of pain, desire and 
pleasure. I embraced the physical and the material in ceramic sculptures, 
installations and objects. The abstracted forms in my works refer to the human 
organism and to bodily experience, and question contemporary issues of sexuality, 
desire and identity. 

 
Fig 4. Wang, Yi-hui, Herstory, 2008, 

70×150×20cm (10pieces), Stoneware, smoking firing, feather 
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Taiwanese female ceramic artists today draw freely on the old ceramic traditions, 
but look to create a new phase in contemporary ceramics. In particular, this third 
generation of female ceramists was not only educated under the Taiwanese 
ceramic education system, but was also taught by the first and second generation 
of ceramists. As a result today’s artists have received a complete ceramic 
education: most of the third generation of female ceramists’ education included 
from basic to advanced level ceramic courses. All were also influenced by local 
Taiwanese culture, including the impact from different cultures which has created 
a new dialogue between East and West. Compared with previous ceramists, they 
have had more opportunities to learn ceramics at international workshops, 
symposia and art residency programs in Taiwan. These cultural exchange 
projects provide more opportunities for young ceramic artists and help establish 
an international platform for Taiwanese ceramists. Although most of the third 
generation ceramists were trained by the local Taiwanese ceramic education 
system, the diversity of opportunity has supplied them with a broad viewpoint in 
contemporary ceramics. 
 
Most third generation female ceramists are in their early thirties, which mean their 
professional careers still need long-term observation. For example, after leaving 
university, some ceramists, such as Ye, Yi-Li（1973-）switched to another medium, 
as a result of lacking her own ceramic studio and finding little creative support. 
These female ceramists could face further challenges, such as having a child or 
family, which might also disrupt their ceramic careers. I, myself, am of this 
generation. I really appreciate what this generation has contributed to the 
development of Taiwanese ceramics. But I believe that this is just the beginning of 
contemporary ceramics in Taiwan and that this generation will lead Taiwanese 
ceramics into a dynamic new phase. 
 
From the era of the ceramic pioneers to the present day, Taiwanese female 
ceramists have established significant landmarks in the development of 
Taiwanese ceramic history - many of these ceramists have been discussed in this 
research. From the male-dominated period pre-WW� to gender equality today, 
the quality and number of Taiwanese female ceramists has changed dramatically 
due to changing social conditions and the educational environment. In the past 
three decades, Taiwanese female ceramists have faced a conservative society, 
traditional limitations and misunderstandings in gender before attempting to 
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establish their ideas and thinking. They broke away from traditional tableware and 
functionalism, and expanded into a different vision for contemporary Taiwanese 
ceramics. 
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BORN OF FIRE 
Salahuddin Mian Remembered (1938 – 2006) 
Retrospective Exhibition of Pakistan’s First Contemporary 
Ceramist 
 
Noorjehan Bilgrami, 
Artist and Researcher, 
Founder Member, Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture,  
Karachi, Pakistan. 
 
 
A Retrospective Exhibition to pay homage and tribute to the first Ceramist of 
Pakistan, Salahuddin Mian, to celebrate his timeless spirit, was inaugurated on 
January 29, 2008 at the Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture, Karachi, in 
collaboration with the National College of Arts, Lahore. 
  
Salahuddin Mian was a unique individual, who stood uncompromisingly by his 
principles and beliefs. Mian traversed his painful, yet ecstatic journey of discovery 
alone - a journey of inner silence. Working meditatively, he produced a large 
body of spectacular ceramics. Mian was a free spirit, who had complete mastery 
over his medium.  He worked with the wet, pliable, earth to give shape to 
sculptural forms that were tempered in the intense, all consuming fire, enabling 
the extraordinary to happen. 
  

The hand transforms the raw shape into a meaningful form which derives a 
colouring from the eye. The objects of ordinary clay are surrendered to the fire. 
Without the fire, they remain like a life which has not realized its full potential.  

 
(Salahuddin Mian, Interview 1971). 

 
Salahuddin Mian was born in Kasur, a small town in the Punjab imbued in the 
rich, cultural and spiritual tradition of Sufi philosophy. The most revered Sufi Saint 
Bulleh Shah’s shrine in Kasur draws devotees from all over the region, who come 
to soak in his powerful message of love and brotherhood. Renowned musicians, 
such as the illustrious Ustad Bade Ghulam Ali Khan, Ustad Barkat Ali Khan, 
Ustad Amanat Ali Khan and ‘Melody Queen’ Noorjehan, hailed from Kasur.  
 
Mian grew up in the green fields of Kasur, close to nature, playing with clay and 
water, watching the traditional kumhars (potters) throw and shape the 
earthenware utility pots. Mian’s family owned agricultural lands and his father 
who served in the government, was brutally murdered at the age of 57. This 
tragic incident left a deep mark on him and he always felt insecure amongst a 
crowd of people. Mian was very close to his mother and couldn’t bear to see her 
carry the burden of raising a family of ten children on her own and then to watch 
her suffer from terminal cancer.  
 

What inspired me to become an artist in the field of ceramics was the fact 
that I was born in the locality of potters in the town of Kasur.                            
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(Salahuddin Mian, Interview 1971). 
In Pakistan, the tradition of Pottery making dates back to 5500 BC. Excavations 
at Mehrgarh in Baluchistan have revealed the most spectacular pottery, along 
with later period pottery from Moenjodaro and Harappa, dating back to 3500 to 
1900 BC.  
 
The incredible forms of that period can still be experienced in many villages of 
today. The use of terracotta utensils has been part of our daily life. In fact, even 
now in most   villages the usage is there, but unfortunately plastic utensils are 
fast replacing the terracotta vessels. The fragrance of wet earthenware, infused 
in the milk, yoghurt and water cooled to just the right temperature, or the distinct 
flavour of sarsoon ka saag (mustard leaves) cooked in the earthen vessel, will in 
a few years remain only in the memories of the older generation.  
 
In 1872, the famous Mayo School of Arts was established by the British within the 
precincts of the Museum complex at Lahore, with John Lockwood Kipling, father 
of novelist Rudyard Kipling, as the first Principal of the Mayo School of Arts and 
the Director of the Museum. Similar schools were created at the same time at 
Bombay, Calcutta and Madras. 
 
Between 1957-1958, the National College of Art’s (NCA) foundation was laid on 
the Mayo School of Arts, an institution that had become decrepit; the Craft 
Masters were slowly fading and the school enrolled mainly the handicapped, deaf 
and dumb students.  
 
Dr. Usmani, the Director of Industries, a visionary who was directly in charge of 
the Mayo School of Arts, decided to close down the School. A departure from 
imparting instruction in the traditional crafts was deliberated to encourage and 
pave way for new thoughts and emerging contemporary realities. 
 
Trained Faculty was inducted from all over the world, Professor Mark Writter 
Sponenburgh, an able sculptor from Portland, Oregon, was invited to be the first 
principal of the National College of Arts, assisted by Professor Shakir Ali, the 
eminent painter who had recently returned from England. Professor James 
Warren, as the Head of the Design Department and a Japanese Ceramist, Koichi 
Takita, were inducted to bring about a radical change.  
 
After his matriculation from the Government School, Kasur, Mian joined the 
National College of Arts in Lahore. His paternal uncle, Mian Mushtaq, had 
studied clay making at the Mayo School of Arts. Mian’s father encouraged the 
move, although he would have preferred that Mian studied engineering or 
architecture. Mian, however, opted for ceramics from the start. 
 
‘Sponenburgh’s vision transformed the decaying institution into one with a 
capacity to nourish thinking artists - artists with a vision. The pioneers of that time 
started the move towards Modern Art in Pakistan. Salahuddin  Mian belonged to 
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this slot’, says  architect Nayyar Ali Dada, ‘the ancient tradition of ceramics, of 
making pots, was given a new dimension by Mian’. Ordinary vases were 
transformed into startling, dramatic pieces. Describing the artist as a pioneer of 
minimalism, he said, ‘Mian was way ahead of his time. He had a truly dramatic 
approach to form and technique and did not hesitate to make bold, daring 
statements. His was a modern approach that was disconcerting for some, but 
Mian had never been concerned about reactions of others to his work.’  
 
Dada says that Mian was unique as a person. He was viewed as eccentric.  
 

 
A total vegetarian, his style of speaking, the clothes he wore, were singular. 
Only he had the courage to don them. A born designer, he had an aura 
about him that was natural, it was not to impress others. He did what he 
believed in, at the cost of being laughed at.   

 
(Nayyar Ali Dada, “Born of Fire”, 2008). 

 
 

Over the years I have realized that the way I am, the way I react, my 
temperament, it is all because of my medium – clay. My profession has 
altered me a lot. I am flexible like clay, and when I have decided about 
something, nothing can make me change my mind. That is exactly the way 
it is when clay is fired, you cannot mould it. 
 
(Salahuddin Mian , Interview 1971). 

 
Eminent painters Zahoor ul Akhlaq and Bashir Mirza, graphic designer Ahmed 
Khan, architect Nayyar Ali Dada, textile artist Akhtar Hilal Zuberi and ceramist 
Salahuddin Mian were part of the privileged first batch of students of NCA. They 
lived through NCA’s metamorphosis.  Mian’s initiation into his craft could not 
have been more appropriately performed than by Koichi Takita, who was 
inducted at NCA for a couple of years from Japan - a country imbued with a 
highly refined sensibility of pottery traditions. 
 
Mian was the first to make the ‘departure’ from the traditional potter’s profession 
to that of a contemporary ceramist. His family recalls Mian’s regular visits to the 
kumhars (potters) who now no longer inhabit the city. He taught the potters of 
Kasur how to use glass as a glaze for terracotta. Mian absorbed the classical 
tradition of pottery making and combined it with the spirit of modernism that 
pervaded the institution at the time.  
 
After graduating from NCA in 1962, Mian joined the Faculty of Design as a 
teacher. Ahmed Khan, Mian’s colleague and former Head of Design, says that 
Mian was “a spiritual instructor, a comprehensive teacher…it was the zameer 
and sonch (conscience and thought) that were important. There was no trickery 
in his work.” 
 
In 1965-66 Salahuddin Mian was awarded the Fulbright Scholarship to study at 
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the Cranbrook Academy of Art in Michigan, USA. This was a stimulating and 
exhilarating experience for him. He had yearned for such exposure, visiting 
libraries and pouring over the new challenges that lay ahead, in his search for 
knowledge. 
 

To watch Mian at work was a great pleasure. He handled his material so 
delicately, if the kiln did not produce the texture or glaze he wanted, he 
would destroy the pot. The effects of glazes on his work were not 
accidental. Each and everything was planned, such was his genius. Mian 
always said, “Any of my work with my seal on it must be perfect” 
(Adil Salahuddin - Looking Back on a Lifetime of Friendship, ‘Born of Fire’) 

 
Mian returned from the USA to continue teaching at the NCA for the next thirty-
five years, without missing a day.  He was subsequently promoted as the Head of 
the Department of Design. Solitary and hard to understand as he was, the gifted 
ceramist yet had loyal, friends and students, Adil Salahuddin and Mohsin Banday 
. His sojourn at the beloved College was to come to a sad end.  
 

It was April 1998, when he retired, sadly not one student, not one teacher and 
not one colleague came to say goodbye. Neither was there a farewell tea or 
function. I can never forget the quiet walk away from the NCA for the last time, 
just Mian, Mohsin and myself. On the white gate of NCA there is a white 
marble slab which carries a motto embedded on it: 
 
‘Kasb-e-kamal kun, key azeez-e-jahan shawi’, which translates, roughly as “Be 
excellent in your work, it will speak for you, and the world will come to you. 
 
 
(Adil Salahuddin -  Looking back on a Lifetime of Friendship, “Born of fire”) 

 
A few months before Mian left the earthly confines, in 2006, I visited him at his 
house, but by then he had become a total recluse. Always known as a loner, he 
had blocked out the outside world completely. 
 
