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As others
see us

AUSTRALIAN POTTERS ON TOUR

by Janet Mansfield

Janet Mansfield, who arranged the tour for the
Ceramic Study Group of Australia, is a full time
potter working in Turramurra, New South Wales.

The generosity of New Zealand potters in giving
of their knowledge was surprising to potters brought
up to discover things for themselves. This combina-
tion of friendliness and information made our New
Zealand tour an overwhelming success.

Travelling the thousand odd miles between Christ-
church and Auckland with the sole purpose of
meeting potters and seeing their work afforded a
unique opportunity of assessment and comparison.

We were impressed. One of our strongest mem-
ories was the hospitality, the friendliness and
obvious goodwill extended to us by our “rivals” as
an Auckland newspaper reported the touring group.

From each of the potters we visited we learnt a
considerable amount. A two-day school with
Michael Trumic made us more aware of some of the
basic design principles to be applied in both looking
at and in making a pot. We learnt of the differences
of pottery forms that give life and character to a
potter’s work, and of the importance of line, bal-
ance and spirit. This school, together with David
Brokenshire's stimulating lecture on the work of
New Zealand's potters made an excellent founda-
tion for the tour,

Two days with Harry Davis in Nelson having talks
on raw materials used by the potters was most
informative and the field excursions which included
the Baton Saddle and the Dart and Wangapeka
Rivers proved rewarding in scenery as well as
samples. It would be hard also not to be impressed
with the efficiency and sincerity of the Crewenna
workshop and ware.

Mirek Smisek was known to some of us who
had attended classes he gave in Sydney about five
years ago. During the two days we had with him
at Te Horo he made many pieces similar in shape
and techniqgue to those he used in Sydney. Perhaps
the spirit and life that he puts into his pots makes
them always fresh and sought after and he has
no need to experiment with new ideas. His kilns
were a source of admiration and envy.

Janet Mansfield examines pots at the Auckland
Museum.

While in Wellington we visited the home of Roy
Cowan and Juliet Peter, and we were interested to
see kilns, murals and sculptural pots. Wherever we
went in New Zealand acknowledgement was made
to Roy for his work in kiln design and indeed prac-
tical help given by Roy to potters with kiln prob-
lems.

Short visits were also made to Christopher Vine
and Jack Laird while we were in Nelson and to
Flora Christeller and Wilf and Janet Wright on our
way to Otaki. Everywhere we were made most
welcome.

Doreen Blumhardt gave us a talk on her recent
overseas trip and we saw, with the aid of her
excellent slides, pots and potteries from all over the
world. We also visited Doreen’s exhibition where
she displayed some imaginative hand built pieces
possibly influenced by growing forms of nature.

Our first contact in Auckland was with Peter
Stichbury who, through a whole day and evening
talked, demonstrated, unloaded kilns and showed
films. Peter's straight, serious and professional
approach, which is reflected in his pots, gave us yet
another aspect of pottery when we were at a stage



I've been seeing a great deal of Australian

of saturation, wondering if we could still see some-
thing different,

Visiting Barry Brickell was another new experi-
ence that will be appreciated for a long time. The
sight of hundreds of superb pots was our first
impression at Len Castle’s home and though our
baggage had doubled since leaving home and many
of us were jettisoning clothes to carry more pots,
the beauty and variety of Len’'s pottery proved
irresistible.

A short time, not enough, was spent at the Auck-
land Museum where Trevor Bayliss gave us a tour
around the galleries of pots. New Zealand potters
are lucky to have such a collection available for
study and such a knowledgeable historian as Trevor.
Sydney, even Australia, has nothing to compare in
number, quality or scope, a project on which we
should embark.

We came to learn, and learn we did. At “get-to-
gethers” with Christchurch, Wellington, Hamilton
and Auckland potters we exchanged information
on kilns, clays, glazes and so on. Between visits to
potteries we saw magnificent scenery, angular
mountains and lush valleys quite different from our
own.

So what did we learn? That some New Zealand
potters were making a living solely from selling
pots without recourse to either teaching or another
job was the most impressive fact. Such dedication,
not only of thought but of strength and energy was
an inspiration, Only a few potters in Australia are
relying on pottery sales for their total income. There
is another side to this argument, of course, in that
a part-time potter has not the financial stresses,
which leave him no time to experiment or develop
creatively. Conversely, | believe the New Zealand
potters are proving that inspiration comes out of the
work.

Technically, we found the standard of New Zea-
land pottery extremely high—no doubt the result
of much time and experience at the craft. Curiously,
however, there was a certain similarity seen in
mixed exhibitions that is not so evident in a mixed
exhibition of the work of Australian potters. Perhaps
the influence of leading potters is greater in New
Zealand. Perhaps the New Zealand potters work
closer together, exchanging technical information
and ideas. Or is it that the New Zealand public
has come to expect and now demands certain
conformities in the potter's product?

The New Zealand public is a much greater sup-
porter of the potter's ideals and a greater buyer
of his wares than is the Australian public. Austra-
lian potters seem more inclined to wait for the
public to appreciate what it is the potters are saying,
whilst muttering off-hand about artistic integrity.
However, these are generalisations and a visit to
the Potters’ Gallery in Sydney could perhaps con-
vince a New Zealand potter that there is a certain
overall characteristic evident in Australian pots. |
have heard the remark from both sides of the Tas-
man that “potters on the other side are twenty
years behind.”

