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Brief Explanation / Outline of Project    

 

 
The main focus of my work will be to develop functional tableware inspired by the layers 
of history present in our everyday environment. These will be made in a style sympathetic 
to the Japanese aesthetic philosophy of wabi sabi.  I hope to create a cohesive dining set, 
whilst at the same time making each of the pieces individually distinct and different.  I 
would like to achieve this by hand building using slabs, coiling and pinching techniques.   
These will be simple, unpretentious forms, enhanced by a muted palette of slips and 
glazes, designed to instil a real connection with the maker. 
 
  

Context / Rationale  

 

 
I spend a good part of each day walking my dogs around Lancaster where I live.  It is a 
city steeped in history, with evidence of human occupation going back to the iron age.  
The Romans settled here and, in its heyday, it was a thriving port suppling the rest of the 
world with natural resources from the local area and receiving sugar, tea and cotton in 
return. All around me as I walk, I notice signs of these past histories.  Usually, they are 
not from these grander times but from more recent pasts. Layers of different coloured 
paint can be found on weather worn doors and neglected buildings, revealing a time when 
it was once cared for, the hand of a forgotten workman or owner, proud of their 
workmanship. The years pass, and the world moves on, but the faded beauty that 
remains, as the colours mellow, as metal rusts and wood wears smooth and soft, I find 
inspiring.  My love of these things is very much akin to the Japanese aesthetic philosophy 
of wabi sabi, which I have come to learn much about.   It reminds us that everything is 
impermanent, nothing is perfect.  It celebrates the simple, the natural and connects us 
with the past.  I feel that all these notions are especially relevant in this fast-paced age of 
mass production and throwaway consumerism.  To counteract that, I want to make pots 
that people want to use and whilst using them be conscious of their ‘handmadeness’; to 
feel a connection with their origin.  Though these vessels will clearly be newly made I 
want them to be inspired by these layers of history and have a depth of character from the 
outset, hopefully one that will be built on as they are used and loved.  
 

Eating is a fundamental human requirement and for millennia there have been rituals 

associated with the act of gathering to eat together.   As life has become inherently busier 

with more choices, distractions just a click away and an ever-increasing demand to 



‘achieve’, these rituals are beginning to be neglected.  It’s all too common now for people 

to grab some quick and easy ready-meal from the supermarket and for family meal times 

to be fractured, as each member heads out to a different activity.  The slow food 

movement aims to counteract this by opening people’s eyes to the benefits of thoughtfully 

prepared, home-cooked meals. These should be eaten around a table, set with the same 

care as that taken in the preparation of the food.  Eating should be a sensual experience, 

triggering memories and emotions via scent and taste, and I feel that the plates and bowls 

that the food is served on or in, should contribute to that.  The Japanese tea ceremony, as 

it developed, became less about the drinking of tea and more about meditation and taking 

time to be in the moment.  The cups used in the tea ceremony became simpler and 

humbler in order to promote this.  Increasingly chefs around the world are embracing this 

slow food ideal and serve their food on plates and platters, that also enhance the dishes 

they have created.  I would like this careful choosing of tableware to become just as 

important for people enjoying every-day meals at home. I hope that by refencing layers of 

history in my pots, it will trigger an unconscious reflection in people, as they are used, on 

all that was needed to bring that meal to fruition.  The elements that nurtured the 

vegetables in the first place, the hand of the grower tending them and the care taken 

preparing the dish, among just a few.  

 

I am aiming then, to produce functional tableware that is simply made.  Detail will be in the 

texture of the clay and in the layered surface decoration, which should reflect, as 

Jun’ichiro Tanizaki writes in his essay ‘In Praise of Shadows’, ‘...the marks of grime, soot, 

and weather [...] and the colours and the sheen that call to mind the past that made them’.  

 

 

Key Areas of Research  

 

 
Work on hand building techniques to best make dinner plates, side plates, drinking 
vessels, bowls, serving platters, jugs etc.   
Experiment with different clay bodies to see which best lend themselves to these 
techniques and produce my desired surface texture/colour.  
Experiment with additions to clay bodies with materials sourced locally and from other 

places.  

To build up a knowledge of glazes, slips, engobes, oxides and stains which will enable me 
to make my own unique recipes reflecting a wabi-sabiesque palette.  

Experiment with mixing natural glazes from locally sourced materials.  

Collecting of source materials that can then be cast in plaster, to help give texture to 

pieces and a direct connection to those found objects.  

Experiment with both oxidation and reduction firings and explore the possibility of other 
firing techniques that are suitable for functional vessels.   
Investigate glaze constituents to ensure all raw materials being used will be suitably food 
safe. 
Study colour based on inspiration from my local environment and the many photographs I 
take whilst walking.  
Explore the trends in restaurants of both the food being created and how it is being 
served. 



Intended Outcomes of Project  

 

  

By the end of my MA I hope to have:  

  

- developed a repertoire of unique glaze, engobe and slip recipes.  I would like these to 
have interesting textures and be variable in terms of surface patina. I am also 
interested in how to combine these two together to best achieve the layers and depth I 
desire. I also hope to look at using some natural resources such as wood ash or 
locally sourced clay to make my own glazes.  

- a good knowledge of oxides and an idea which combinations of different oxides give 

what effects.  

- furthered my knowledge on hand building techniques and altering thrown forms.   

- had experience of many different clay bodies and adding in materials, ideally locally 
sourced,to clay bodies  

- become experienced at firing several different types of kilns and in general be 
competent at managing my own home studio.  

  

Using these skills, I would like to develop a range of functional dinner and service ware, 

inspired by the layers of social history inherent in my everyday environment and the 

Japanese aesthetic philosophy of wabi sabi.  
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