I reminded him that my visits to NCA had always begun at his office. He was the 
person I sought out, before I met anyone else for each visit revealed something 
exciting; his new pieces, tucked away in cupboards, would be brought out as if 
they were precious jewels. He would serve tea as in a ‘tea ceremony’ in Japan, in 
his distinctive ceramic mugs. With a mischievous twinkle in his eyes and a 
dimpled smile, his witty conversation would often be laced with cynicism. His 
office was a sacrosanct space, devoid of the petty politics that pervades many 
others. I always felt enriched meeting him.  
 
Within a few months of my visit, he severed his connections with mother earth. 
Despite his disciplined life, a fatal brain tumor took its toll.  
 
A couple of months later, I experienced a strong inner urge to work towards a 
retrospective exhibition - in celebration of Mian’s work - an exhibition that should 
have been organized during his lifetime. The idea was to bring together ‘the 
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families,’ as he referred to his ‘groups of similar work.’ This would be an attempt 
to house beneath one roof, his work that was his pulsating life.  
 
Gradually, the idea took on a concrete form and with the help of Mian’s friends 
and associates, and with the generosity of collectors across Pakistan, the 
exhibition became a reality. It was accompanied by the film ‘Yeh Kiya’ that 
recorded the precious memories of his friends, students and colleagues and by 
the book ‘Born of Fire’ that preserved their recollections in print. 
 
 
Salahuddin Mian’s Biodata  
 
 1938 Born in Kasur, Pakistan. 
 1958 Admitted to the National College of Arts, Lahore. 
 1962 Graduated in Design from NCA, Lahore. 
 1963 Joined the Faculty of Design, NCA,  Lahore. 
 1963 First Prize in Ceramics, Craft Show, Lahore. 
 1964 Second Prize in Ceramics, Craft Show, Lahore. 
 1965-66 Fulbright Scholarship to study at the Cranbrooke Academy of Art, Michigan, USA. 
 1970 One Man Show, at The Gallery, Karachi. 
 1971 “Ceramics and Paintings,” One Man Show at the American Center, Lahore. 
 1971 International Ceramics Exhibition, Milan, Italy. 
 1972 One Man Show, American Center, Rawalpindi. 
 1973 One Man Show, American Center, Peshawar. 
 1975 Participated in the Asian Ceramics Exhibition, Japan. 
 1975 Participated in the Exhibition of Drawings by Six, at the American Center, Lahore. 
 1978 One Man Show at The Gallery, Karachi. 
 1982 Third Prize, National Exhibition of Art, Islamabad. 
 1985 One Man Show, Rohtas Gallery, Islamabad. 
 1986 One Man Show, Chawkandi Gallery, Karachi. 
 1987 The First Art Biennale of Pakistan. 
 1989 SCOPE-IV, Group Show, NCA, Lahore. 
 1990 One Man Show, Chawkandi Gallery, Karachi. 
 1992 “The Art Gallery,” Islamabad. 
 1993 SCOPE-V, Group Show, NCA, Lahore. 
 1992  Kunj Art Gallery, Karachi. 
 2006 “Tale of the Tile,” Mohatta Palace, Karachi. 
 2007  National Art Gallery, Islamabad. 
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Baked or Unbaked: Mitti (Clay), Kumhar culture and the 
development of Contemporary Ceramic Arts of Pakistan 
 
Abdullah M. I. Syed 
 
Derived from Pakistan’s ancient history, mitti (clay) has ambiguous meanings in 
the Pakistani culture. This history contributes directly to the present discourse 
between the traditional clay craft of Kumhar (potter) culture and the contemporary 
ceramic art of Pakistan. This paper maps the journey along this ambiguous path, 
where clay, baked or unbaked, is not only sacred, but also taboo. 
 
Clay in Islam: From Revered to Taboo 
 
He created man from sounding clay like unto pottery. 
(Al-Qur’an: Surah Al-Rahman - Chapter 55 Verse 14) 
 
Muslims believe that all humans are made from clay and in essence clay pottery 
is symbolic of Allah’s creations. The potter becomes the "creator", not in an effort 
to imitate Allah, but to reiterate his blessings upon humans. Fire is representative 
of Iblees’s (Satan’s) destructive ego.1 When Allah commanded Iblees, to 
prostrate to Adam, Iblees refused saying, “I am better than him (Adam), You 
created me from fire, and him You created from clay.” (Al-Qur’an: Surah Al-A'raaf 
- Chapter 7 Verse 12) 
 
Clay also holds a special place in the Sufic tradition of Islam. The 13th century 
Sufi poet Sa’di wrote: 
 

By the hand of a beloved in the bath one day, 
There was given to me some perfumed clay. 

‘O, musk or ambergris!’ – I said, 
‘Your heart-ravishing perfume has turned my head!’ 

Till I sat by the side of a rose one day. 
My companion’s perfection affected me 
Otherwise I am the clay I used to be’. 

 
It is thought that the word Sufi2 is derived from suffa, “a low slightly elevated, off 
the ground verandah made of clay, outside Prophet Muhammad's mosque in 
Medina, Saudi Arabia. This is the first mosque of Islam known as al-Masjid al-
Nabawi, a structure made of unbaked brick and clay with a roof of grass.  
 
Clay also has destructive connotations. In the verse Al-Fil (The Elephant) of the 
Qu’ran, Allah reveals the power inherent in clay. Abraha’s (the ruler of the 
Yemen) army, led by elephants marched onto Mecca with the intention of 

                                                
1 Sachiko Murata Murata Chittick Staff, William C. Chittick, Vision of Islam, 2 ed. (London: I.B.Tauris, 2006). 

2 Some assume that the origin of the word Sufi is from suf which means wool. 
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destroying the Kabba. Allah sent a flock of birds, which flew over the elephants 
and dropped stones of baked clay on them and the Kabba was saved. The 
Kabba in Mecca is considered the first house of worship. Prior to the revelation of 
Islam as a monotheistic religion, prayers were offered to the three hundred and 
sixty clay idols housed within the Kabba. Soon after his arrival to Makkah, 
Prophet Muhammad symbolically ‘cleansed’ the Kabba of all idols, hence from an 
orthodox Muslim perspective, idol making is prohibited and image making of any 
live being rivals the role of Allah as the creator.3 In some instances, clay 
becomes a sacred artefact such as a clay impression of the Prophet 
Muhammad’s’ right foot4 or become a miracle in the form of a clay bird.5 
 
Clay plays an integral part in the everyday cultural practices of Muslims. For 
prayers, if water is not available, Muslims use dry clay or earth for, Taiyamum 
(ablution). Muslims of the Shia sect also use a tablet from Karbala6 to prostrate 
upon during their prayers and use such blessed clay in rituals such as at the birth 
of a child where the child’s finger is touched to the clay and then placed in the 
baby’s mouth for protection while prayers are read over the child. Clay when 
mixed with water also becomes Khake Shifa, a mixture that holds healing power.7  
 
The religious importance of clay is undeniable, as is its cultural significance in all 
its varied forms. From its humble origin as clay, a benign material, it transforms 
and becomes holy in one instance and in another, a taboo. For this reason the 
role of clay and those that facilitate its transformation have remained ambiguous 
in the evolution of Pakistani art.  
 
History, Tradition and Myths: Clay and Kumhar Culture of Pakistan 

Dating as far back as 2600 to 1900 BC, the Indus Valley civilization is one of the 
four earliest urban civilizations that remains mysterious since linguists have been 
unable to decipher the 400 symbols of the Indus script. These complex symbols 

                                                
3 Prophet Mohammed made a concession to a depiction of Virgin Mary and Jesus and merely had them to be moved elsewhere. While this concession was due in 

part to the Virgin Mary and Jesus’s significance as explained by the Qu’ran, and because Christianity does not in its essence preach the worship of idols while 

images and idols do exist within the Christian traditions.  This dichotomy exists within other religions as well. One case in point is Buddhism, where images of 

Buddha do exist but the worshiping of idols is not the essence of the belief. This aspect is crucial to those who argue in favor of sculpture or image making in 

Islam. 

Imad-ad-Dean Ahmed, "The Iconoclasts of Afghanistan," Islam online, 

http://www.islamonline.net/servlet/Satellite?c=Article_C&cid=1156077783578&pagename=Zone-English-Muslim_Affairs%2FMAELayout.  

 

4 Topkapi Museum in Istanbul, Turkey 

 

5 Muslims believe that Prophet Ishia (Jesus) as a child made a clay bird and breathed life into it as one of his 

many miracles he performed on the command of Allah (Al- Qu’ran, 5 -110). 

 

6 A city in Iraq where the shrine of the martyred Imam Husayn ibn Ali (grandson of Prophet Muhammad whose death subsequent conflict over succession of the 

caliphate distinguished the Shia from the Sunni sects of Islam. Twice a year, Shia make pilgrimages called Ashura and collect holy clay for their use. 

 

7 The concept of khak-e-shifa emerged from the time Battle of Uhad when Prophet Muammad took the mud from a ditch in Madina and applied it to wounds of 

severely injured Muslims as shifa (Arbic and Persian for to cure, to heal). In Shia sect, the earth of Karbala is called as khak-e-shifa and considered to have 

healing powers. In Persian khak means dust or ash. 
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adorn seals, amulets and pottery vessels unearthed at the archaeological sites of 
Mohenjo-Daro (Sindh, Pakistan) and Harappa (Punjab, Pakistan). The earliest 
forms of wheel crafted pottery referred to as black and red ware and depicting 
images of animals and gods in human form have been found at these sites. 
Animal images and symbols are found on clay currency that are ‘almost identical 
to those found on the remote isolated Easter Island at the other end of the 
world’.8 

Archaeologists discovered a pottery workshop in Nausharo (Sindh) that ‘includes 
an entirely complete pottery tool kit, including chipped stone blades, kiln wasters 
and unfinished pottery’.9 Today clay figurines discovered at Harappa and 
Mohenjodaro are in great demand by collectors across the word.10 The design of 
these relics has influenced other craft forms of Pakistan. The most prominent of 
these is garment design, where the "Priest King" of Moen-Jo-Daro inspired the 
traditional Sindhi textile design known as Ajruk. 

Terracotta pottery plays an important role in Pakistan’s rural and urban society. 
The traditional pottery makers are known as Kumhar or Kumbhar and the area 
where they live is referred to as Kumharwarrah.11  Kumhars use terracotta clay, 
called “mitti” and tools such as the stick wheel “chuckki” and the hand wheel 
rotated by a stick or staff. Alluvial mud12 is carefully chosen and soaked in water 
from the river or stream; after sieving, drying and wedging, the uneven shaped 
lumps then take shape on wheel and a special stone is used to further shape the 
pot. The bottom of the pot is made bigger by holding the wall of the pot with stone 
from the inside and beaten with a wooden plank from the outside. Kumhars who 
specialize in tile making engrave intricate designs into the undercoating of the 
pottery and then glaze it. 

Another popular technique is to apply blue designs over white glaze.  It is 
important to note that the shapes, designs and glaze techniques used by 
Kumhars are a reflection of the relics and work sites of the ancient Indus Valley 
civilization. Some of these techniques, like the one used to produce shine and 
darker colour, and the wheels such as Dukans, date back to the earlier Harappan 
capital city of Mehrgarh in Baluchistan and Larkana in Sindh. Pakistan is also 

                                                
8 Susi O'Neill, "The Ancient Civilization of Moenjodaro " Pilot Destinations, http://www.pilotguides.com/destination_guide/asia/pakistan/moenjodaro.php. 

 

9 K Kris Hirst, "Nausharo Pakistan," About.com, http://archaeology.about.com/od/nterms/g/nausharo.htm. 

 

10 "Britain Returns Smuggled Pottery to Pakistan," Reuters India, http://in.reuters.com/article/southAsiaNews/idINIndia-37926520090209. 