Potters on both sides are technically proficient,
having similar stimulations and ideals; the differen-

ces are possibly individual and not national. Potters!

on both sides of the Tasman however are totally
involved in what they are doing, a prerequisite of
the craft and not a national characteristic.

| hope there will be more commuting of potters
between New Zealand and Australia. The travelling
time is short, only 180 minutes and the fare is just
the equivalent of 100 or so mugs; | can only hope
the Australians will be as generous and hospitable
in return. il
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predictable symmetrical nature, but well Since the staggering number of

ceramic art and find it interesting. It con-
trasts strongly with New Zealand pottery.
in the sense that there is more individu-
ality and less of the deja about the work.
Len Castle's work is the best known and
most appreciated here. One potter is
imitating Len's manner in ciay, and does
it quite well, to the extent that | believed
| was locking at a good Len Castle pot.

There is a great deal of constructive
decorative work being done of a rather

done for all that. Mare arty than art in the
sense that experiment and exploring is not
sustained, and it remains stuck in simple
plagiarism.

Some interesting ceramic sculpture is
being done, but is essentially geared to
the typical British Taste—and is therefore
doomed to nothingness. Most of the
creative work seen is imported — from
Scandinavia, Germany, ltaly and Israel. The
imports have an immediate effect on the
local potters.

shops and small galleries pump a quantity
of international art into Sydney, they out-
perform the country’s official art galleries
which are an utter bore by comparison,
and make the New Zealand art galleries
seem like mausoleums.

It is obvious to me that Australian
ceramics outdistance those in New Zea-
land and will increasingly do so in the
future.

Australia is a much happier hunting
ground for those talents interested in

‘doing something in Bali.’ Australians are
more conscious of these arts anyway.
The flow of Balinese and New Guinea art
into Australia is stronger than its ever
been, but that it was kid's play com-
pared to what you can see here now.
It is staggering. Very fine primitive art
can be bought in seedy second hand
shops. So imagine what splendours the
major stores offer. Sydney is plugged in

on the international world of culture.

By contrast New Zealand continues to
be served by the severely limited mind
and eye. | have always been surprised at
the smugness of New Zealanders return-
ing from visits overseas. Closed minds
will bug New Zealand destiny for a long
time yet. My own resolution, never to
return, is hardening every day.

New Korean collection at Auckland

Lidded Bowl, Silla Dynasty. Unglazed.

Museum

by Peter Rule

Squadron Leader Peter Rule, RNZAF, has made
several trips to Korea where he served with the
United Nations Command. Over the years he has
assembled a collection of Korean ceramics, bronzes,
and other antiquities that have made a substantial
addition to the oriental section of the Auckland
Museum.

Seoul haunts

Insadong, or Mary's Alley, is the Seoul Mecca
for the antique hunter. Mary Woo, one of the
original dealers after whom the alley has been
nick-named, still operates.

Typically, in the city of Seoul and unlike our own
shopping areas, great clusters of traders are located
in specific geographic areas. For instance, for car
parts you make tracks to the area where for two
city blocks there is nothing else but rows of open
fronted shops overflowing their conglomerate of
spare parts. That wing-mirror or sea of hub caps
you lost last night is probably there—somewhere.
And so it is with antiques. Although there are
traders throughout the city the interesting, often
dust-ridden collections have for many years been
concentrated around Insadong. This crooked,
narrow, one-way traffic lane, where the pedestrian
has to be on guard for the audacious driver coming
the wrong way, was formerly the location of
numerous marriage parlours. These have been dis-
placed to the nearby grander marriage halls. Just
as the area saw a transition from its marriage func-
tions, so today we see the emerging of boutiques
and fashionable art galleries amongst the quainter
shops with their characteristic sliding doors beckon-
ing the true browser to their dusty bowels.

All year people casually explore. Those short of
time make a frantic dash for an impulsive purchase.



Wine Cup, Silla Dynasty. Ungiazed.

But this is not the place for hasty decision. For-
tunate indeed is the one who can tarry and linger,
for only with patience will a shopkeeper be tempted
to dive into the hidden depths of his stock. He will
bring forth almost casually, though with an air of
ceremony, a treasure, as the lid of the carefully
tailored pawlonia wood box is untied to reveal a
creation of an early craftsman.

Personally | preferred the winter for browsing.
The rigorous cold tended to keep all but the most
hardy at home. Anyway, it was preferable to linger
beside the warmth of the small oil burner with its
kettle simmering rather than dribble sweat in the
confines of the rather small cluttered shop on an
uncomfortably hot summer’s day.

A particular haunt of mine was a place known as
Song Chun Song. Mr Kim So Hwan became both
a friend and adviser. He was the acknowledged
expert on celadons in the alley and although a
businessman at heart, he was quick to discern
between the sharp collector out for profit and the
real admirer of his wares. Many hours on a Sunday
afternoon were spent sitting beside his roaring stove
as piece by piece we learnt the joys that a beautiful
pot can bring. Although his shop is now more
spacious, | preferred his former one further down
the alley. It was here that he was nick-named

“shoes off Kim"—it is a Korean custom to leave
one's shoes at the door and walk in stockinged
feet on the polished wooden floor. It was a bit
horrifying however to find that the floor of the new
establishment being concrete was not going to be
as forgiving to the careless as the aged polished
boards. At least in the new shop there was not so
much need to step nimbly round the wares that
littered the floor, and stacked the walls.

