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Epigraph

‘You and I are Earth’

Inscription on earthenware plate, 1661, Museum of London.
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The potter’s perspective
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1

What makes a maker?


For some people the backdrop of their youth is filled with hills, valleys, and beaches. For me it was bricks. Beautiful red bricks.

I grew up in the North West of England surrounded by handsome red brick Victorian houses. In town, the magnificent rust-hued warehouses and factories of The Industrial Revolution loomed large, converted into shops, bars, and trendy places to hang out. Manchester is a city that thrived in The Industrial Revolution – factories and industry are positively celebrated here, and I feel a great sense of ‘home’ whenever I see red, iron-stained bricks or earthy terracotta.

Fast forward several years and I found myself living (via London) in Cornwall. The landscape could not be more different and if I am honest, after the initial thrill of living by the coast, I found it unsettling. The local vernacular of cob farmhouses, cottages and twentieth-century bungalows did not root me like a solid red brick house.

At first it was the life and skill of the craftsmen that lured me into pottery. Coming from a design writing and trend forecasting background, I was curious about these rural designers and makers who did not even associate themselves with the word ‘design’, let alone consider themselves to be (heaven forbid) ‘brands’! How different to the egocentric, designer-led companies that I was accustomed to interviewing at the Milan Furniture Fair as part of their design week.

In Cornwall I was introduced to real craftspeople, who lived in dusty old houses and wore old clothes with holes in. I was fascinated by this breed of ‘The Unknown Craftsman’.1

Upon doing a little research I realised that quite by chance, I had found myself living in the epicentre of a rich pottery history. Slowly I began to uncover the Leach tradition, enthralled by the philosophy of A Potter’s Book2and poring over every pottery book (be it a how-to guide or inspirational essays) from the 1940s to the 1970s that I could get my hands on. l relished discovering the connections between the different key characters but most importantly, I also discovered what had brought (and kept) these potters here, in Devon and Cornwall – my home – in the first place. That is, clay!

Somehow all of this made life in Cornwall make sense to me. It grounded me. Pottery connected me to the philosophy and art history that I studied as an undergraduate at university. It benefitted from the decade I spent working in the design industry in London, looking at and reflecting on more objects.

I say all of this because there are many ways of becoming a potter. I am just one example. But take heart that not everyone studies ceramics from a young age and has the foresight to train as an apprentice at 18. In fact, ceramics as a second or third career is incredibly common, especially among women who previously would not have dared to dream that they could thrive within this craft.

A conversation with craft writer Tanya Harrod, at a talk discussing under-representation of women in crafts3, often due to the demands of home making and raising a family, sparked a determination in me that I would not give up.

The important thing is that however you have found yourself here in this moment, bring yourself and your personal experience to whatever you make. For the most interesting pots are always those that have a bit more of a story to tell.

In Why We Make Things and Why It Matters, Peter Korn4 explores the deeper meaning behind craft and creativity. He argues that making things by hand is a way to shape not only objects, but also our identity and purpose. Although we are shaping the object, the objects are shaping us in return.

Perhaps like Linda Bloomfield you are a scientist and can bring your knowledge and understanding of chemistry to glaze technology5. Maybe you are an environmentalist who will carefully and consciously source materials, or a chef with new ideas about plating and proportion, perhaps even a caregiver who knows instinctively which pots make someone feel good.
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Unlike mass-produced items, handmade pottery can hold personal value and authenticity. It blends creativity and craftsmanship. The current trend for manufactured pots that look ‘handmade’ do not fool me for a second, because it is obvious that each is too perfectly imperfect, slick while desperately trying not to be, and dare I say it a little dead.

David Pye describes this phenomenon well in his influential book The Nature and Art of Workmanship. He describes the joy in seeing a fishing harbour full of handmade boats over a street of parked cars. ‘The workmanship of a motor car is something to marvel at, but a street full of parked cars is jejune and depressing; as if the same short tune of clear unmodulated notes were being endlessly repeated. A harbour full of fishing boats is a completely other matter.’6

Consider your pottery part of the fishing fleet and celebrate its hand-crafted uniqueness. Despite throwing being primarily about the production of uniform, circular shapes, there is still plenty of scope to celebrate idiosyncrasies. This is essentially the difficult tightrope that we must all walk, aiming for excellence while also knowing at what point the finessing and refinement is extinguishing the life in the pot.

My advice is to be serious about growing your craft but to go slowly. The projects in this book are designed to gradually build on your skill set. Start at the beginning and work your way through.

I have always thought of pottery as like playing the piano, it is a craft which I knew I was going to develop over years and decades. With that in mind, I have never been in a rush. I spent years playing basic scales, forming cylinders, because I knew I needed to build strong foundations.

When I became serious about making pottery I already had an undergraduate and postgraduate degree, so there was no way I was going back to school. I also had a need to earn money and was soon to have a young family.

The only way I could carve out the necessary hours of practice was late nights and early mornings. I scheduled time for myself at local classes, read voraciously and sought out opportunities to learn from those who knew more than me.

I was lucky to spend six months (while pregnant) working at Philip and Frannie Leach’s pottery in Devon and eternally grateful to discover Kigbeare Studios & Gallery, a centre for pottery excellence, also in Devon. Here I was able to attend masterclasses with talented potters Brian Dickenson and Clive Bowen as well as several visiting Japanese potters.

In 2016 I also joined a kiln-building team at Kigbeare, where together Peter Montgomery, Joss Hibbs, Bjorn Bayer, Brigitte Colleux, Deborah Mitchell and myself all helped Svend Bayer build a large cross-draught anagama kiln.

I remember when I first started making pottery being a little down on myself and saying that my work was no good. I was comparing myself to makers who were far more experienced than me. Luckily my local friend, the sculptor William Peers, gave me a serious talking to. He said it was not a fair comparison and he was correct. We should not compare ourselves, right at the beginning of a new hobby, to someone advanced in their career who has been practicing most of their life. This was very helpful to me, and since then I have freed myself from comparison to others.

Focus on your own work and on enjoying making it. Practicing pottery is a long journey that blends passion, artistry, entrepreneurship, and a deep respect for tradition. It will allow you to live creatively while making a meaningful, tangible contribution to culture and daily life.
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Interview: Anne Mette Hjortshøj

What was your route into pottery?

I was lucky as a child to attend a primary school with pottery wheels and a kiln, which we used in our art class.

Best of all, we had a teacher who wanted to spend time teaching us how to make, glaze and fire pottery.

Even though I continued working with clay in high school, I never thought it was something I could do for a living.

I was fortunate to meet a teacher in craft school later on, who suggested that I quit nursing school and apply to get on to a new government-funded education programme for glass and ceramics. She helped me with the application and I have never looked back since.

What was the thing that really got you hooked?

I was always hooked and still am. I grew up in my father’s woodworking studio. Making things was always part of normal life for me.

How did you find the learning process?

The learning process is still what keeps me going every day, through good and bad times.

I have a deeper respect for the potter’s wheel after 30 years of throwing pots than I had at the beginning. It is an incredible skill that has been handed down over many generations. I have to remind myself that it is ‘only a technique’, in order to not be too frightened to start a new series of work.

Are you a clay, glaze or firing person?

I am 100% a ‘make things
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