 

11 The Karachi based Kumhar, Mohammad Motta, is not only the head of his family but considered an Ustad (Master) within his community. Mohammed Motta’s 

kumharwarrah is known as “New Karachi, Khameesa Goth New Kumharwarrah”. Mohammed Motta’s zaat (ancestry) is “Kachhi Kumhar Qureishi” and according 

to him, most of the Kumhar community in Karachi comprises of Muslims rather than Hindus, almost all of whom belong to the Kachhi zaat. 

 

12 Clay that has been deposited by water on land, usually in association with rivers or streams. 

191



  
 

 

renowned for its kashi13 and blue tile work made in Punjab and Sindh provinces. 
Hala, Multan and Nasrpur each have their well established and distinctive styles.  

Kumhars create pottery for functional, recreational and decorative purposes. 
Among their creations are rounded clay pitchers, gharas and mutkas for storing 
and cooling the water, the long necked surahi used for pouring drinking water, 
the essential cooking pot, handi, tandoor oven dishes, oil lamps and plant pots, 
mud pots such as Dilla, used as a musical Instrument, and children’s toys such 
as Ghughu Ghora (horse) and gurya (doll). 

Besides their versatile use, baked or unbaked, the ghara and mutka belly hold a 
unique place in literary, artistic and Sufi tradition of Pakistan. The literal, as well 
as, the symbolic significance of these vessels has shaped many poems and 
stories, exemplified most notably by the tragic folk tale of Sohni Mahival,14 a tale 
of star crossed lovers, immortalized by the poet, Fazal Shah.  

At Kumharwarrah, the labour is done mostly by men. They are involved in most 
parts of pot making, from digging the clay to its preparation, wheel throwing and 
stacking it into the “bhatti” (kiln) for preparation and firing. However, in some 
establishments, women hand-build or decorate the ware. The ornamentation 
process known as “Kaari Garri” is very simple and traditional. The entire working 
process is collaborative. Every area is overseen by an Ustad (master), who 
teaches newcomers and monitors quality. While working as a team, individual 
exploration is encouraged within assigned areas. Hence a master decorator may 
never become a good thrower. Once in a lifetime there is a Kumhar who excels 
beyond being a master and is considered a Sufi within the community. 

The life style of the Kumhar community is simple and for a Muslim Kumhar, 
making pottery is no less than “Ibadat” (prayer). The work begins at dawn with 
the first prayer of the day, fajr (sunrise). Those who follow Sufi teachings and are 
linked to “Naqshbandi Silsila of artisans”, perform a ‘ritual of lighting a dia or oil 
lamp made of clay’.15 Recitation from a prayer book, Kulalnama, is performed 
before key steps such as kiln firing. Sufi potters believe that the pursuit of 

                                                

13 Kashi, or Kasi, the name used for certain kinds of enameled pottery and tile-mosaic work, has chiefly been practiced in Persia and India over many centuries. 

14 The significance of this story is twofold since not only is the setting of the story a Kumha village but the female protagonist  is portrayed as an accomplished 

potter and artisan. The story is based in the Mughal era, in a small town on the banks of the river Chenab, a master Kumhar named Tulla has a daughter named 

Sohini who fell in love with Mahiwal. When Sohini’s father comes to know about this he is outraged and arranges her marriage to a local potter. When Sohini tries 

to runaway with Mahiwal they decide to meet across the river and encounter the fact that Sohini does not know how to swim. The ghara rises as the saviour in the 

story and Sohini decides to get across with the aid of a baked ghara. However on the appointed night her sister in law to be replaces her ghara with an unbaked 

clay pot. The tides run high and soon the ghara melts in the river consuming Sohini along with the clay. When Mahiwal hears Sohini’s cries he jumps into the river 

to save her and merely be swept away with her. Their bodies were later found on shore lying next to each other. 

 

15 Niilofur Farrukh, "Column Art: The Clay as Teacher," Dawn Gallery, November 15 2008. 
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perfection in their craft is akin to prayer.16 Work stops at sunset, when the fourth 
prayer of the day, maghrib, is offered.  
 
Some myths and superstitions regarding clay-making are a legacy of the pre-
partition Hindu culture and others are what is locally perceived as black magic. 
For example, “kacha maal” (unbaked or greenware preferably handi or brick)17 or 
the thread (cutting wire) with which the thrown earthenware is separated from the 
wheel is used to cast black magic.18 Hence, a Kumhar might leave his clay 
outside but will never leave the thread/string lying unused.19 Furthermore, 
Kumhars are also known for miracles and equipment used to make pottery is 
believed to have healing powers.  
 

Degeneration of Clay and Kumhar Culture 
 
Despite the myths and history, the clay pottery and Kumhar culture is losing its 
importance and reverence in Pakistan. Emailed interviews (questionnaire) were 
conducted to find out how contemporary artists, educators, curators and gallery 
representatives perceive the development of contemporary ceramics art in 
Pakistan, and how the local pottery tradition has affected the contemporary art 
practice, reveals multiple themes.  
 
Many participants agree that modern urban lifestyle is a major contributor in the 
degeneration of Kumhar culture. Durriya Kazi, artist and Head of Visual Studies 
Department (University of Karachi) identifies the urban rural divide, aggressive 
consumerism along with cheap Chinese plastic melamine imports as determining 
factors.20 Decreasing demand, shortages of land and political turmoil have also 
promoted a sense of being obsolete. Artist and director of V M Art Gallery, 
Karachi, Riffat Alvi speculates that because of the lack of innovation in existing 
rural ceramic crafts the “market still associates it with something old fashioned,” 

and unworthy of any critical or intellectual enquiry, subsequently, affecting the 
contemporary ceramic art scene of Pakistan.21   
 

                                                
16 Ibid. 

 

17 The greenware or “kacha maal” from the Chuckki is not used for magic but greenware from chuck which is turned with a stick is considered very effective in 

casting magic. It is believed that once Vitrified pots also known as “pucka maal” become useless other usage takes place of the pots. A kumhar might leave his 

clay outside but will never leave the thread/string lying unused; it is always tucked away safely when not in use. 

 

18 Certain types of magic like “Veermuth” are through unfired clay “kacha maal” on which the face of the enemy is made and with some incantations, the kacha 

maal is buried. Within 3 days, the enemy is supposed to die in a terrible death as a consequence of this act. 

 

19 According to Kumhar Muhammd Motta, a true Kumhar would never sell such stuff to anyone, and unwittingly aid in any destruction since he would be equally 

guilty as the person perpetrating the black magic.   

 

20 Durriya Kazi, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire F, transcript (April 19 2009). 

 

21 Riffat Alvi, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire B, transcript (April 16 2009). 
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For ceramist and curator Kaif Ghaznavi, the paths of Kumhars and studio 
ceramists have no “meeting point” and the two do not inform and inspire each 
other.22 Ceramicist and the coordinator of the ceramics department at the Indus 
Valley School of Art (IVS), Karachi, Sadia Salim is an optimist who believes that 
with local support, public awareness and collaborative artistic involvement, the 
local craft market as well as the contemporary ceramics art market can be 
rebooted.23 Whereas some argue that such a meeting may corrupt the age old 
tradition of the Kumhar, they emphasise that artists should study such traditions. 
At a collective level, artist, educator and curator, Roohi Ahmed sees no “will to 
improve” the dismal state of Kumhar culture and contemporary ceramic art 
scene, and argues for proper marketing, and government intervention.24 
Munawar Ali Syed, artist and educator, concurs and demands a craft museum. 25 
Despite such arguments, many seem to agree that understanding and archiving 
the past and present will predict and inform the future. Niilofur Furrukh cautions 
that ’an acknowledgment of the past, through a well-documented history can 
counter the misconception that this generation has inherited a moribund 
tradition’. 26  
 
Currently, a handful of local non-profit organizations, notably Asna, Vasl, and the 
V M Art Gallery (Rangoonwala Foundation) are working towards the preservation 
and re-establishment of local clay craft, making concerted efforts to enhance the 
visibility of contemporary ceramic art and artists both nationally and 
internationally. ANSA’s primary initiative is a dialogue with the traditional ways of 
craft-making in Pakistan.27 Since its inception, ASNA has organized 
groundbreaking exhibitions like Matti Ki Sargoshi (Whispers of Clay), contributed 
three International Ceramic Triennial exhibitions supported by craft festivals and 
a Kumhar Mela (Festival)28 and showcased traditional clay craft abroad. In 
collaboration with the V M Art and IVS, Vasl29 organizes international residencies 
and workshops for ceramic artists.  
 

                                                
22 Kaif Ghaznavi, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire A, transcript (March 31 2009). 

 

23 Sadia Salim, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire G, transcript (April 3 2009). 

 

24 Roohi Ahmed, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire D, transcript (April 29 2009). 

 

25 Munawar Ali Syed, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire E, transcript (March 31 2009). 

 

26 Niilofur Farrukh, "Critical Space: History Denied," Dawn Gallery 2009. 

 

27 ASNA was founded by three women, artist Mehr Afroze, designer Shahnaz Siddique, and art critic and curator: Niilofur Farrukh currently acting as the Editor in 

Chief of Nukta Art Magazine.  

Amra Ali, "Clay Craft," Dawn Gallery, April 26 2003. 

 

28 In 2006, ASNA invited artisans representing all four provinces of Pakistan, most notably, Ghulam Mohammed Azhar from Badin, Jaani Soomro from Thatta, 

Omer from Thar, Ustad Mushtaq of Nasserpur, Muhammd Nawaz of Sahiwal (Harappa), and Hameedullah from Dera Ismail Khan, Allah Dino from Hallah, Kuran 

Khan from Mehergarh and many others. 

 

29 Vasl is part of the Triangle Arts Trust Network. 
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The Rangoonwala Foundation has established a ceramic workshop equipped 
with gas kilns and electric wheels for students and professional artists. However, 
the workshop has not been fully operational and facing many unforeseen 
challenges. Lack of interest is evident in educational institutions. The National 
College of Lahore (NCA), and Indus Valley School of Art (IVS) in Karachi are the 
only two institutions that offer ceramics training at a higher education level, but 
are facing many challenges. Artist and IVS faculty members Aliya Yousuf and 
Abber Asim affirm that insufficient enrolment,30 shortages of proper equipment or 
qualified staff are major problems that every ceramics art institution is facing in 
Pakistan.31 Riffat Alvi points out the diminishing profit margins in private galleries 
as another major contributor.32 Disregard of Pakistani art history, and a 
concentration on Western art history has “further marginalised the Pakistani voice 
and minimised the opportunity to understand its contribution to contemporary art 
practice.” 33     
 
Clay and Contemporary Ceramics Artist of Pakistan 
 
Despite all odds, this paper’s survey of contemporary Pakistani ceramics reveals 
an array of interesting artists from 1960 onwards. Artists such as Masud Kohai, 
Salahuddin Mian, Talat and Dabeer Ahmed and Sheherezade Alam are 
considered pioneers. These artists understood the rich ceramic tradition of the 
sub-continent and, combined with knowledge acquired from the West, elevated 
pottery and clay to the realm of high art.  
 
The Pioneers 
 
Masood Kohari is acclaimed as the first contemporary ceramic artist of Pakistan. 
In the 1960s he began a successful career as a painter, but gradually clay 
became his muse and he “explored clay for the expression of art.”34 Mian 
Salahuddin, on the other hand, is recognised as the father of contemporary 
ceramic arts of Pakistan due to his innovation and experimentation with forms 
and glazes. His contribution bridges the gap between craft and art. Mian 
Salahuddin inspired many, both as a teacher and an artist. Even after his death 
his works and words continue to inspire emerging artists.35 For Salwat Ali, he 

                                                
30 Aliya Yousuf, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed," in email interview questionnaire C, transcript (April 28 2009). 

 

31 Abeer Asim, "Studio Ceramics in Pakistan: Past, Present and Future" (Indus Valley School of Art and Architecture, 2008). 