It was here that unlike the detached feeling of
a museum, one could come to intimate terms with
the great treasures of earlier times—the stone grey
majestic shapes of the Silla dynasty, the fabulous
celadons of the Koryo and the blue and brown dec-
orated porcelains of the Yi dynasties.

Koryo techniques

The fascination of Korean pottery is not instant.
It does not always appeal at first glance. As one
comes back to it however, its allure emerges and
one becomes attracted to the peculiarities that
characterise so many examples of the ceramics of
this country.

Many of the pieces of the early Koryo period bear
decoration of lotus leaves, chrysanthemum and
peony flowers skilfully incised prior to glazing which
leaves a discreet effect. These earlier designs may
well have been reflecting the tastes and techniques
borrowed from China. The Yueh state through its
ports near Shanghai communicated easily with
Korea’'s western border and it is in this locality that
the great pottery centres of Kanjin and Puan were
found. These kilns were famed for their productions
for the royal households and aristocracy of Korea,
and it is in this area that some of the pots now
shown in Auckland Museum were found. These 11th
and 12th Century pieces exhibit one of Korea's
greatest secrets that still baffles modern science to
reproduce—the famed “Kingfisher” celadon glaze
that was undoubtedly one of the greatest triumphs.

As the Koryo period advanced perhaps the rest-
lessness of the Korean potter surfaced and promo-
ted a dissatisfaction with the type of ware being
produced. Always a practical and ingenious race
they produced a method now well known but
founded by their inventive minds—the unique tech-
niqgue of inlay. The first datable example of this
Koryo invention came from the tomb of a noble who
died in 1159. The method used was for the design
to be incised either by stamping or carving the
leather-hard clay, and then to inlay the impression
with a lighter or darker material. When covered
with a celadon glaze the white and black effects
highlighted the dominant blue-green.

Vase, Koryo Dynasty.

Celadon, inlaid with flying cranes.

Wine ewer, Koryo Dynasty. Inlaid celadon.

Auckland collection

The collection at the Auckland Museum displays
many examples of this technique—one of the more
striking pieces being the large maebyong with its
inlays of cranes and clouds. This piece from a kiln
near Kaesong, in North Korea, is an example of
the early days of the perfecting of the art. The
positioning of the cranes is particularly interesting in
that instead of the more usual horizontal flying
position, these birds are ascending vertically. This,
it is believed symbolises the dominant emergence
of the Koryo dynasty over the competing Silla and
Paekche Kingdoms.

A very beautiful 12th century melon-shaped wine
pot is an example of a slightly earlier period. This
well proportioned piece was made before the inven-
tion of inlay and has a carefully incised pattern of
peony flowers and lotus down the side panels. One
can well imagine this striking pot from the Cholla
Namdo Province gracing the table of one of the
royal households.

In a later 16th century example, a finely propor-
tioned, well waisted, prunus vase of the mid Yi
period is inlaid with a pattern of willow trees and
traditional lotus. Though more intricate, less atten-
tion has been paid to fineness of detail and perfec-
tion.

Some of these pieces will appeal to the discerning
eye immediately while the attraction of others will
grow with time and appreciation. The sometimes
rough finish on the¢ ,ase of an otherwise finely




crafted piece reflects a characteristic sometimes
seen in the people — a spirited urgency and
impetuosity. Perhaps a lopsided bowl or pot with
an unexpected bulge or tilt will take the eye. Was
it just carelessness or a perception by the crafts-
man that all that is good is not perfect? The Japan-
ese inveterate collectors of the tea bowls have long
favoured the Korean product that to our western
eyes may often seem imperfect, erratic in shape
and finish and sometimes even clumsy. What is the
appeal? Perhaps the crafty Korean knew more of
his fellow man than time has given him credit for.

Present day folk pottery

Korean folk pottery today is still essentially utili-
tarian. Kilns are found in isolated areas throughout
the country producing wares whose basic patterns
date back many centuries. This domestic ware is in
the characteristic brown shiny glaze with only
shades of differences in colouring from one kiln
to another. This slip glaze, made from clays similar
to those found round the Wellington area is high in
iron content and is prepared in a large hole dug
into the ground. Decoration, particularly on the larger
pots, is usually a simple flourish done with the
thumbs on the wet glaze or a broad bold curve done
with a wooden paddle.

The Korean diet has over the centuries influenced
both the domestic and ceremonial wares produced.
Enormous storage jars of “kimchi’’ pots are to be
seen everywhere—on the roofs of the cramped city
dwellings, in the carefully swept yards of the
country thatched cottage and even on the verandah
of the more prosperous businessman’s home. It
is in these pots, produced in a great variety of sizes,
that vast quantities of the pickled fermented spiced
cabbage (kimchi) is prepared and stored. In winter
these jars provide natural refrigeration either through
exposure to the biting winds from Mongolia as they
cut across the Korean Peninsula or by their being
buried just before winter freezes the ground.

Today's modern country kiln area shows little
sign of advanced techniques. Laid out in an incon-
spicuous manner it is most easily identified by the
climbing kiln. This is usually a dilapidated looking
structure with either a thatched roof or a rusty
scrap iron shelted over the kiln tube that slants up
the slope of the ground. These kilns are wood fired
which is interesting in itself in a country that is so
critically short of natural wood and lacks any form
of gadegtry that we might associate with such a
technical operation.

The success of a firing rests on the skill and
experience of the potter who has learnt his art from

Wine ewer, Koryo Dynasty.
Celadon, with iron brushed
decoration.

