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Black stoneware mugs by Naked Clay Ceramics. © 2022 Carla Sealey



 
CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

LINDA BLOOMFIELD

The tableware we use is so important in our everyday lives. A simple mug or bowl can give us a connection with the hand of the maker or the mind of the designer and can enhance our experience. For the maker, every aspect of the design needs careful consideration, including the shape, material and glazes used. This book will cover the approaches to take to ensure your work is well designed, with a focus on contemporary tableware and modern design. We include a combination of studio pottery techniques such as throwing, and batch production methods using moulds, more commonly used in the ceramics industry. We will concentrate on the methods most suited to producing multiple pieces of tableware for the home or for restaurants rather than the slower making methods such as pinching and coiling.

In this book the emphasis is on simple shapes and an understated aesthetic. Contemporary tableware inspired by mid-century modern Scandinavian design has simple shapes with clean lines, often with minimal decoration. Stores such as Habitat and IKEA have been instrumental in bringing modern, affordable design to everyone. IKEA was founded by Ingvar Kamprad in Sweden in the mid-twentieth century, selling well-designed and affordable furniture. The IKEA 365+ range of tableware was launched in 1995, received a Swedish design award and is still in production today. A range of functional tableware for everyday use, it includes white porcelain mugs with squared bases, bowls and plates, and was designed by Sue Pryke, at that time a recent graduate from the Royal College of Art. These were mass-produced in order to make them affordable and the use of dust pressing (clay dust particles pressed in a hydraulic mould) meant that the square plates could easily be manufactured in huge volumes at a low price. The range was made by a number of factories globally; initially made in Portugal, it was soon being manufactured in Eastern Europe and the Far East. It is thought to be the largest selling tableware range in the world, benefitting from the reach of IKEA’s stores and their manufacturing capability. In this book we will be focusing on smaller batch production processes, many of which are commonly used in studios, and also looking at processes in industry and how these can be adapted for studio use, or conversely how work can be developed with industrial processes.
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Dark stoneware plate with white glaze for the Scandinavian restaurant Noma by Tina Marie Bentsen. © Tina Marie Cph
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IKEA 365+ porcelain tableware range by Sue Pryke, Anki Spets and Magnus Lundstrom, 1994–95. Used with the permission of Inter IKEA Systems B.V.
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Slipcast black porcelain tableware by Sue Pryke. © Sue Pryke
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White porcelain plates and bowls by Linda Bloomfield.



Handmade tableware is currently enjoying a revival in high-end restaurants. Influenced by the slow food movement, restaurants are increasingly using local artisan food producers, seasonal and foraged ingredients, and having bespoke tableware made is the obvious next step. Handmade studio pottery became popular in the 1960s and 1970s with restaurants such as Cranks in London, which used tableware made by Winchcombe Pottery, and Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California, where they use locally made tableware by Heath Ceramics. The use of studio pottery in restaurants has seen a revival since the beginning of the twenty-first century.

One of the first of the new wave of chefs to use handmade plates was chef René Redzepi of Noma restaurant in Copenhagen, which opened in 2003. He uses handmade plates in the Nordic rustic style, with speckled glazes on dark stoneware clay, handmade locally by father and son potters Aage and Kasper Würtz and other Danish potters including Tina Marie Bentsen. The Nordic rustic style is similar to the Japanese wabi sabi, with simple forms and a weathered, aged look. This is achieved by layering light coloured glazes over darker clays, to allow the colours beneath to break through to the surface. In contrast with much ceramic art, tableware needs to be subdued so that the food is given centre stage.
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Stoneware slab plate with added crushed granite for the British restaurant Hipping Hall by Siobhan Miles-Moore © Siobhan Miles-Moore



In the UK and USA, many restaurants are following this trend by ordering bespoke plates and bowls from local potters, who are able to make in smaller batches with a faster turnaround than large manufacturers. Chefs have discovered that studio potters are able to make plates and bowls in the specific shapes and colours they want to complement a particular dish they have created. Like regional cuisine and terroir, wine or food having flavour imparted by the surrounding environment, bespoke handmade tableware can also be distinctive and particular to the location. This enhances the diner’s overall impression that the restaurant’s ambience, food and tableware have all been created as one, with special care and attention.

Studio potters have an advantage in that they are able to make in smaller batches, can be more flexible than larger manufacturers and can design bespoke pieces using local materials for particular restaurant dishes. For these reasons, many high-end restaurants are increasingly ordering from local potters. Craft makers are in an ideal position to produce small batches of tableware for local restaurants and discerning local customers.

   
CHAPTER TWO

INSPIRATION

HOW TO DRAW INSPIRATION FROM NATURE, ART AND INTERIOR DESIGN

SUE PRYKE

When I first started working with ceramics I contacted a variety of local potters for work experience. One of the potters, although they couldn’t offer me any work, provided guidance on how to draw inspiration from nature. She suggested that I take note of how a twig joins a branch, how one grows out from the other and to think about how a handle can naturally protrude from a mug as though one belongs to the other; how they should work together and look part of the same piece. I have probably sought lots of advice over the years, but this little gem sticks with me. I don’t always design with this in mind, but I am aware of it. An appendage such as a handle needs to share a unity with the cup and look like it belongs to the form it is attaching itself to, so that it looks right and natural.

During formal training, such as a degree course, we are taught to research an idea, drawing inspiration from the world around us, using first-hand experience, finding a primary source to inspire us – a particular theme, a colour palette, a landscape, an interior, or a set of textures. We might think about how the patterns formed in fields of crops may be the catalyst for a textile designer weaving yarns, or how the ripples in a pool may inspire the thrower to develop a tableware range with concentric rings.

There is also secondary research where the influences behind a collection are derived from a secondary source, i.e. work produced by others, such as another artist, designer or maker. This could be from galleries, books, tear sheets from magazines or a scrapbook or sketchbook full of inspirational images and treasures you have found.

After 30 years of working with ceramics I find that I have stored a vocabulary of themes, ideas and directions that appeal to me. It is only recently that I am able to unpick some of these and realise where the ideas come from. I can see that the soft square plates that I designed for IKEA 20 years ago were the legacy from a few pieces of mid-century modern melamine tableware from a BOAC range that I played with as a child. I think my sense of pared-back style is derived from the open landscapes where I grew up on the east coast, and maybe my years working for a Scandinavian company are also reflected in the subconscious decisions I make when designing. A lot of what we do is innate; it is our inimitable style and handwriting that makes each of us unique.
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Breakfast set by Juliet Macleod. Wheel-thrown and turned porcelain nesting bowl, beaker and vase. Decorated with coloured slips using tools handmade from beachcombed wool, rock, rubber, netting and metal. Unglazed polished exteriors, glazed interiors and orange foot-ring. Height 12 cm (4¾ in). Diameter 11 cm (4¼ in). © Juliet
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