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For Tina (1961–2001),

ex-Catholic lesbian and labour-movement feminist, who loved blasphemy, irreverence, satire and blue stockings.
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Nu-shabti on a tea-break, 2014, Zahed Tajeddin, courtesy of the artist, see here




As a subversive, I strongly object to the idea that living in a family unit is in any way more natural or superior to less conventional arrangements such as friendship groups or living alone.

Julie Bindel
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Nu-shabti protester, 2014, Zahed Tajeddin, courtesy of the artist, see here
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155H, (detail) 2010, Peter Lewis, courtesy of the artist, see here




Introduction
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Suspended Together, 2012, Manal AlDowayan, see p. 127



In November 2012 I was asked to give a paper for a symposium at the Holburne Museum in Bath, entitled ‘Subversive Ceramics’. I was delighted to be asked, but I was and still am a sceptic. When working on The Pot Book in 2011,1 I was struck by the number of contemporary practitioners either declaring their work ‘subversive’, or having it described as such by others. I was similarly struck by the absence of any evidence to support the claim. In most cases, the artists concerned were doing what artists should do: experimenting with new ways of doing things. The conference, however, was oversubscribed; there was clearly a great deal of interest in the subject. The result is this book, which aims to provide a different and, I hope, more productive set of analytical criteria with which to understand and appraise the disparate work which has been marshalled under the ‘subversive’ umbrella.

Had I attempted a ‘survey book’, a study of all the contemporary ceramic work that is described as ‘subversive’, it would have run to ten volumes. Instead I have used a critical framework and selected specific works that best illustrate the arguments I am making. Some of the artists and individual ceramic works cited are very well known, others largely unknown, including some student work and work by artists no longer making ceramics. I define ‘subversive’ in political terms and discuss the works in their political context. I argue that much of the work featured in this book is satirical rather than subversive. The artist may not always intend it so but it can certainly be understood using satire as a critical framework. I have drawn on the literary tradition of satire and applied it to ceramics, building on Judith Schwarz’s groundbreaking PhD thesis from 1983. I have also considered many of the featured works from a feminist position. This is because I am a feminist and feminism therefore shapes my political analysis. Although the contemporary artists whose works are featured in this book have connections with fifteen different countries, most are British, or resident in Britain, or show their work in Britain or in the ‘West’, so it has a British, European or American context. I have deliberately set these limits, partly in the interests of containment but mainly because I need to understand the context of the work in order to analyse it.

The book is divided into two parts: the first half discusses satirical and political work made towards the end of the twentieth century and, in the second chapter, discusses a selection of historical works. Part two, divided into three chapters, discusses contemporary work made since the beginning of the twenty-first century. This is not an overly academic book. It is referenced but it is also opinionated and, at times, personal. A second aim of this book was to encourage debate, so I hope there is plenty to disagree with, and vehemently enough that readers are provoked into a written
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