Opposite page:

Left:

Vase, Yi Dynasty. Underglaze blue
porcelain.

Right:

Vase, Koryo Dynasty. Celadon.

a long line of ancestors. Close by the kiln there are
some low thatched huts. All is quiet inside except
for the sound of damp slapping of clay. As one
peers into the interior gloom you will see the potters
at work on their simple kick wheels recessed into
a hole in the ground. The surroundings are made
more ethereal by the dim natural lighting. A
strategically positioned low slit in the otherwise
windowless wall directs a slant of outside light
precisely on the potters work area. The setting is
peaceful and quiet and the atmosphere relaxing and
cool. Here the kimchi wares of Korea are created
—Ilarge pots, many varieties of bowls, platters and
bottles. The firing takes 3 days and immediately
afterwards the pots will be wrapped loosely in rice

straw, piled perilously high on ox carts, or wartime
trucks and transported to the city and village
markets.

Perhaps more than any other nation, the Korean
potters’ ware reflects the history of this much
buffered nation. The early three kingdoms period
saw the Silla and Paekche wares with their beautiful
bowls and stands. The Auckland collection illustrates
the transition through the later Koryo period when
the mongols invaded from the North. From its peak
of excellence in the 12th century one can see the
influence of this race—the arabesques, the heavier
handling of design, and the decline in kiln perform-
ance that produced more mediocre wares. Without
the control of earlier times, however, perhaps the



potter was able to branch out into differing forms of
expression.

Using their own imagination they produced more
folk wares which have a fascination of their own. In
recent times the devastation of the Korean war
followed cn from a lengthy period of annexation by
Japan. The finest craftsmen were sent to Japan
and formed a basis for the ceramic industry of that
country. The prevalence today of the surnames of
Kim, Park and Lees in the Imari, Kagoshima and
Karatsu areas is evidence of this. The Yi period is
represented by a wide range of original wares but
perhaps sadly, today’s kilns apart from the produc-
tion of the utilitarian domestic ware, are almost
exclusively producing reproductions of the past
masterpieces. It is to be hoped that the small
nucleus of craftsmen seeking a fresh outlook for
their creative ability will, in the future (as with their
forefathers) leave an indelible mark on the ceramic
history of Korea. ]

Peter Rule talks to Trevor Bayliss at the Auckland
Museum.
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Potters welcome in new

Wellington craft market

In the heart of the city is a new venture in an old setting.

The Wellington Settlement will be an environment for
people. It is a village complex consisting of a craft market,
coffee house, music centre, exhibition gallery, fashion
boutiques, bookshop and other kiosks. For the facilities it
provides for pottery it could be a real asset to beginner
potters.

The pottery market and workshop is in the rear of the
building. It extends into a garden where the kiln is. Seats
and tables are providad so people can drink coffee as they
watch the kiln being loaded and unloaded.

The kiln will be a small gas-fired down-draught single
chamber, about 20 cubic feet, with four natural draught
burners. Potters can have their pots bisque or glost fired
here, There will also be wheels for hire by the hour. Every-
thing necessary will be supplied. The whole pottery process
will be done in the workshop area and people can wander
through and watch.

The Settlement resident potter is lan McClymont who for
the last seven years has been teaching pottery at Wellington
High School. He has been a member of the New Zealand
Society of Potters since its inception. All potters and
intending potters are welcome.

The complex is situated in and around two old Willis
Street buildings and adjoining open space, at present used
for car parking. At the back there is more undeveloped
land with a northern aspect and sun. Old red brick buildings
are all around. And a few trees. Part of the car park is
garden court with outdoor seating in summer. A small
cottage kitchen serves indoor and outdoor coffee areas.

A central glass roofed winter garden linking the front
and rear buildings has a raised deck with more seating. It

can also be used by performing musicians.

The exhibition gallery is for displays, films, recitals and
poetry readings. It may be used as a music workshop and
will be available for lectures and special functions.

Some part of The Settlement will be open at all times.

The craft market has been planned to become part of The
Settlement which will be used by Wellington craftsmen of
different skills in much the same way that Auckand’'s
Browns Mill is used—for working and displaying as well as
selling.

The people mainly responsible for creating The Wellington
Settlement are Val Svendsen and Harry Seresin.

Mrs Svendsen, one of New Zealand’s outstanding fashion
designers, came to Wellington from Christchurch in 1966.
Since then she has designed costumes for The New Zealand
Opera Company, New Zealand Ballet Company, the N.Z.
Maori Theatre World Tour Company and Downstage Theatre.
Last year Mrs. Svendsen opened her own fashion boutique
in Wellington. ‘Memsahib’ has been described by overseas
visitors as good as anything that can be seen in London or
New York. Anocther ‘Memsahib’ will be found behind The
Settlement’s early colonial facade.

Harry Seresin has lived in Wellington most of his life. One
of the founders of Downstage and, until recently, the
theatre's executive director, his earlier ventures include
the original Stockton's in Woodward Street and The Coffee
Gallery in Lambton Quay.

The Wellington Settlement was designed by Christchurch

architect Peter Beaven.
Harry Seresin
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Roll on Revolution

by Paul Melser

Pottery in New Zealand is in a bad way. The Pottery
Movement has ground to a halt. Our potters have
grown old, tired, entrenched and conservative.

There is little original experimentation on which
to base continued development and bad habits are
being passed on. So called standards have been
established which are inflexibly based on imported
bourgeois and industrial values and the drive to
establish a new and unique tradition has been
thwarted by conformism and arrogance.