 

32 Alvi, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed." 

 

33 Farrukh, "Critical Space: History Denied." 

 

34 Marjorie Husain, "Massod Kohari: A Life-Time Affair with His Muse," Architectural Digest Art 2008. 

 

35 In 2008, a retrospective exhibition of Salahuddin Mian’s work: ‘Salahuddin Mian Remembered was held at IVS Gallery Karachi, accompanied by `Born of Fire,’ 

by Noorjehan Bilgrami who also produced and directed the documentary  film ‘Yeh Kiya’ on Mian Sahib’s life and work. 
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represented the artist ‘whose creative energies have engaged contemporary 
concerns without disregarding the indigenous use of clay as craft.’36   
 
Ironically, Mian Salahuddin lived a solitary life, was considered an eccentric and 
‘often misunderstood and unappreciated’, but maybe ‘that was how he wanted 
it’37 as Marjorie Husian concludes. Talat and Dabeer Ahmed preserve the 
heritage, considering their work a ‘combination of art, craft and science.’38 
Through research and collaboration, they meticulously preserve old architectural 
murals and tiles of Pakistan.   
 
For Sheherezade Alam, ‘the clay is [her] teacher’, a way to understand ‘one of 
the world’s oldest unbroken traditions in the medium.’39 A graduate of NCA in 
1972 and a pupil of Mian Salahuddin, Sheherezade is regarded as “the first 
woman ceramist/potter in Pakistan.”40 She links modern and traditional 
sensibilities in her art practice. Her functional and decorative forms are 
emblematic of Sufic teachings and Zen aesthetics with references to ancient 
civilizations such as Indus Valley.  
 
Triq Javed’s bold coloured tiles and non-functional works are spontaneous 
expressions of his painting background, whereas Isbah Mansoor concentrates on 
the industrial side of ceramics and explores various nuances of tile design and 
manufacturing.41 
 
Artists with no formal training in ceramic arts such as painter Riffat Alvi and 
sculptor Durriya Kazi propel further the contemporary ceramic art discourse 
through their works. Riffat paints with clay pigments, creating sculptures of 
melted bricks and clay bird installations42 in collaboration with local potters. As a 
gallery director, she has played a pivotal role in promoting ceramic arts in 
Pakistan. She also worked with a U.N.O project to protect, improve and promote 
the local craft. Durriya’s interest in clay lies in its fragility and longevity, a duality 
that she has explored in her clay figures, which are neither cast nor baked but 
‘left to the elements or human intervention.’ 43  For her the feeling of clay ‘is very 

                                                
36 Salwat Ali, "Clay's New Voice," Newsline, December 2006. 

 

37 Marjorie Husain, "In Memoriam: A Master Remembered," Dawn Gallery, February 23 2008. 

 

38 Asim, "Studio Ceramics in Pakistan: Past, Present and Future". 

 

39 Farrukh, "Column Art: The Clay as Teacher." 

 

40 Marjorie Husain, "Earth Fire Water Air: An Offering of 51 Shagirds of Clay," Architectural Digest Art. 

 

41 Asim, "Studio Ceramics in Pakistan: Past, Present and Future". 

42 Marjorie Husain, "Mother Earth’s Concerns," Dawn Gallery, February 15 2003. 

43 Kazi, "Interviewed by Abdullah M I Syed." 
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close to the human body … both as a metaphor as well as skin, muscle, 
surface.’44 She has also worked on various commercial projects. 
 
Fresh Blood, Old Traditions and New Direction 
  
In the last decade, a wave of fresh artists has re-energized contemporary 
ceramics, working towards protecting and integrating the Kumhar culture and the 
ancient past. Established and emerging Pakistani ceramists are integrating, 
appropriating or redefining old traditions to contextualize their current art practice, 
using clay as a vehicle for expression of socio-political and personal issues. 
Armed with the conceptual and technical knowledge of both traditional and 
modern trends, established contemporary ceramists and sculptors Sadia Saleem, 
Rania Durrani, Ishrat Suharwardy Shazia Ghojer, Salman Ikram, Shazia Mirza, 
Munawer Ali Syed and Kaif Ghaznavi are leading the way. Ghania Badr, Shazia 
Zuberi, Abdullah Syed, Isbah Mansoor, Maliha Paracha, Sohail Abdullah and 
Nabahat Lotia are also contributing. Artists such as Roohi Ahmed, Aliya Yousuf 
and Asad Husain have been experimenting with clay and emerging artists, Sohail 
Abdullah, Fahim Rao, Faraz Mateen and Rana Umer, are showing promise. 
Collectively, their interest in traditional art and craft, exposure to international 
market, and ventures into installation art, not only add new insights, but also 
inspire upcoming ceramicists.  
 
In recent times, a few artists have delved into curating to make their own voice 
heard. Clay Clan I and II are excellent examples. With a cross cultural vision for 
Clay Clan II45 Kaif Ghaznavi brakes the traditional mould of ceramics art 
exhibitions in Pakistan and ‘seek[s] to invest the genre with a new age sensibility 
of mixed media and interdisciplinary fusion.’46 Art critic Nillofur Furrukh, although 
appreciative, cautions the artists that if they ‘harness their legacy without 
compromising the spirit of their time they too can bring worldwide recognition to 
indigenous techniques and develop a strong ceramic language which is truly their 
own.’47 
 
Conclusion:  
 
The importance of clay and Kumhar culture in the development of contemporary 
ceramics art in Pakistan is reflected in various art initiatives, such as Tale of the 
Tile (Karachi 2006) and overdue retrospectives of Korahi and Mian Salahuddin’s 
oeuvre, with a major publication. The launch of Koel Art Gallery (Karachi) 
promises to bridge the gap between art and craft. The consistent support of 
Nukta Art magazine’s well informed criticism is helping. However, without larger 
initiatives, such as a craft museum, an active crafts council, the respect for the 
history of clay and craft, and most importantly, protection and respect of Kumhar 
                                                
44 Ibid. 

 

46 Salwat Ali, "Ceramics and Sculpture: Contemporary Ceramics," Dawn Gallery, May 31 2008. 
 

47 Niilofur Farrukh, "Engaging the Past: Clay Clan 2," Nukta Art, October 2008. 
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and contemporary ceramic communities, the ceramics arts tradition in Pakistan 
may not be able to meet future challenges, remaining marginalised and unbaked. 
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An exploration of Sodeisha philosophy as inspiration for my 
own work which is an expression of transitional space 
 
Jia Haur Liang 
 
Introduction 
I was born in 1977 Taipei, Taiwan. I completed a BFA and MFA at the National 
Taiwan University of Arts where I studied crafts and design from 1996 to 2002. 
Since 2006 I have been a PhD student of Visual Arts in the University of Sydney. 
Through the course of my research I focused on the Sodeisha (Crawling through 
Mud Association) movement, a group of avant-garde Japanese ceramists who 
began working after WWII and have had a dramatic impact on Japanese ceramics 
ever since.1 I wanted to examine the artists of Sodeisha to obtain insights from 
their perspectives and experiences of ceramics in order to inform my art practice, 
which is related to the concept of ‘transitional space.’ So this paper, which has 
been developed from part of my recently completed PhD thesis, will be divided 
into two parts, one is about Sodeisha philosophy and the other covers the notion 
of ‘transitional space.’ 
 
Sodeisha was, as I mentioned, an avant-garde group of Japanese ceramists 
formed in 1948 in Kyoto and disbanded in 1998. These artists were determined to 
connect their works to modes and ideas expressed by international 20th  century 
avant-garde artists such as Pablo Picasso (1881~1973, Spain) and Joan Miro 
(1893~1983, Spain).2 Emerging from a pottery tradition steeped in the culture 
and associated with specific categories of functional works and styles very much 
associated with significant production areas in Japan, they struggled to redefine 
their work and to establish clay as a valid medium for abstract sculpture.3 Kazuo 
Yagi (1918-1979), Hikaru Yamada (1923-2001) and Osamu Suzuki (1926-2001) 
were the main founding members of the Sodeisha ceramics movement.4 
 
 
                                                
1 Robert Yellin, "Suzuki Osamu / Sodesha Movement," e-yakimono.net, 
http://www.e-yakimono.net/html/suzuki-osamu.html. 
2 Chin-Fong Wu, "International Asia-Pacific Contemporary Ceramics Invitation Exhibition," Taipei County 
Yingge Ceramics Museum, http://www.ceramics.tpc.gov.tw/Exhibition/Mweb/download/asia/INDEX.HTML. 
3 Louise Allison Cort, "Crawling Though Mud: Avant-Garde Ceramics in Postwrar Japan," The Studio Potter 
33, no. 1 (2004): 30. 
4 Honoho, "Sodeisha 40 Anniversary," Honoho Geijutsu 21 (1988): 83-111. 

199



Sodeisha Philosophy in Ceramics 
 
Since the establishment of Sodeisha, a great number of ceramic artists have 
been engaged in the making of non-utilitarian or non-functional ceramics. The 
term ‘clay work’ or ‘ceramic object’ denotes the new work of these avant-garde 
ceramists after WWII.5 Some important issues have risen out of Sodeisha: they 
identified a way of working, a working philosophy that can be summed up in three 
main points. 
 
1. No Difference between Art and Craft 
One fundamental principle of Sodeisha’s approach is that it recognised no 
difference between art and craft. It is generally accepted in the West that painting, 
drawing, sculpture and multi-media refer to fine art or high arts, and that ceramics, 
metalworking and woodworking belong to craft, object design or the so-called ‘low 
arts.’ But this was not part of Sodeisha’s original thinking. Right up until his death, 
Kazuo Yagi always referred to himself as a craftsman and he was content to think 
of pottery as craft, because in his mind, craft was no different from fine art.6 The 
Japanese perception of art was such that craft was already held in extremely high 
regard, which meant the craftsman and the artist were regarded equally, and seen 
as performing on the same stage. Therefore, Yagi never considered his sculptural 
works to be on a higher or a different plane from a tea bowl.7 
 
The most important outcome of Kazuo Yagi’s ceramic innovation was his 
abandonment of utility and functionality.8 However, he still respected and followed 
the conventional craft-making process. He let his creative energy integrate 
conventional craft rules, but he pruned away the utility in his ceramics. In this way, 
too, he demonstrated that no discussion was necessary between art and craft, 
that it is all the same thing. 
 
 
                                                
5 Shigeki Fukunaga, Four Aspects of Contemporary Japanese Ceramics, A Brief Genealogy of the 
Avant-Garde and Unaffiliated Independent Ceramicists (Newcastle Region Art Gallery, 1987), 8. The ceramic 
art movement which features non-functional or non-utilitarian forms is called ‘avant-garde ceramics’ or ‘object 
ceramics’ in Japan. 
6 Aoyama Wahei, "Japanese Ceramics Now : The Birth of Sodeisha,"  
http://www.e-yakimono.net/japanese-ceramics-now/jcn-2.html. 
7 Ibid.  
8 Masahiro Yasugi and Tomoko Kamata, The Art of Earth- Clay Works of the New Century (Osaka: The 
National Museum of Art Osaka, 2003). 
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2. Material Thoughts 
The second major contribution made by Sodeisha was on the issue of materiality. 
From the 1960s to 1970s, Kazuo Yagi achieved a further realisation in ceramics. 
He came to the conclusion that ceramics was not merely a combination of 
painting and sculpture.9 He felt it was important to make ceramics based on the 
understanding of clay’s fundamental characteristics, not just simply to present an 
idea or concept in clay; that is, that ceramics should pay close attention to clay’s 
intrinsic worth so it could express a true clay essence, such as the softness of clay, 
the hollowness of ceramic structure, the essential nature of shrinkage and the 
potential for manipulation - these characteristics are unique to ceramics.10 
 
Sodeisha artists listened to the voice of the clay, seeking techniques and forms 
that conformed to their materials. This is an important point that indicates that the 
Sodeisha artists were not sculptors but real ceramists, clay artists indeed.11 Most 
sculptors usually first look for an image or an idea, then find suitable materials and 
techniques to express it. However, with Sodeisha artists, materials and 
techniques are always the most important, the artist and the clay are almost 
predestined to be joined tightly together. It is sufficient to say that the Sodeisha 
artists were all deeply involved with the clay, seeking shape and form in the 
materials and techniques which are particular to their works.12 
 
3. Innovation rather than Revolution 
The third point I would like to make about Sodeisha was their insistence on 
innovation rather than revolution. Kazuo Yagi never denied traditional ceramics, 
although he did redefine the meaning and value of ceramics. He tried to connect 
ceramics with painting and sculpture because he felt they should be placed 
together as part of the visual arts, and that with this broad scope, ceramic artists 
could explore wide ranging possibilities. 
 
