COMFORT ZONE

Residency at Rufford Craft Centre
Essay written for and first published in the CPA and the Northern Potters Newsletters
Oversized overalls, hands like prunes, soggy fingernails, piles of clay, chemistry symbols, shopping at Wilko’s, and monkey boots…….candidate for a makeover? A few years ago, to think this scenario would become a significant part of my everyday life, I’d have thought you were joking. I was brought up in a safe, steady, fun and family environment.  I excelled in art at school but a career in art was not a ‘proper’ job. Sound familiar? Consequently my career path just became scribble – Swedish exports, selling advertising, database marketing, and furniture supply, to name a few. So, even 15 years ago, if you had told me that I’d be working alongside one of the country’s most eminent potters, Robin Welch, and then do a residency for 2 months at Rufford Craft Centre - it was beyond my wildest dream. But it came true! And I value it all the more because it took so long to get there.

I graduated from Loughborough University School of Art and Design in 1999, and from then on managed a pattern of part-time work and making. This meant I could continue to make my work and take part in events such as Earth & Fire and Art In Clay. However over the past couple of years, I worked fulltime in a demanding arts administration role but continued to push my ceramic development as much as I could in my spare time. This may have been an unusual step but I aimed to gain more professional experience with my eye on doing a residency at some stage in the future. Working in such a dry environment, out of my comfort zone, and the only arts person in the whole of the authority meant that my vision (a 2 year plan culminating in a residency) was the one thing that kept me going….and the knowledge that this job provided the income to buy me some time in the future. In the meantime I continued to apply for prominent ceramic events not only to keep my finger in the ceramic pie, but also to make sure I set myself regular targets. This practical approach, together with exposure to research, and visits to different makers in Australia were part of the framework I relied on to sustain me.

My ceramic diet also included an incredible opportunity to work with Robin Welch on a special commission that would feature as part of his solo and retrospective exhibition to take place in August 2007 at Rufford Craft Centre. A chance in a lifetime! This project was a beacon in my life for 2 years and an experience with memories I shall always treasure. 

Back at the ceramic circuit, a need for change in my work was evident. I had frequent requests as to whether I did any other colours besides green! Work commitments, lack of making and clay-playtime meant that development was minuscule and slow. I never thought I’d admit it, but even I was getting fed up with green. After working with Robin, I was firing on all cylinders and chomping at the bit to do more. This invaluable experience, and an Arts Council award, meant my residency at Rufford Craft Centre was perfectly timed. Time to leave another comfort zone.

I left my job, excited and scared, looking forward to 2 months of pure ceramics. I had the usual worries about what it would cost and long-term financial implications. The main question was, what would it cost me if I didn’t do it?……and I’m not talking about money. At this time, I frequently recalled working in telesales years ago for a local newspaper, when we were fed ‘incentives’ to reach our daily targets. One which has always stayed with me and spurred me on is ‘Even if you’re on the right track, you still get run over if you just sit there!’ 

I had specific aims in mind I wanted to achieve. Until now my work is recognised for its unique green/ochre glaze created by the vanadium slip and barium glaze. These two materials are renowned for their toxicity and, despite their visual appeal, are a potential health and a safety risk, so I wanted to investigate ‘safer’ substances to use.  I was also asking questions about how to enrich the surface (multiple firings perhaps); what if the pieces were much larger to place outside (with a mind to take advantage of the huge kilns at Rufford); and I wondered what qualities alternative clay types may offer.  The desired outcome of my residency was not only to develop my ceramic skills and knowledge, but also to open the door to more exhibition work, events (such as Origin and CAL), possibilities overseas, increased personal commitment to my making and to hopefully raise my profile as a ceramic artist. Preparations for the residency certainly made sure that I sat down and evaluated, took stock of where I was at, and was clear about what I hoped to achieve in the future. 

I was surprised that, as much as I was keen to develop and move on to pastures new, I found it a little difficult to get started – the wheels were spinning but nothing was sticking! This is it. You’re finally here. But my fear of the clean and sparse workshop space kick-started me into making small test pieces for glazes. The landscape of local Derbyshire and the heat and raw earth of Australia have influenced the surface of my pieces so far, a theme I wanted to continue. So my chosen palette included earthy tones with gritty, uneven textures achieved through experimentation with assorted slips and with crank or raku clay.

Glaze testing was prematurely stunted by problems with the kilns but at least this meant I could focus on another target, i.e. increase in scale. Having much more space, large kilns and ample materials were such a luxury compared to my modest workshop at home. It was great to not to feel inhibited by space, make a mess, not find the cat sat in the kiln, and basics such as running water. So I relished the prospect of getting stuck in. As a student I had always been drawn to the composite forms of Robert Turner, Peter Voulkos, and more recently that of Hans Vangso and of course, Robin Welch. I got hooked on the bottle/funnel form and enjoyed the challenge of making 2 or even 3 pieces join coherently together, particularly on a much larger scale and thoroughly enjoyed watching these grow up to 4 feet high. It was at this stage that I could clearly see how much my time with Robin had soaked into my subconscious. I felt more confident increasing scale and more willing to play with the surface. I gradually let go of a formula that I thought had become my identity but in fact it was just passing through. 

Constant self-criticism and a desire for the next pot to be even better I suppose goes with the territory. However as the residency neared completion, I looked at what I had done so far - 9 weeks of play, questions, experimentation, dreaming, disappointment, persistence, letting go, triumph, success and immense satisfaction. I’d achieved most of my aims, or at least had got them well underway. I’d put a lot of effort into the last couple of years to do this residency, but couldn’t have done it without the moral support from friends and family, and helpful staff at Rufford, who more frequently have had more confidence in me than I’ve had in myself.

It’s funny how we move out of comfort zones into initially uncomfortable territory, but before long that becomes a comfort zone too. I am now back at home, making, a bit of teaching, making it up as I go along, anticipating next year’s events, marketing, wondering what’s next – an uncomfortable comfort zone for now. Compared to a few months ago, I feel much better equipped with the information and experience I gained during my residency – an invaluable and worthy time.
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