Potters, pottery organisations, exhibitions and
pots all reflect this stagnation and need to be
roused and revitalised if they are to survive.

Energetic pioneers

The beginnings of the craft movement in New
Zealand gave rise to optimism for the future.
Potters had access to an enormous variety of
materials, fuels and techniques. Because they were
starting from scratch they could do exactly what
they wanted. The potters themselves came from
widely differing backgrounds.

A completely new technology had to be dev-
eloped to suit our country and conditions. We
started fresh without the usual encumbrances of
an established hierarchy or industry. Each potter
had to discover all the factors involved. He wasn’t
simply taught a few of them.

A movement is alive only when it is vigorously
changing and developing—when there is wide
experiment and exploration of new ideas and
materials. Initially experiment in pottery in New
Zealand was widely based and enthusiastic.
Intending potters, often the ‘'masters’ of the future,
didn’t even know the gquestions—Ilet along the
answers they were seeking. There was some
revolutionary potential in this first chaotic phase.

It was at this stage that New Zealand potters did
earn some distinction. They learned together
quickly. They shared ideas and information freely
which made possible the very rapid advance that
pottery in this country experienced. The public too,
had no established values since hand-made pottery
was quite new to them. Potters and their organisa-
tions were in a position to educate public aware-
ness.

Adherents to the pottery cult, as it almost was
in those early days, developed many ways to share

their experiences. Probably chief among these, the
most grandiose anyway, was the annual exhibition
of the New Zealand Society of Potters. For a long
time these exhibitions stood like milestones. They
were the sum total of the pottery achievements of
that year—to be ceremoniously surpassed in the
next. Each new achievement would be endlessly
applauded and each new contributor ‘confirmed’
with evangelical zeal.

Technical skill becomes the goal

Having one's pots, accepted for exhibition, thus
gaining the publicity and tumultous praise at the
opening, became an essential prerequisite for
professional success. Since the pots had to be
approved by a selection panel, and since there were
often too many pots submitted for exhibition, there
was a tendency for pots to be made for approval
—if not by the judges, then at least by one's
cohorts,

The easiest way to win this approval was through
a display of technical expertise. Since there was a
scarcity of this around, the consciousness of the
material or process as important in themselves
lapsed. (Possibly the material would manifest
itself too often in a way that obviously conflicted
with the intention). Vague ideas like honesty
towards the material or process were at any rate
far too hard to evaluate to make them a safe bet for
public or a judge’s scrutiny. There were
progressively more and more attempts at brutalising
materials into submission. The intention became
paramount and the technical feats which allowed
these intentions to be revealed were worshipped and
pursued. Free exploratory experiment was
abandoned in favour of controlled conditions.

Since these exhibitions as well as being oppor-
tunities for a comparison of work, were also serious
and successful publicity manoeuvres, they had a
substantial effect on public taste. The public had no
dampening effect on the preoccupation with exper-
tise, since like the potters, it had no means by
which to judge any other element. Expertise became
the basis of comparison.

Now after 15 years of education, public taste is
no longer just ignorant. It is bigoted. The public
obviously has a big effect on the pots made in New
Zealand. Though earlier on it couldn't be said to



be responsible for its effect on pot makers and their
work, it now holds back any possibility of develop-
ment and change. The potters were, and still are,
responsible for the bigotry of public taste.

Liking pots for the wrong reasons

We don’t have a significant group of people
in this country who know pottery. Though we are,
as a nation, purportedly interested in pottery, our
interest is more as a form of social currency
than in understanding. There is little interest in
individuai pots and therefore little understanding
of what the individuality of a single pot means. The
sorts of pots that sell best are certainly not the
most absorbing or stimulating ones. They are more
likely to be those adhering most closely to the
established stereotype. In spite of the lack of
differentiation, in intent at least, between well-
designed industrial pottery and that produced by
ourl'ir\wdividual' craftsmen, hand-made pots
command a higher price because they are to some
extent exclusive. _

New Zealand p/c;ts have the pretensions of ‘art
objects” with an accompanying uncertainty about
their purpose or intent. Craft pottery seems to be
bought mostly as gifts for others (even the Gov-
ernment finds it a reliably uncontroversial way to
make gifts overseas). Pottery is always a safe buy,
almost always guaranteed to satisfy any status-
seeking recipient, regardless of its quality. Pottery is
at the centre of New Zealand's gift industry and
most pots are made for this market. The pot is
signed, preferably with a well-known mark. It is
unblemished, predictable and uncontroversial.
People still buy sets of pots. They demand that
these sets be made up of identical pieces. The pots
must have no defect, whether or not it has any bear-
ing on the function or the beauty of the pot. The pot
must be decorated—quite essential to conform to
the pretentions of both the buyer and maker. Few
buyers buy for themselves. Few buyers look at and
feel the pot closely. Their purchase is dictated most
of all by their rigid idea of what a pot should be.

While pottery is bought and valued mainly for
status improving reasons by a conservative and
insensitive clientele, and potters are prepared to
keep supplying the sort of pot demanded of them,
the pottery movement must subside. It has become
corrupted by its own acceptability and is prevented
from taking its own direction. It must eventually
die.