In Yagi’s earnest pursuit of ceramics as a genuine plastic art, he did not mean the 
denial of tradition or any revolt against it. He did not attempt to consolidate the 

                                                
9 Sodeisha, Sodeisha : Avant-Garde Japanese Ceramics (Australian Gallery Directors Council, 1979), 6. 
10 Takeo Uchiyama, "The Ceramic Artist  Kazuo Yagi," in Kazuo Yagi, ed. Kyoto National Museum of 
Modern Art (The Nihon keizai Shimbun, 1981), 7. 
11 Nin Tseng, Japanese Ceramics, Heilongjiang ed., China Ceramic Art Education (Harbin city: 2001), 244. 
12 Sodeisha, Sodeisha : Avant-Garde Japanese Ceramics, 5. 
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friction between rationalism and irrationalism, between vessels and objects.13 His 
challenge was only directed towards the, as yet, unexplored character of ceramics. 
He wanted to expose the possibilities of ceramics to bear a name worthy of art. In 
other words, he shook the peaceful, but stagnant world of ceramics and advanced 
ceramics as an art. 
 
He could clearly see that making functional works and making sculptural works 
are complementary practices. Thus, Sodeisha artists as creators followed their 
own ideas to achieve an individual style using traditional material and methods.14 
 
Sodeisha artists focused on the awakening of the ceramic material's innate nature, 
its qualities and power, which also relates to my concern for constructing the idea 
of ‘transitional space.’ Personally, a strong motivation for me to conduct research 
into Sodeisha was that my previous supervisor Chen-Chou Liou and my present 
supervisor Mitsuo Shoji were taught by Osamu Suzuki and Kazuo Yagi 
respectively, when they were studying at Kyoto City University of Arts.15 In fact, 
there were many professional and famous clay artists, such as Satoru Hoshino, 
Mishima Kimiyo, Munemi Yorigami and Yo Akiyama who came under Yagi and 
Suzuki’s influence and were touched by their works and the concepts of Sodeisha 
philosophy. Essentially, I am most impressed by their highly expressive art works, 
and in order to theorise the idea of my work - ‘transitional space,’ - I examined the 
arts and artists of Sodeisha. 
 
Expression of Transitional Space 
 
In this second part I am going to talk about my own art practice, which is 
concerned with the idea of transitional space. This idea grew out of thinking about 
internal and external space, one of the fundamental characteristics of ceramics 
arising from the vessel form. 
 
I have been working with the notion of ‘transitional space’ since 2002. During my 
undergraduate degree in Taiwan I also worked with wood and metal, but I chose 
to work with clay because of the seductive nature of the material, and because I 
                                                
13 Uchiyama, "The Ceramic Artist  Kazuo Yagi," 8. 
14 Masanori Moroyama, "Thoughts on Contemporary Vessels 'Utsuwa'," in Thoughts on Contemporary 
Vessels 'Utsuwa', ed. Kenji Kaneko (The National Museum of Modern Art, Tokyo, 2000). 
15 Chen-Chou Liou, Chen-Chou Liou's Ceramic Art (Taiwan Museum of the Arts, 1999), 88. 
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found that a close involvement with a specific material brings a set of limitations 
that are stimulating to work with, and I appreciated the limitations of clay. I believe 
that taking pleasure in limitations is a characteristic that distinguishes so-called 
‘craft’ from so-called ‘art’, and as I became more aware of this, that craft is 
characterised by the limits of the material, I began thinking deeply about the 
material nature of ceramics and about the innate character of clay: its plasticity, its 
essential hollowness, the variety of possible textures it can take, the diversity of 
glazes and surfaces that are possible, and the many different firing processes. 
Undoubtedly, there are special characteristics involved in ceramics which are 
totally different from those of other materials. I believe every material has its own 
language. For me, this language of clay always has a more beautiful and stronger 
persuasion than my explanation in words. In conceptually based work as well as 
in the vessel, for me, hollow and open-ended is the fundamental form. Due to 
these particular characteristics of ceramics and the limitations they impose, I am 
able to immerse myself in a silent conversation with the material, a conversation 
which revolves around the material process, and this remains my primary 
motivation in the creation of my work. In short, it is the clay itself that has lured me 
into the ceramic art field. 
 
The idea of ‘transitional space’ comes directly from the feedback received from 
creating ceramics. Transitional space or ‘in-between’ space is the connection 
between the inner and outer space, a point at which things are changing from one 
position to another. 
 
The aim of my recent work has been to examine the transitional spaces of 
ceramics not only in regard to the quality of hollowness, but also the theoretical 
transitional point ceramics inhabits between historical craft and contemporary art 
practice. Interestingly, a third form of transitional space can be seen as the point 
where the relationship between artist, material and process is articulated. 
 
This first version of transitional space, based on the hollowness required of 
ceramic form always leads me to a kind of vessel. I am drawn to create works of 
relatively large size (approximately 80cm length), hand coiling these vessels as a 
basic means of expression, for example, the Transitional Space series I, (fig.1). 
The forms are simple and self-evident; therefore there is no initial barrier to 
understanding them. Viewers are often curious about the shadows and spaces 
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they perceive because they often have only small or narrow openings. As 
Edmund De Waal wrote, ‘the interiority of the opening is made even more 
powerful by our inability to see within.’16 

 
Fig 1. Jia-haur Liang Transitional Space series I Stoneware, 78x60x60cm, 2006  

                                                
16 Edmund de Waal, Ceramics (London: New Holland, 1999), 76. 
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Taking this a step further, Transitional Space series I and II are single-walled 
works, which have only a tiny gap between their walls. As we can see from these 
works, the outside space turns into the inside space; or inside space turns to 
outside space, and transitional space is defined. Two different sides of wall almost 
meet together at the end, but they do not touch each other. This allows the object 
an open space and shows an interstice. With a minimum interstice, I aim to create 
the maximum resonance. 
 
As Dr. Barbara Bolt wrote ‘Material thinking is the logic of practice.’17 It offers 
artists a way of considering the relations that take place within the very process or 
tissue of making. In this way, the materials are not just passive substances to be 
used instrumentally by the artist, but rather, the materials and processes of 
production have their own intelligence that come into play in an interaction with 
the artist’s creative intelligence.18 That is to say, the importance of material and 
the processes characteristic of ceramics remains unquestioned. 
 
I like to show earthy features on the ceramic surface of my works because I define 
my works as ‘ceramic’ sculpture. The natural earthy skin of ceramics seemed to 
me to be the essence of clay that I had been seeking. Clay already has its 
characteristics when it comes out of the ground. Transitional Space series III was 
formed as a large ring. It is a cross-section of a whole. Although inside and 
outside space in this work is firmly defined, it can be exchanged. Inside space 
changes to outside space; outside space becomes inside space. 
 
In the work of Transitional Space series IV  from 2007, fifteen tops were installed 
in a triangular form. Fourteen white objects were shown with one black object in 
order to highlight the visual asymmetry. I have used the idea of the top to 
represent transitional space because the top is a turning form in itself and it gives 
people a feeling of movement. I usually display my artwork in series of ten, fifteen 
or twenty tops in order to highlight the ‘transitional space’, the in-between space 
within the group. Audiences can see this work from different sides and the space 
can be observed in different transitional zones. 
 
                                                
17 Paul Carter, Material Thinking : The Theory and Practice of Creative Research (Carlton, Vic : Melbourne 
University Publishing, 2004). 
18 Barbara Bolt, "The Magic Is in Handling," in Practice as Research : Approaches to Creative Arts Enquiry, 
ed. Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt (London: I. B. Tauris, 2007), 27-30. 
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The whole ‘fifteen tops’ are expressive of their interrelationship with each other: 
with the same component of contact, that is, the idea of ‘transitional space.’ The 
tops do not necessarily have to be shown in a particular form to indicate 
inter-relatedness; a single top may stand alone. Sometimes they are arranged in a 
triangle; sometimes they are placed in a line, depending on the exhibition space 
available, for example, Transitional Space series V (fig.2). 
 

 
Fig 2. Jia-haur Liang Transitional Space series V Stoneware, 600x25x25cm, 2008 

20 tops were installed in a line 
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In Transitional Space series VI and VII, I aimed to show the transitional zone that 
occurs from external space to internal space. The rim of each ‘vessel’, with its 
different form or irregular line revealing the exposed hand-built form, shows the 
capacity of clay to create visual tension between the interior and exterior. 
Although each object can be seen as an individual single work, they can also be 
seen as a series or grouping, in which transitional space also exists between each 
object. 
 
Conclusion 
Ceramics is a diverse field which exists across the boundaries of art and craft. My 
art practice explores those boundaries, embracing elements from across that 
broad spectrum. We can look at dictionaries to define the meaning of ‘art’ or ‘craft’. 
However, we can not look into the heart or inside of the creator of a piece in 
question and make that call. In the perception of contemporary art, I personally 
would rather enjoy making art, than trying to define which is which. Whether 
people are painters, sculptors, ceramists, metal-smiths, weavers or glass blowers, 
they are all ‘creators’, each concerning themselves with different media, 
techniques and visions of what they want to create. For me, as with the Sodeisha 
artists the relationship between making functional works and making sculptural 
works is a complementary one. As I developed my understanding of the intrinsic 
quality of clay, and a sculptural sense of form, I applied what I had learned in the 
making of tea cups, bowls and other containers. This is the attitude that I want to 
express in my works that by seeing the essence of clay and using traditional 
techniques, the form resonates within my ceramic sculptures. 
 
In summary, this paper outlines the most important issues addressed by Sodeisha 
that they drew (i) no distinction between art and craft, (ii) they recognised the 
importance of their material, and (iii) believed in innovation, but not revolution. I 
have also introduced the notion of ‘transitional space’ and explored the alternative 
terms it represents. This notion has continued to develop through an appreciation 
of Sodeisha philosophy and it has become the key manifestation in my artworks.  
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Bad Manners and Family Dinners: a key to the future 
 
Jan Guy 
 
 
In the Early Modern Period (i.e. 12th and 13th centuries), the people of Europe 
drank from the same cup and ate from the same bowl; ceramics was produced 
by the village potter and was bartered for other goods. The fourteenth century 
saw the beginnings of Capitalism in Europe and of course, by the nineteenth 
century, it was in full swing. Capitalism is structured so that one desires, and one 
desires to have more than one’s neighbour. It relies on the illusion of greater 
social status acquired through the accumulation of objects. This accumulation of 
objects and endless drive of desire that is Capitalism also initiated and requires 
the separation of people. In the first stirrings of Capitalism one sees the division 
of community. People no longer shared the same plate/cup/bowl and their hands 
were replaced with elaborate utensils, and etiquette developed as a sign of high 
breeding and ascending class.1  
 
Today the structures of Capitalism have saturated our lives with objects we don’t 
need; these are objects that no longer show any signs of their origins, no trace of 
humanity, they slide through our experience like ghosts.    
 
This paper will discuss the growing social and political movement2 surrounding a 
renewed interest in the handmade ceramic object as practice and collection in 
the wake of disillusionment with structures of Capitalism and the resulting 
environmental destruction. It will also argue from a personal perspective that a 
re-engagement of the haptic senses is not a nostalgic whim, but a vital key to the 
future of ceramics and the communal intimacy required if we are to survive 
beyond the next generation. 
 
