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Part 1: Practitioner Lecture Series 

Claire Norcross – Lighting Designer, Friday 2nd February 2018 

       
Eight fifty, 1999                                                                     Banksia, 2011 

Claire gave a very frank and engaging lecture on the development of her 

working practice.  Starting out with a degree in embroidery, it was a 

fascination of how materials reacted to light and how that light affected the 

room’s environment, that propelled her towards her career as a lighting 

designer.  Having gone down the craft fair and gallery shop selling route, a 

chance attendance at a trade fair with the above piece, Eight Fifty, completely 

changed the course of her working practice. Her lamp was noticed by a buyer 

from Habitat and soon after she began working for them as a freelance 

designer.  This shift meant that she was no longer making the lamps and 

shades herself but instead working as part of a team to produce designs that 

could then be manufactured and sold to a much wider audience.  In relation to 

my own work this is interesting and gives pause for me to reflect on the 

context in which my work stands.  As I am predominately wanting to produce 

tableware it would be entirely plausible to market my work at trade fairs and 

follow the design route that Claire took.  However for me, the actual making is 

integral to my work, not only because I love the process, but also because of 

what I’m aiming to produce.  I want my tableware to be recognisably hand 

built and each piece different.  I feel that my ceramics would work better in the 
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context of the craft environment rather than the high street.  Claire’s advice to 

‘know your customers’ is part and parcel of this and something I plan to be 

very conscious of as my ceramics develops.   

It was also refreshing to see how she is continually on the lookout for 

inspiration for her designs.  This fits in with my intention to be not only mindful 

whilst producing my work but also to make this part of my everyday practice.  

There is so much around to inspire us if we just take the time to look. 

 

Martin Jones – Innovation Manager.  2nd March 2018  

Martin is a member of the Knowledge Transfer team at UCLAN but has a 

background in design innovation with a specialisation in human behaviour in 

the retail environment.  We were expecting a talk on marketing and 

promotion, but it was his discussion on design that I found to be most useful.  

He began by posing the question, ‘how do you ensure that what you’re making 

is going to be liked and bought?’ When I started the design research modules I 

did wonder where my ceramics sat within it, as I have often viewed my work as 

more an expression of myself rather than me creating something because it’s 

in fashion and affordable.  Now I am beginning to feel that my MA project will 

put me somewhere in the middle of this art versus design debate.  If I am to 

successfully produce ceramic tableware for the marketplace then, as Martin 

suggests, I should know what aspects of its design are important to my 

potential customers.  During the lecture he asked us all to choose our favourite 

coffee shop and think about what we liked about it.  Most of us gave very basic 

answers and he pointed out that this is not enough.  We need to be able to 

really analyse our experience and pick apart the psychology behind our 

feelings.  Being able to do this about what I’m making will make for better 

design and help to connect me with my potential audience.   Martin also talked 

about how this should feed into you making changes to your work, maybe just 

minute ones, maybe revolutionary, and how this continual checking and tuning 

can stop you from developing an over-familiarity with your subject.  I think this 

is a very useful point and will help to ensure that my work is always continually 

evolving and does not become staid and outdated.   
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Rob Parr – Ceramicist. Thursday 1st February 2018 

Rob gave a very interesting talk and tutorial in the ceramics department at 

UCLAN on his working practice.  He has been long established in the ceramics 

arena, but his work has followed many different trajectories.  With a first 

degree in ceramics he began his working life as a studio potter making 

sculptural forms.  Before long financial necessity led him to become part of the 

production team at Craig Bradgy, a company specialised in the making of large 

scale ceramic wall murals.  From here he went on to work at Darwin Terracotta 

where he honed his skills on mould making and architectural restoration.  

While he found aspects of enjoyment in all these roles, it was a career path he 

had never really intended to take and so, with a view to returning to make his 

own work, he enrolled on the MA Ceramics course at UCLAN.  His initial 

explorations were very different from his previous style of working being much 

more abstract, focussing on the interplay between the interior and exterior of 

vessels. He also became fascinated with manipulating refractory concrete and 

using this in his work.  After much experimentation he felt he’d hit a brick wall 

and paused his studies.  When he returned sometime later he then began to 

revisit the sculptural work that had started him down the ceramics path all 

those years ago and this is where his practice remains today. 

        

And Then They Went Forth, 2016                                   Newcomer, undated 

Rob’s experience was very interesting to me in many ways.  I was very 

impressed with how he was prepared to take such risks artistically and push his 

practice in a hitherto unknown direction.  It is reassuring to know that even 

though his MA journey changed dramatically midway through he never felt 

that his earlier explorations were wasted time.  It has impressed upon me the 
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importance of widening my vision and not being afraid to allow my trials and 

tests in this early stage of my own MA, to lead me down different paths.   

 

It was also very useful to hear what Rob had to say about branding.  Once his 

sculptural direction was established he set about creating a logo which is used 

not only as his makers mark but also on his website, social media sites and 

even his packing crates.   Consistency in details like this leads to a more 

professional appearance and helps towards gaining a credible reception on the 

contemporary craft circuit.  Social media branding is becoming ever more 

important in the world of high-end craft sales and Rob’s advice to spend time 

getting this right is something I will definitely take on board.  