When craft pottery was first made in this country
it was relatively free of extraneous influences.
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As it has become more fashionable and popular its
drive has been thwarted by the complacence

and arrogance of its makers. Its direction has been
dictated by buyer’s overseas standards and the
disciplines of industry. Most New Zealand pottery
is made by individuals working separately in widely
differing locations and having access to greatly
differing materials. (Its worth remembering this
when looking into the craft shop.) Yet the work

of this divergent group is tedious, conformist and
affected. Professional’s pots adhere to a pattern,
become more and more sophisticated and remote
from their origins. The pots have an affinity with
industrial ware. Both are mass-produced, standard-

ised in shape, colour and techniques of manufacture.

Both are equally divorced from their materials. Both
are dominated by imported standards and lack
uniquely New Zealand characteristics.

Keeping to the pattern

As more potters become adept enough to pot
professionally, the object of any experiment
becomes more and more restricted. It was directed
towards consolidating techniques in order to
control the end. The effect of this trend is now
obvious. The work of our potters has a uniformity
and sameness about it and there is no evidence of
individual or collective development. These potters
have endlessly exploited a limited range of
experiment which is common to them all so their
pots only change in one direction. Even this change
is slow and cautious since they have everything to
lose by wild forays into the unknown. The old

idea of our potters as adventurers and pioneers can
be forgotten. Dynamic searching and discovery is
no longer valued.

Most of the responsibility for the stagnation in
quality of both the work and the buyer lies with
our group of ‘master potters’. The elevated position
of these ‘'masters’ has been earned not so much by
the quality of their work, as by their length of
service. They were our first proficient potters and
as such they formed and conditioned public taste.
Though perhaps initially some compromise in their
ideals to assist the earning of a living may have
been necessary, their present financial and social
security inakes it unnecessary now.

Our ‘'master’ potters accepted without question a
wide range of values that do not necessarily have
any validity in this country, then imposed these on
the public and the second generation of potters by
setting standards. Most of these standards
are conservative and restrictive; they tend to lead to

conformity rather than to diversity. These standards
are unnecessary and an encumbrance. The

‘masters’ accepted practices of craft industries,
though they were working as individuals. They
mass-produced and standardised particular designed
shapes and put a lot of energy into making large
batches of identical pots. This was a direct
transference of the Leach idea and points to the
tremendous impact of his ""A Potter’s Book."

They failed to place the Leach pottery in the context
of its time and its competition with an established
and powerful pottery industry in Britain.

Similarly Japanese pottery was badly assimiliated.
Some potters through direct experience, others
through reading, tried to absorb and become part of
another culture. It is healthier to learn about the
nature of stoneware by firing a pot till it melts, than
by accepting standards of beauty and form from a
place as far distant as Japan. Perhaps we may be led
to a similar conclusion (by our bubbly and warped
pot), but we must get there by our own efforts.

Our 'masters’ took their approach to materials
mare directly from industry itself. Clays particularly
are standardised. They are often even bought
directly from an individual manufacturer and
they seldom vary from potter to potter or pot to
pot for years on end. Industries need guaranteed
access to vast reserves of specific materials
because of the difficulty and expense of stabilising
new ones. Individual potters need not have these
problems. They can utilise small pockets of clays
with minimal changes. By constantly varying their
materials potters can avoid the pitfalls of boring
repetition. Furthermore if the materials have funda-
mental variations it is a source of inspiration to use
them to best effect. At present, however, our
‘masters’ have a tendency to make them conform to
a single ideal. A naturally groggy clay will be either
bashed or ball-milled into submission. A fine
deposit will have artificial iron grots or grogs added.
As well as these more obvious attempts at
dominating the materials there are other more subtle
ones. Some clays will belly easily on the wheel.
Others easy to throw as tall and light cylinders,
will split when they are bellied. Some clays will warp
readily on fusion. Others will remain stable. In
making clays our potters usually manufacture one
which will do everything. Their pots become so
easy to make they lose any awareness of making
them. They become so predictable in the kiln the
potters lose the awareness of the heat from which
they are born. These pots are unaware pots. Almost
all clays used in this country have an overpowering-
ly synthetic feel. They hold no surprises or interest.
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Perhaps because of the early race for expertise
or because of the complete acceptance of the
standards of a highly developed tradition (Japan's)
our potters became preoccupied early on with the
finished pot. It has classical proportions and a
cliched sureness. It is tight, formal, neat and clean.
The making process leaves no mark on the finished
result. A pot must never show the blood and guts
of its birth, no cracks, no warps, no discolouration.
The glaze will not run (or even shine). The pot
must be seen to be professionally made. The
bourgeoisie put covers over their rolls of lavatory
paper. Similarly a potter masks with platitudes
whatever majesty may be left of his combination
of clay and fire. His result has to be intended and
foreseen. He makes sure nothing disturbs the
uninterrupted banality of his creation. His hands and
his mind work mechanically. His tools comply
meekly with his intention.

Factory-made pots are characterised by general
uniformity. They show no individual quirks of either
maker or material. The processes are directed
towards increasing control with the aim of complete
standardisation. The individuality of a piece can only
develop through the failure of that control. When-
ever a potter seeks to standardise and control to
the extent that these quirks are eliminated, tedious,
synthetic, work follows. Often the individuality of
the craftsman’s pots can only be established on
academic grounds. It is often not clearly obvious,
even under close examination. When a potter starts
limiting himself and his pots in the way that
industries are forced to he loses all he had. He
becomes simply a one-man industry producing
expensive expendable consumer goods without
value. He ceases to contribute anything. The
only judgement that needs to be made about pots
is whether they show energy and vital innovation.
A craft potter who becomes entrenched is worth-
less. The work of a fascinated incompetent is of
more value than that of a bored though adept
professional.