Margaret Atwood in her novel The Blind Assassin declares that, ‘Touch comes 
before sight, before speech. It is the first language and the last, and it always tells 
the truth.’3 
 
And when Ashley Montague stated   ‘It is through the continual feedback 
between mother-child that the infant comes to understand the experience of 
space.’4, he was indicating the foundational role that the sense of touch played in 
structuring who we are and how we operate in the world. 
 
The significance of touch to life and our experience of the world would at first 
appear straightforward, but it is complex, and cannot be underestimated. It has 
                                                
1 Elizabeth D. Harvey Sensible flesh: on touch in early modern culture University of Pennsylvania Press, 
Philadelphia, 2003. 
2 Betsy Greer Craftivism http://craftivism.com/about.html (accessed 21/9/08) 
3 Margaret Atwood The Blind Assassin New York: Anchor Books, 2001,  
4 Culture and contact Chap.8  Touching: the human significance of the skin Ashley Montugue 3rd ed. 1971, 
1978, 1986 harper & row publishers, new york 
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been mostly considered and examined through structures of the biological body, 
but our understanding and physical experience of this sense has been modified 
and manipulated by social matrices such as Capitalism and psychoanalysis, as 
Petran Kockelkoren states in his examination of technoesis (which is the 
relationship between technology and consciousness), ‘people are simply 
naturally artificial…’5.  
 
In 1995, the then editor of Elle magazine Jean-Dominque Bauby suffered a 
massive stroke that left him in a state known as locked-in syndrome (some have 
said it is as close as one can get to being buried alive) with complete paralysis 
except for the ability to blink one eyelid. With this eyelid and the aid of an 
assistant he wrote the book The Diving Bell and the Butterfly. In 2007, the artist 
Julian Schnabel made the book into a film. The story is a first person account of 
Bauby’s time locked inside an unfeeling body. Both the text and moving image 
intensify and linger on those elements of life that one takes for granted – the 
texture of a young woman’s hair being blown by the wind, the taste and 
consistency of food, the caress between bodies. It is these experiences that 
Bauby yearns for; it is these that make a life. The film returns repeatedly to an 
image of Bauby submerged in deep water inside a diving bell; its repetition 
evokes an engulfing and terrifying sense of aloneness and a great loss of 
intimacy. It suggests, without touch, one is disconnected from the world.  
 
Today we suffer from an obsessive, blind ocularity because we are unable to 
process the sheer quantity of visual stimulation and paranoid surveillance; to 
linger on or contemplate an image or object in its fullness (completeness) is to 
potentially miss something; though ultimately, we suffer a loss of the real (decay 
of the real). 
 
Bernard Berenson as early as the 1950’s recognised the importance of the maker 
in how we perceive the world: 

Moreover the artist not only perceives the object but 
lives it and identifies himself with it. By communicating 
what he lives he surprises us with the joy of feeling 
uplifted to a higher competence, clearer perception, 
completer grasp. The object that gives us this thing is 
life-enhancing.6 

 
If the repression of touch occurred at the same time as the beginnings of the 
capitalist system and this is evident in the regimentation of social spaces through 
the introduction of manners and etiquette (for example), when we stop eating out 
of communal bowls, when we stop eating with our hands and take up the utensil 
then we see the distancing of people from people and people from material; then 
this is the foundations for the beginnings of the idea of the individual and the 
                                                
5 Petran Kockelkoren technology: art, fairground and theatre, NAi publishers, Rotterdam, 2003,p.55 
6 Bernard Berenson Aesthetics and History Constable Publishers, London, 1950, p.61 
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desire to own, to have property. It is the beginning of the destruction of the family 
or tribal group as the centre of life. If I am alone in the world distanced from my 
people and my sustenance then I must get things from others in order to survive 
and if I am no longer connected to them I must have something to exchange. 
This is supported by the rise of visuality as the dominant mode of experience 
because it maintains or furthers the distant proximity of people and objects. 
 
Kockelkoren suggests that our philosophy, the way we see ourselves and our 
conception of time is tied to each new technological invention. Technologies 
become metaphors for aspects of ourselves in dreams (though they do not 
supersede each other in this realm, rather they overlap chronologically and older 
ones are used to direct us to notions of time that are important to the dream’s 
reading). He identifies the relationship between the Renaissance birth of the 
autonomous subject and linear perspective. The point of view of linear 
perspective was the point of view of this new subject who was now the source of 
meaning and responsible for accounting for experience. However, this change 
also saw the beginnings of what has become known as ‘technological alienation’. 
The production of drawings and paintings through this method resulted in the 
world increasingly being psychologically experienced as an external scene and 
the appearance of the detached subject. The development of the camera is seen 
as a direct lineage in this ‘technological alienation’ because it moves from manual 
to automatic reproduction – an infinite production of images that results in a loss 
of place or a ‘natural’ placelessness.  
 

Kockelkoran bases this reading on the work of Erwin Panofsky and qualifies it by 
suggesting that the dominance of regimes of perception do not happen in a 
chronological order. He puts forward a framework of pluralism supported by the 
work of Martin Jay and Jonathan Crary. The development of the camera 
coincided with the introduction of a range of viewing technologies including the 
zoetrope, the thaumatrope and the phenakistiscope. These nineteenth century 
inventions, he argues, provide a very different viewing experience from the 
camera, which can be read as passive, instead they provide a broader sensory 
involvement. He also highlights the work of Vermeer of Delft who was one of a 
number of painters from northern Europe (Holland and Flanders) who’s emphasis 
was on the technique and craftsmanship of the perfect depiction rather than the 
constraints of linear perspective.  
Kockelkoren’s reading of the development of our technologies, (including those 
employed by artists) points to the way they, and our resulting objects, create who 
we are. Kockelkoren’s claim that we are naturally artificial suggests that no 
matter the development of our technologies, no matter how far removed it 
becomes from a symbiotic relationship with our bodies we will eventually 
integrate it; it will become natural to us. I will argue that perhaps some 
relationships are more natural than others and necessary to our survival. 
 
Kevin Murray, in a response comment on Peter Hughes’s blogspot connected to 
Murray’s site Craft Talk, mentions the work of Prue Venables. He states that in 
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conversation Venables said she deliberately erases each mark of the maker, 
believing that it is a sign of carelessness.7 If I take one of Venables’ beautiful 
vessels to a factory in China and reproduce a million of them and then ask, Will 
the Real Prue Venables Please Stand Up? Will I find it and does it matter? 
 
Well I think on both counts, the answer is a resounding, 
Yes!  
 
I want to use personal experience here to illustrate my reasoning. My son is a 
luddite when it comes to art, by choice I must add, having announced to me at 
the age of eight that he didn’t want to be an artist because artists make no money 
(mind you this was after the third meal that was a variation on baked beans). 
Anyway since then he has shown very little interest in art.  
 
Last year I acquired a couple of Mitsuo Shoji’s  bowls (fig.1). God forbid they sat 
in the cupboard for a while before I used them. When I finally served dinner with 
these bowls, after a few minutes eating in front of the computer my son said ‘Who 
made this bowl?’ and as usual, I answered first with another question ‘Why do 
you ask?’ to which he replied ‘because it feels good’ and I would tend to agree. 
 

 
Fig 1. Mitsuo Shoji Bowl 2008. Photo: Dee Taylor Graham. 

                                                
7Kevin Murray Peter Hughes: A Big Claim for Craft? 
 http://crafttalk.ning.com/profiles/blog/list?user=36gp4ok0xgr12 (accessed 16/7/09) 
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What does that mean and how does it come about? 
 
Firstly, in the case of Shoji’s bowls the surface clearly bares the rhythms of the 
maker’s hands as he works the clay on the wheel. When I hold it, my grasp fits 
comfortably into the undulations of form produced by the maker. I am reminded 
here of a comment I made in an article titled ‘Solids of Time’ I wrote about the 
work of William Lungas, one of my research students at Sydney College of the 
Arts. The comment was about the handle shard of an Egyptian pourer I had 
acquired as a gift from a friend who had acquired it for me under rather dubious 
circumstances. 
 

 
The handle is a dull greyish-brown coil of clay, insignificant in 
appearance, but on its top underside where the potter attached 
handle to pot is the distinct fingerprint of a potter from 5000 
years ago, slightly burred by the trace of moistness of the once 
wet clay. It is not an unexpected mark on a shard of pottery, 
but when I place my own fingers over it, history simultaneously 
expands and collapses. I am caught in a reverie that connects 
me to the moment handle was pushed on to pot, to inhabit 
momentarily, the potter’s position –time and space 
transcended.8  

 
 
This experience highlights the subtle ways one responds to the handmade 
object. The object is made with the hand, the lived body, and therefore, always 
has an intimate relationship with it and with other bodies. When I hold the 
handmade object whether it is ancient or contemporary, I enter a relationship, not 
only with the maker, but the history of the world. The impact on consciousness is 
not insignificant because I am connected not only to the individual, but also to all 
humanity through the simple action of grasping. Today, our ability to recognise 
this fact is of the utmost importance – what I do affects others and what others do 
affects me – to have this imprinted on my consciousness through the subtle, daily 
action of handling objects is now essential. 
 
The weight of the domestic bowl is also a consideration of the maker. If you 
watch an artist turning a bowl, when they remove it from the wheel, they will 
pause a moment to gauge the weight. They are projecting that moment into the 
future use of that object by other bodies. If the weight seems awkward they will 
return it to the wheel for further turning. Their body knows the appropriate weight, 
they have developed what Michael Polanyi called tacit knowledge.9 
 

                                                
8 Jan Guy ‘Solids of Time: the ceramics works of William Lungas’ Ceramics: Art and Perception, N.67, 2007, 
pp.95-7. 
9 Michael Polanyi The Tacit Dimension Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1966.  

213



The “give” in the glaze of the handmade bowl also has an affect on us. The 
individual potter is rarely likely to fire his or her work above 1300 degrees 
Celsius, while the mass produced industrial bowl is more than likely fired to 
higher temperatures, some reaching into 1400 degrees Celsius. While the 
hardness of the industrially produced ware has the affect of slipping through our 
hands, and therefore consciousness, like the ghosts I spoke of in my introduction; 
the handmade bowl’s surface is decidedly more like skin in its softness and we 
tend to respond to it as such moving towards it, rather than rejecting it   
 
If one considers the body gestures in the following images of eating, it can be 
clearly seen how the handmade bowl and the direct use of the hand affect us 
(figs 2, 3 &4). In the first image, the hand holding the plastic bowl seems to grasp 
it as if it wants to let it go. It is held as far away from the body as possible without 
dropping it. The mouth about to eat from the fork appears to grimace, as if to 
reject what it is about to receive, In this second image the mouth still grimaces at 
the forkful of food, but the hand grasps the handmade bowl more closely. 
Observe how the thumb extends into the bowl’s interior and the other fingers 
relax into the curves of the bowl’s belly and foot. The third image, where the hand 
is the feeding implement, shows the mouth more relaxed and almost mimicking 
the roundness of the bowl in order to receive the food and the grasping hand 
seems even more relaxed with the thumb extending further into the bowl. While 
these photographs were deliberately set up, the ways in which the body 
responded were not. We recognise the nature of the materials we encounter and 
respond accordingly, often unconsciously. 
 

 
Fig 2. Eating Fork and plastic bowl. Photo Dee Taylor Graham. 
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Fig 3. Eating Fork and thrown bowl. Photo: Dee Taylor Graham. 

 

 
Figure 4 Eating with hands and thrown bowl. Photo: Dee Taylor Graham. 
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In the virtual world there is a phenomenon known as the Uncanny Valley. 10It is 
the point or gap between the Real and the representation of the Real. Those of 
you who have witnessed the evolution of first person video games, robotics and 
computer generated movies such as Final Fantasy, will know this gap is closing, 
but still a final leap has not been made as yet. 
 