Exhibitions not exciting

Our current exhibitions and pottery institutions
probably best show the lack of development and
change in the pottery scene. When the Society
of Potters was formed it had a definite social and
administrative function. Its annual exhibition was a
significant event in the early days, even if later
it had negative effects. It served to co-ordinate
and distribute information and new discoveries
to some extent. It was also largely run and suppor-
ted by the potters themselves. Now it has been
virtually deserted by most the more serious of our



professionals; it represents amateurs and is run by
administrators. |t has been degraded to the point
where it suggests it should continue to function
merely because of its reputation (New Zealand
Potter Vol. 14/1). New Zealand Potters Guild,
supposedly made up of pure professionals, isin a
similar predicament. Apart from the object of
protecting and furthering their own interests as an
elite( that may become vital for their survival if
they get any more complacent), the group shows
its lack of real purpose in its exhibitions. The recent
guild showing in Wellington had no new elements
—the congratulations were still rife, though perhaps
less sincerely accorded. The pots showed the same
tedious preoccupations. Still no original work. Still
no fire. No guts. No enthusiasm. Even debate and
discussion was lacking. The potters of the radical
organisations merely rejoiced in their collective
radiance and confirmed all the prejudices of
themselves and their public.

But it is not just the exhibitions of the
organisations that are tedious, The old enthusiasm
is no longer present in one-man shows either. We
have the familiar faces of the faithful saying familiar
things, but there is no longer a justification for
enthusiasm. The pots are not exciting. The potters
are not excited. They have tied themselves up and
become so bored by their lack of activity they
can’'t untie themselves.

Having limited the range of expression open to
them as makers of domestic ware, many potters
have sought to escape into a realm of art unres-
rained by practicalities—sculpture. In ceramic
sculpture ideas are given free reign. The qualities
of the material are either completely subverted in
pursuit of the idea, or the material (perhaps one
characteristic of it), becomes the idea itself. In the
second case the work is usually so overstated it
becomes unnatural and absurd—a parody of itself.
Clays are often so stuffed with grog. they become
more like stone. Particular glaze colours or effects
are transferred onto all sorts of unlikely or sterile
forms. Clays may be textured synthetically in the

same way and endlessly imposed on forms designed
purely as vehicles for them. Too frequently the ideas
and the materials are at loggerheads or the material
and process become subservient so the work lacks
substance.

Being a sculptor carries more prestige than being
a mere craftsman potter and maybe this is why the
ceramic sculpture trend has developed. Sculpture
possibly is the only way open for new discovery,
potters having lost the capacity to discover through
pots. The experiment necessary for making sculp- |
ture demands the same freedom of thought and '
openness of mind as for domestic ware. In our
ceramic sculpture we can see all the characteristics
of our most pretentious pottery magnified. Sculpture
is not an escape. It is a trap.

Perhaps either the ‘masters’ (through a supreme
effort of will) will manage to untie themselves, or
younger potters will discover free experiment. At .
present it looks as though neither will happen. The
‘masters’ are becoming more sure of themselves as
their age and their mana increases. The younger
potters are being welcomed into schools or
apprenticeships which will deprive them of the only
real assets they have—curiosity and ingenuity.
These will be replaced with a dependence on
pre-digested knowledge passed out by "teachers’.
With knowledge, like food the end product of
digestion is valueless and must be discarded. It is
thz digesting that is the learning. If a formal pottery
school is established or if a greater proportion of
new potters take up apprenticeships as their basic
source of knowledge (they may get some benefit
from a month or two with a ‘'master’ in learning
what not to do), then we will have lost all we
initially gained. We will have acquired the
characteristics of an established tradition without

any of its substance. We've got many more years

of casting about aimlessly before we can call
ourselves established. If a movement is to be
restarted, most of what has already been done
will have to be abandoned and cleared away. We
will have to go back almost to the beginning and
start again.

Roll on revolution. Comments welcomed by those having contrary or supporting views to Paul Melser’s,

MARKETING

There are three main channels for selling pottery.
Through retail shops, direct to the customer (either
at the workshop or by mail order) and through
exhibitions. All have their advantages and disadvan-
tages.

To take the most common one first, through
shops. This is relatively easy on the paperwork,
and also on the packing front. The disadvantages
seem to be twofold. First the obvious one that the
potter only receives a percentage of the value of the
article. Most shops add 60% to the wholesale
price. This is the equivalent of taking 37.5% off
the retail price. (Taking a 331% commission is the
equivalent of a 50% mark up on the wholesale
price.) The other disadvantage is the lack of direct
personal contact with the customer.

Direct sales to consumers is the system we use
at Crewenna, where we have a showroom open for
six months of the year, and orders from this, and
preparing for the next season, keep us busy for the
other six months. The direct contact with customers
is an advantage to both parties. It becomes possible
to fulfill special requests, a thing it is difficult to do
if a third party has to act as an intermediary. Also
it is good for the potter to hear the reactions of
people; one can learn this way. The most obvious
advantage is of course that there is no commission
to be paid, though this is partly offset by other
expenses. These are the time involved in serving,
or, if the showroom is closed and we are working
on orders, the extra time needed for increased office
work and packing. At Crewenna we send out over
five hundred parcels a year. Our breakages are
about one pot a year, i.e. less than .01% as each
parcel contains several pots. We pack in cartons,
obtained free from local shops, and we use our own
hay for inland parcels and wood-wool for overseas
ones. The wood-wool is also a product which is
being thrown away by local traders. The little extra
trouble involved in collecting this in small amounts
is easily offset by the satisfaction of being able to
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Harry and May Davis of Crewenna are hoping to be able
to go to Peru to start a village pottery in the Andes. It is
not yet certain that this will be possible. If it does eventuate
—the next issue of the Potter will carry an article about
the project—the why and the how of it. It is expected that
Crewenna will close down for a few years—how many
years will depend on how long it takes to get the Andean
propect to the point where it can be handed over to the
Peruvians themselves.

by May Davis

use something which would otherwise have been
wasted.