I suggest that the difference between the handmade and the mass produced in 
ceramics can be likened to the notion of the Uncanny Valley. The closer the 
industrial object mimics the handmade, the more repellent it becomes. We resist 
it. Therefore it is interesting to see the recent rise of the movement known as 
Craftivism. Craftivism as the name suggests is a combination of activism and 
craft. It is a decidedly youthful movement with many of its practitioners being 
under thirty years of age. Betsy Greer’s website of the same name identifies it as 
a movement that encourages the individual to think and produce art craft 
collectively and that the act of production connects us to others. There is a 
decidedly anti-capitalist sentiment to this movement. And really who can blame 
the young for expressing these views; it is the greed produced by Capitalism that 
has left us increasingly isolated and with an untenable environmental future,  
 
Finally, I am not advocating the notion of humbleness traditionally associated 
with the potter (which is an outmoded inaccuracy anyway, as many potters are 
far from humble) and the handmade functional pot, nor am I suggesting that we 
all return to macramé hippiedom, which tends to be the weaker aspect for some 
craftivists. What I am advocating is that we recognise how important our direct 
connection to the objects we use every day is. And how important it is that 
makers keep producing with this in mind. The shape of our consciousness and 
our species’ survival depends on these small, almost imperceptible events. 
 
The power is in our hands. 

                                                
10 Dave Bryant The Uncanny Valley  
http://www.arclight.net/~pdb/nonfiction/uncanny-valley.html (accessed 16/7/09) 

216



 

It’s Not So Black and White 
Non Indigenous Image Makers and Indigenous Representation 
 
Ruth Park 
 
 
An increasingly diverse social and cultural landscape is impacting on the way 
many ceramic artists endeavour to navigate an ethical path through a highly 
sensitive cross cultural terrain. This paper focuses on the ethical and cultural 
issues surrounding interpretive representations of Australian Aborigines by 
white artists1.  
 
A history of misrepresentation by white artists has left many people in 
Indigenous communities highly sensitised to the representation and possible 
misrepresentation of their image by non-Indigenous people. A contemporary 
debate has emerged focusing on the ethics of how interpreted 
representations of Indigenous Australians are made and by whom. Navigating 
an ethical path through this highly sensitive landscape is being increasingly 
negotiated by both Indigenous and non-indigenous artists as they endeavour 
to work together in a culturally sensitive manner. By examining historical and 
contemporary examples of Aboriginal representation in ceramics, fine art and 
literature by white artists, I offer this paper in the hope of broadening the 
debate. A forum such as the 2009 Australian Ceramics Triennale provides an 
opportunity to engage with practising artists who have input into this 
representational debate. Exploring the issues concerned will hopefully assist 
in our arrival at a reconciled destination.  
 
This article aims to investigate various contributions to the debate and a 
range of paths for practices in the future. The approach I have adopted in this 
paper is to examine the prominent issues raised by both Indigenous and non-
indigenous people and to intersperse those views with my own perspectives 
gained from personal experience.   
 
 
Historical Legacy 
 
The Aboriginal views of many indigenous representations by white artists is 
probably best summed up by Dr Aileen Moreton-Robinson, a Geonpul woman 
from Quandamooka (Moreton Bay) and Professor of Indigenous Studies at 
Queensland University of Technology, who asserts the Indigenous people of 
Australia have been repeatedly represented as “treacherous, lazy, drunken, 
childish, cunning, dirty, ignoble, primitive, backward, unscrupulous, 
untrustworthy and savage” by Europeans since colonisation.2  
                                                
1 The use of the word ‘white’ accommodates a broad non Indigenous group. 
2 Aileen Moreton –Robinson, Whiteness and Knowing, Epistemology and Indigenous Representation, 
p76. www.aiatsis.gov.au. Accessed 14/03/08. 
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Made in the 1960s by Martin Boyd, an Australian ceramicist of European 
heritage, brush-worked illustrations on ceramic plates depict the Australian 
Aborigine in the vein of Rousseau’s ‘noble savage’.3 For some, there are 
implicit notions of backwardness, ignorance and primitiveness in such 
representations.4   
 

 
The illustrations of Indigenous Australians by Brownie Downing depict an 
alternative exoticised notion of the Indigenous experience. Designed in the 
1950’s by the Australian artist of European heritage, these illustrations 
present the Australian Aboriginal as an “idealisation of uncivilized man”.5 
Downing’s illustrations present a patronising stereotype of the ‘naked native’ 
frolicking frivolously through meadows. The representations by both artists 
could be seen to trivialise cultural integrity and reduce the Aboriginal 
experience to a stereotype of the ‘noble savage’ that has childlike 
connections to the land. Excluded from this imagery is any reference to the 
diversity of what it is to be Indigenous that includes the Aborigine as an 
educated urban dweller or cultured elite.6  

   
 

Other issues emerging from similar cultural insensitivities justify Indigenous 
Australians’ mistrust of white representations of their culture. These include 
one's qualification to speak, appropriation of style and identity, failure to 
observe protocols and under-representation of Indigenous culture. These 
issues are addressed in the following text. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
3 Noble Savage: In literature, an idealized concept of uncivilized man, who symbolizes the innate goodness 
of one not exposed to the corrupting influences of civilization. 
noble savage (literary concept) -- Britannica Online Encyclopedia 
www.britannica.com. Accessed 3.3.09 
4 Professor Lynette Russell, Director, Centre for Australian Indigenous Studies, Monash University 
Blackspot: Contemporary Indigenous Photography Blackspot: Copyright © 2008 Monash University ABN 12 
377 614 012 - Caution - Privacy - CRICOS Provider Number: 00008C 
Last updated: 24 June 2005 - Maintained by muma@adm.monash.edu.au - Accessibility information  
5 Noble Savage: In literature, an idealized concept of uncivilized man, who symbolizes the innate goodness 
of one not exposed to the corrupting influences of civilization. 
noble savage (literary concept) -- Britannica Online Encyclopedia 
www.britannica.com. Accessed 3.3.09 
6  Ruth Park, Race Representation and Subjectivity, Doctoral Thesis, Southern Cross University, Lismore, p 
79. 
Analogous concerns were expressed by Ndiitah Nghipondoka when responding to questions on the 
stereotyping of African women in media portrayals. African women in Zambia, Nghipondoka believed, 
were invariably portrayed as simple villagers in grass huts wearing traditional dress. Nghipondoka 
believed there was a concomitant lack of images of educated, attractive and urbanised Zambian 
women. 
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Qualification to Speak 
 
Dr Carolyn D’Cruz, a lecturer in Gender and Diversity Studies at La Trobe 
University stated, 

The matter of who speaks for and about whom is possibly the 
most sensitive and impassioned issue circulating within 
discourses of identity politics. More often than not, before 
confronting any other qualifying prerequisite to speak, a 
speaker must satisfy the criteria of bearing the marker of 
identity that one is speaking about. For example, only women 
are qualified to speak about women's issues.7  

D’Cruz’s comments have particular relevance to the debate over how 
representations of Indigenous Australians are made and by whom. This 
perspective suggests that only those of Aboriginal origin are qualified to speak 
on Aboriginal matters.  
 
Dr Odette Kelada, a lecturer from Monash University recalls that this view 
was shared by a number of the indigenous participants who attended the 
Sydney Writers Festival in 2005. An Indigenous panel was asked to comment 
on the ethics of white writers writing from an Indigenous perspective as 
Thomas Keneally did in his book The Chant of Jimmy Blacksmith. The panel 
members unanimously agreed that white writers should not write from an 
Indigenous perspective.8 Dr Aileen Moreton Robinson explained when white 
writers inhabit Indigenous voices in literary texts white culture still gets 
presented as the norm and not as the ‘other…’. For Moreton Robinson 
“taking control of the stories is part of Indigenous empowerment.” Kelada 
recollects all panellists agreeing that Aboriginal voices need to be heard 
telling Indigenous stories before non-Indigenous people. 9  
 
In a paper presented at the Borderpolitics of Whiteness Conference, Sydney, 
2006, Kelada explored the problematics of having a white identity and 
creating an interpretive representation of an Indigenous identity in literature. 
She observed that a white author’s identity is often unacknowledged when 
representations of Indigenous people are created. Kelada’s presentation 
highlighted the difficulties many white literary artists encounter when 
attempting to create an Indigenous character speaking with an Indigenous 
voice. She concluded that white artists’ acculturation hindered their ability to 
write authentically with the ‘white blindfold’ biasing their work and negating 
credibility in the characters and scenarios they create.  

 
                                                
7 Carolyn D'Cruz, What Matter Who's Speaking?" Authenticity and Identity in Discourses of Aboriginality 
in Australia," LaTrobe University, Australia, http://152.1.96.5/jouvert/v5i3/cdcr.htm. Accessed 16.1.08. 
8 Dr Odette Kelada, Borderpolitics of Whiteness Conference  Proceedings, Australian Critical Race And 
Whiteness Studies Association 2006  Conference, (ACRAWSA), Carlton Crest Hotel, Sydney 13-15.12.06.  
9 Ibid 
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Similar concerns have also been raised in the visual arts. The risk of restating 
demeaning stereotypes and an acknowledgment of European injustices has 
led some critics and artists to argue white people should refrain from 
Indigenous interpretive representations as a way of making room for the 
Indigenous voice, empowering Indigenous people and re-addressing the 
past, particularly at a time when Aboriginal emancipation is beginning to 
gather momentum following the Prime ministers’ national apology and more 
open discussions concerning Indigenous issues. Such efforts are analogous 
to recent affirmative action strategies implemented to address sexism. This 
approach contends image making of race cannot be divorced from its political 
and moral history, current social environment and contemporary power 
dynamics. To support this point Kelada quotes the post-colonialist Trinh T 
Minh-ha who states that one needs to acknowledge and understand not only 
“the specifics of the writer (or artist) as historical subject (who writes and in 
what context?) but also… writing itself as a practice located at the 
intersection of the subject and history."10 
 
An alternative position was offered by Gillian Cowlishaw, a white Australian 
ethnographic researcher who has written widely on Indigenous topics. 11 
Responding to the questions associated with the legitimacy of a white 
ethnographer researching Indigenous communities, Colishaw suggests that 
while knowledge is positioned it is not sealed into compartments. The 
ethnographer or artist may be black or white and whilst their cultural 
background will influence their work, it does not determine the value of the 
knowledge or artwork they produce. Speaking from an anthropological 
position Cowlishaw argued, 

 
Anthropology rejects the view that only people acculturated 
within the same social realm can describe it, and outsider’s 
accounts can compliment and enrich insider’s accounts. Of 
course this is fundamental to any scholarship; history assumes 
we can know something of other generations inhabiting other 
cultural worlds…12 
 

This approach acknowledged the potential for an individual to contribute 
positively to scholarship and perhaps other areas of cultural expression 
without qualifying as a representative. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
10 Ibid 
11 Gillian Cowlishaw, Borderpolitics of Whiteness Conference, Australian Critical Race And Whiteness 
Studies Association 2006  Conference, ( ACRAWSA), Carlton Crest Hotel, Sydney, 13-15/12/06. 
12 Ibid 
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Appropriation 
 
A second area of contention is the appropriation of stylistic features from 
Aboriginal art produced by whites. For example, the print Aboriginal Design 
with Sturt's Pea designed by Margaret Preston in 1943, illustrates a reference 
to Aboriginal art which some members in both the white and Australian 
Indigenous community regard as exploitative.13  
 
The appropriation of an Indigenous artistic and literary identity by non 
Aboriginals Elizabeth Durack, Sakshi Anmatyerre and Leon Carmen 
demonstrate another reason why members of the Australian Indigenous 
community are justified in questioning the authenticity and rights in relation to 
one’s qualifications to speak. Elizabeth Durack, a white woman from Western 
Australia achieved prominence in 1997 after signing her paintings with the 
name Eddie Burrup and entering these works into Aboriginal art exhibitions  
  
Farley French, an Indian from Calcutta also attempted to pass himself off as 
Aboriginal artist Sakshi Anmatyerre. Under this assumed identity French sold 
artworks to the Sultan of Brunei and Paul Hogan.14 In the field of literature, 
the Aboriginal female author who was awarded the 1995 Dobbie Award for 
women’s life writing was later exposed to be Leon Carmen, a white male.  
  
    
Protocols 
 
In the arts, the ethical and moral dimensions of white artists’ incorporating 
representations of indigenous people in their work have also been 
questioned.  In 2006 two white artists, Helen Johnson and Michelle Ussher 
exhibited work as part of an art exhibition at the Gertrude Contemporary Art 
Space in Melbourne. The artwork itself was a collaborative installation aimed 
at highlighting issues sympathetic to the Indigenous experience. However 
protocols were not followed in that the artists had included old photographs of 
children from the Ernabella Indigenous community without permission from 
the individual or community members to do so. A complaint was raised by an 
Indigenous artist and the work withdrawn.15  
 
Justin Clemens offers an excellent analysis of the controversy in his article 
titled ‘A Law That Cannot Be Enforced’ published in the March edition of The 
Monthly, in 2007. 16 As a coincidental bystander to the unfolding incident, 
Clemens’ offers a detailed account of the dramatic events leading up to the 

                                                
13 Shadow Cast Over a Painters Legacy, Sydney Morning Herald, 25 July, 
2005,.www.smh.com.au/.../2005/07/24/1122143723289.html Accessed 20.3.09. 
14 Aborigine Artist Actually from Calcutta. Artnet News, 3/26/98. 
http://www.artnet.com/magazine_pre2000/news/artnetnews/artnetnews3-26-98.asp 
15 Sarah Follent, Gertrude Forum, The only thing you taught me was the only thing you know. 
http://www.eyeline.qut.edu.au/gertrude%20forum%2061.htm Accessed 15.3.09. 
16 Justin Clemins ‘A Law That Cannot Be Enforced’, The Monthly, no 21, 2007. 
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artwork’s removal. Clemens utilises the minutiae of the immediate controversy 
to highlight the broader issues concerned. In the following quote Clemens 
emphasises the highly charged nature of the debate and touches on the 
failure of copyright laws to adequately protect Indigenous culture.  

The politics of art remain particularly fraught in Australia, 
where Indigenous cultures tend to place profound strictures 
upon representations: who can make them, their content 
and design, how they can circulate. There are also matters 
of communal ownership and sacred knowledge to consider, 
which non-Indigenous practices and laws simply don't 
account for. Not only can the use of Indigenous motifs in 
works by non-Indigenous artists verge on cultural theft, it 
can also ride roughshod over social prohibitions.17 

This point was also identified by Professor Kamal Puri, a lecturer from the 
Faculty of Law at the University of Queensland.  Puri explains one of the 
fundamental principles of copyright law is that themes and ideas are not 
protected. In addition, copyright law does not prevent non-Aboriginals from 
using traditional styles or techniques because copyright law protects the form 
and not the substance.18 Therefore the acrylic dot painting style widely used 
by many Aboriginal painters is not protected.19  

As copyright laws are designed to protect economic interests, Puri suggests 
they don’t always translate to the Indigenous context.20 The distinction 
between ‘real property’ (which includes rights over land) and ‘intellectual 
property’ (which includes rights over artistic creations, inventions etc) he 
argues, is not understood in Aboriginal culture in the same way as it is in 
Australian copyright law. One cannot make parallels between sacred 
Aboriginal designs and European religious icons, because sacred Aboriginal 
designs are not ideas in the same sense as Cubism or Dadaism.21 Sacred 
Aboriginal designs he suggests, are property in the most basic sense.22  
 

The distinction between real and intellectual property is of no 
significance under Aboriginal customary law. It is a property right, 
not just a mere idea, which is infringed when a sacred design is 
employed in an unauthorised way. 23 

 

                                                
17 Ibid 
18 www. UNESCO-WIPO world forum on the protection of folklore, Unesco : WIPO, 1998.p52 
Accessed 3.3.09. 
19 Ibid 
20 Ibid 
21 Ibid 
22 Ibid 
23 Ibid 
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The customary legal position of regarding the use of sacred Aboriginal 
themes, ideas and styles (i.e. dot painting techniques) by non-Aboriginals as 
an ‘infringement of an idea’, and therefore not protected by intellectual 
copyright laws, should perhaps be redefined to include a breach of a more 
complex set of relationships. It is perhaps unrealistic to expect that copyright 
law will be redefined at this stage to accommodate various aspects of 
customary law, which, it has to be said, are complex and substantially 
different from European precepts. An alternative therefore is for non-
Indigenous artists to acquaint themselves with the various nuances of 
Indigenous culture and customary law so that their work is less likely to 
occasion offence. 
 
 
 
 
 
Under-Representation  
 
The fourth issue concerns the under-representation of Indigenous people in 
the Australian cultural landscape. Visual representation in the arts and in 
culture generally is already heavily weighted in favour of white people and 
their experience. The over-representation of white people in the media for 
example ensures images of non-whites, their experiences and views, are 
limited from mainstream representation. This increases the non-white’s sense 
of having alien status within the Australian community and reinforces the view 
that the non-white experience and appearance deviates from the ‘norm’. 24 
 
However if non-indigenous image makers are excluded on the basis that they 
lack the ‘qualifications to speak’, as suggested earlier, the historical under-
representation will simply be exacerbated, further undermining the self 
esteem and identity of non -white individuals and their cultural mores.  
 
An interesting perspective was proffered by two women of mixed African and 
European heritage interviewed as part of my PhD research. They felt that 
increasing the volume of non-white representation by white image makers 
would be advantageous if they were questioning issues of race, 
representation and bias.25 

 
Hélène:  If a black person raises these issues people tend not 
to listen because they are seen as whinging. Or even a white 
person with dark skinned grandchildren is seen to have a 
personal agenda. But because you’re white without these 
things I think it has more significance. 

                                                
24 Ruth Park, Race Representation and Subjectivity,  Doctoral Thesis, Southern Cross University,  Lismore, 
2007, 
25 Ibid  
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Rebecca: It’s like a male speaking for the rights of women. I 
tend to listen more to them because they don’t have a vested 
interest. 

 
Speaking as a white person to a predominantly white audience, they believed, 
would increase receptivity to the issues raised and enhance the likelihood for 
change. 
 
 
Forging a Philosophical Position 
 
It was during my PhD candidature at Southern Cross University (2003–2007) 
that I was required to examine these concerns and determine a philosophical 
position to underpin my work.   
 
I was researching the impact of a dominant Eurocentric culture on the self 
esteem, identity and body image ideals of non-white women living in 
Australia. In response to comments by the mixed race women who agreed to 
be interviewed, I made a series of figurative ceramics sculptures to highlight 
their concerns. (See fig. 1 & 2)     
  

 
Fig 1. In My Mind, Under My skin and the Places in Between, 84cm h 50cm w 50 cm d. 
Ceramic, 2007, Ruth Park. 
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Fig 2. Invisible, 73cm h x 63cm w x 29cm d. Ceramic, 2007, Ruth Park. 

 
It was whilst exhibiting these works I encountered other concerns ranging 
from placement of the work in the exhibition space to the interpretation of 
stylised features. When the work was placed on a plinth there was concern 
over white artists/gallery personnel subjugating the Indigenous image to 
colonialist display practices. If the piece was exhibited on the floor there were 
concerns over restating demeaning and stereotyped representations of the 
Indigenous person as the poor impoverished native. These concerns highlight 
the unexpected difficulties that can arise. 
 
Regrettably the well intentioned motives of the artist can sometimes be lost in 
such situations and often misconstrued. Numerous examples attest to well 
intentioned motives that have resulted in hardship and pain for the Indigenous 
community.  White artists can guard against unwittingly causing offence by 
exposing their work to constant scrutiny and by seeking to understand more 
fully the nuances of Indigenous culture. 
 
Developing an ethical standpoint is required of any white artist. For example, 
artists such as Bern Emmerichs, Hedley Potts and myself choose to work with 
interpretive representations of Australian Indigenous people. The works of 
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Emmerichs and Potts are part of a wider and largely successful history of 
Australian ceramicists promoting greater awareness, social equity and 
change. Australian ceramics document a vibrant history of 
European/Aboriginal endeavours that have used ceramics as a vehicle for self 
determination, self expression and social comment. Other notable examples 
include the works of Ivan McMeekin and Geoff Crispin in the field of social 
development in rural and remote Indigenous communities. 
  
In 1968 Ivan McMeekin was instrumental in developing a Pottery and Clay 
Processing Unit for the Tiwi people at Bagot in the Northern Territory as part 
of the New South Wales University co-operative research program into 
Aboriginal traditional technology, skills patterns and work habits. Through the 
training provided by prominent potters such as Michael Cardew, Ivan 
McMeekin and a number of postgraduate volunteers from the University, its 
legacy continues. In 1972, two of the first Indigenous students at Bagot, Eddie 
Puruntatameri and John Bosco Tipiloura, established the Tiwi Pottery on 
Bathurst Island.26 Other notables such as Geoff Crispin worked in the 
ceramics program at the Tiwi Pottery in 1976. In 2005-2006 Geoff worked for 
Ernabella Arts in Central Australia, helping to transfer ownership of the 
ceramics workshop to local people. According to Crispin’s website this work 
has assisted in building relationships with other remote indigenous ceramic 
workshops. These examples demonstrate the good will of many ceramicists 
of European heritage towards alternative forums of social activism and 
community development. 27   
 
Doreen Mellor, an Indigenous Australian of Mamu/Ngadjonji heritage from the 
Atherton Tablelands of North Queensland, and Terri Janke, an Indigenous 
intellectual property lawyer, suggested  a range of procedures to follow, and 
issues to consider, in the Australia Council sponsored publication Visual 
Cultures, Protocols for Producing Indigenous Australian Visual Arts and 
Craft.28 This document lays out a valuable framework for anyone working with 
Indigenous themes. I found one of the more valuable suggestions of Mellor 
and Janke was the exhortation to consult with community representatives.29 
Meeting with the designated Aboriginal community Elders and Indigenous 
representatives of the local area offers the opportunity to present images of 
work, convey its history and intention and to ascertain if the work is in any 
way offensive. Should any concerns then arise within the wider Aboriginal 
communities the Elder would be in a position to explain more 
comprehensively, the history, aims and objectives of the work. Difficulties 
could still arise when work is exhibited in different localities which would 
require more extensive consultation.  

                                                
26  ww.netsvictoria.org/yikwani/Pottery/pottery.htm Accessed 7.7.07. 
27 www.osmosis.net.au/crispin/development  ww.netsvictoria.org/yikwani/Pottery/pottery.htm Accessed 
7.7.07. 
28 Doreen Mellor (ed) and Terri Janke, Valuing Art, Respecting Cultures, Protocols for Producing Indigenous 
Australian Visual Arts and Craft Sector, National Association for the Visual Arts, Sydney, 2001. 
29 Ibid, P33 
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In traversing unchartered terrain however, there is always the risk of 
encountering situations not adequately covered by guidelines and protocols. 
For this, and other reasons, further discussion on such topics within the 
mainstream arts journals and education facilities is also needed to raise public 
awareness surrounding such issues. 
 
This debate brings into focus the ethical dimensions associated with the use 
of interpretive representations / images of Indigenous people by white artists. 
It raises issues associated with ownership, identity, history, colonisation, 
power, authority, legitimacy and the politics of voice. In contributing to this 
debate we can hopefully work towards the development of greater 
understanding and awareness that builds bridges to reconciliation and 
encourages mutual respect and understanding.  
 
It is not enough to simply engage in the debate however. Whatever its 
intellectual merit, this debate will remain a meaningless academic exercise 
unless the ideas that have been explored, and the complexities they raise, are 
accommodated in the works of non-Indigenous artists. Nor should we 
consider the task an onerous one. It can be exploratory, experiential and 
challenging in the same way our art is. No doubt we will learn by trial and 
error, and the process may take time, but in the end it will hopefully result in a 
better future for us all.  
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