The whole art of safe packing is (a) to have a
large enough container, there should be a clear 1"
all round the contents in a small parcel and 2" in
a large one, and (b) to wrap each article separately
in packing material, and then to ram the packing
material between the articles and the sides of the
container till it is absolutely impossible to get any
more in. When tied up the parcel should be as tight
as a football. Done this way the strength of the
outer container is of no importance, and we send
even larger pots in cartons this way, and we do
not use the Fragile Rate either.

One trouble we often run into at Crewenna, with
the direct sales system, is the unscrupulous shop
owner who pretends to be buying for him or her-
self. There seems to be no legal redress, though
we lose when this happens, for (a) our showroom
is depleted (we are often sold out as it is) so that
our regular customers have to be disappointed,
and we lose goodwill and trade, (b) the pots are
then sold at a higher price elsewhere, a price which
we could perfectly well charge ourselves, were it
not our wish to try and keep our prices as low as
possible. Thus we get neither the satisfaction of
putting a reasonably priced pot on the market, nor
the financial reward of selling at a higher price.
One can only publicise the warning to others, that
any shop selling Crewenna Pottery has an owner
who puts profit before honesty.

The third avenue for sales, exhibitions, has only
limited usefulness. Its chief value, particularly in the
case of joint exhibitions, lies not in a sales outlet
so much as in its advertisement value. Indeed this
very fact, that it is largely advertisement is a
measure of its inadequacy as a sales outlet, be-
cause one does not advertise a thing unless one
has something new to say or show. So that the
standard lines of a pottery are not acceptable to
exhibiting organizations, who need novelty to attract
their public, or at least if not novelty then certainly
something other than standard domestic lines. [ ]



Out of a different
tradition

Lawrence Verdcourt potters

“Potting in New Zealand has been a great contrast
to the art school scene we left in England,”” say John
and Ann Lawrence. “There the clay came in plastic
bags and technicians were on call if the kilns did not
go at a touch of a switch.”

In New Zealand they have developed their own
clay bodies, and they fire with oil. They feel that
their work has matured accordingly.

John says the experience he gained by working
on the continent in factories and studios was broad-
ening for the character, but “’| needed the isolation
of a New Zealand rural workshop to really develop
a style.”
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Getting experience

John left the overcrowded London art world in
1952 for an apprenticeship with Harry and Thelma
Clark in Portsmouth. “I thought pottery was all
decorating until then. | had never savoured physical
labour, but found myself hard at it learning to throw
at night and scrubbing seaside deck chairs for the
corporation by day.”

When he could throw a little he earned 12 cents
an hour making egg-cups and one cent a piece for
salts and peppers. He thought he was a real produc-
tion man. It was so cold in the winter that he wore
his dufflecoat for throwing except when the big
kiln was going. When a burner became clogged
he was the right shape to crawl underneath and was
glad of the chance for a warm-up. "l would spend
the day practising on 5 Ib vases, and return in the
evening to find my efforts halved with wire and one
marked as being suitable to keep.”

He worked in other English potteries—choosing
each one for a particular experience. In one place in
London he packed electric kilns with raw glazed
earthenware. They used cigarette paper to feel if
the pots were touching. There were five five-cubic-
foot kilns and they were packed and fired every 24
hours.

At another bigger pottery in Guildford he decora-
ted hand-thrown earthenware. The round, oil-fired
kiln was some 15 feet in diameter and all the ware
was packed in saggers.” When we had urgent
orders to get out, we would go into the kiln with
wet towels around our heads. The loft of the pottery
was full of pots made by preceding potters and we
were always finding little gems by famous potters
including Michael Cardew.”

Then he went to France where he did the same
sort of thing but had to register as an agricultural
worker to get his work permit. France presumably
had its full quota of potters.

“In France | saw some of the greatest technical
throwing in my experience. There is an unbroken
tradition of hand-throwing in the country potteries.
The potters at Accolay work at power wheels; no
water; no troughs; just a towel across their knees.
| saw one potter here make five dozen vases, all
identical. The boss came and said they were the
wrong shape, and with suitable adjectives the potter
re-centred them and altered them in an hour or so.”

He also worked in France with a potter called
Monsieur Geoff whose main interest was ceramic
modelling.

After two years in France he went to art school in
Britain to get a teaching qualification. He says this
turned out to be a backward step.

Michael Cassin’s courses at Harrow School of
Art hadn't started then so he took the National
Diploma of Design in industrial pottery which he
thought would stand him in good stead for setting
up his own pottery later. One aspect of the National
Diploma Course was making copies of historic
originals correct to size.

Domestic ware by John Lawrence

When he finished his course he opened a new
pottery department at Luton College of Technology.
This was when he married Ann Verdcourt, bought a
13th century cottage, started the Lawrence Verd-
court Pottery, worked for three months in Finland
and started their family in that order.



















