 

Mike Eden – Maker, Friday 2nd March 2018 

In a very cold lecture hall, Mike Eden entertained us with a fascinating talk 

about his diverse making career.  Having started out as a very traditional potter 

working in slipware, he began to develop an interest in abstract space.  The key 

trigger for his change in working practice however, was the development of his 

own website.  When he began work on this several years ago there wasn’t the 

preponderance of ready-made websites as there are today. Developing a 

website meant producing your own code.  It was this coding that awoke 

something in him and eventually led to an exploration of how he could use 

digital coding in CAD software and ultimately 3D printing.  He then embarked 

on an MPhil at London School of Arts and began to make forms that challenged 

perceptions. This was done initially by using mirrorlike surfaces on concave 

shapes and then by taking inspiration from Wedgwood to produce brightly 

coloured, lidded urns.   

 

                                                             From the History Re-Printed exhibition, 2016 
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Mnemoyne, 2011                                                                  The Wedgewoodn’t Garniture, 2017 

While Mike’s work couldn’t be further from the aesthetic I intend to pursue in 

my work, his artistic development was nevertheless inspiring and interesting.  

His shift from clay to plastic was incredibly bold and met with an indifferent 

response from many fellow ceramicists but I was impressed with his 

commitment to his own artistic vision in spite of this.  In my own practice the 

pots I intend to make will be far from perfect and have a certain naivety about 

them.  This may not be an aesthetic that some people will like but it is what I 

am interested in developing currently.  Mike’s lecture highlighted for me how 

important it is to be faithful to your own creative process rather than diluting it 

to avoid criticism.   

 

Jim Thompson – Games Designer, Friday 8th December 2017 

Jim Thompson is a lecturer in Game’s Design at UCLAN.  After finishing his MA 

in Industrial Design at Manchester Metropolitan University, a significant part of 

his time has been spent investigating how play influences design.  This lecture 

was part of our Design Research Module 1 but I have selected it to be included 

in this research study as I remember it quite vividly and feel it is a relevant 

addition to this study.  

Jim began by defining play.  He categorised it as a freedom, distinct from 

ordinary life, from which no profit can be gained.  It is something that is 

undertaken voluntarily, at definite times, with the aim to bring joy in an area 

away from everyday life.  Although it is primarily associated with childhood we 

all ‘play’ almost every day whether it be by pursuing a hobby, doing the 

crossword, participating in a sport or even watching a show.  However as 

adults we tend to be more self-conscious in our play and limit ourselves, 

narrowing our opportunities.  Even in play we tend to stick to what we know 
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and fear trying anything that may result in failure.  True play however can 

remove these constraints and allow us to explore more varied possibilities.  For 

my work this is particularly relevant as I am hoping to make very simplistic, 

humble tableware with spontaneous and uncontrived decoration.  As I work on 

each component of my tableware I now intend to spend a set amount of time 

‘playing’ with different ideas, for example, producing ten quick plates and 

experimenting with different clay bodies and additions.  Making many test 

designs like this will hopefully result in a final design that is unpretentious and 

honest. 
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Part 2: Personal Research Studies 

Karen Howarth – Ceramicist, Thursday 22nd February 2018 

Karen Howarth has been working as a potter since graduating from her MA 

course at the Royal College of Art, London in 1996.  Primarily producing wall 

hangings, she has in recent years also started to make thrown vessels and 

jewellery.  All of these are decorated using a slip mono-printing technique.   

 

Wall plaque detail, Karen Howarth, undated                 Ceramic jewellery, Karen Howarth, undated 

 

                                      Thrown vessels, Karen Howarth, undated 

Karen came into UCLAN to give us a talk on her career and a tutorial on mono 

printing with slip.  Both of these I found incredibly useful and relevant to my 

practice and I spent some time afterwards talking to her in more detail about 

her experience.   Like me, Karen has had to manage her making with that of 

being the primary carer for her family. She believes the key to making this 

work is to be organised and to compartmentalise each stage of the process.  By 

having a studio in her garden, she can more easily find time to nip down there 

for short blocks of time.  This is extremely useful when hand building as being 

on hand to manage the workability of the clay is an essential component to 
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this practice.   Some of the insights Karen shared made me realise that one of 

the keys to being successful as a potter, working from home amid family life, is 

to be very organised, focused and systematic about your work.  I shall certainly 

be trying to follow her example. 

In terms of process, Karen’s use of slip is something I have already begun to 

experiment with.  I was particularly interested in how she prefers to apply slip 

using paper to mono-print on to her surfaces.  We discussed how she prefers 

to ‘remove’ herself from the act of laying down the medium.  I agree that 

brush strokes can often appear contrived and this is something I want to avoid 

in my work.  Allowing the randomness of torn strips of paper and the varying 

degrees of slip application that the printing produces, will hopefully bring a 

freshness and simplicity to my ceramics. 

 

Atinkinson’s Coffee Roasters – The Hall – Monday 16th April 2018 

Atkinson’s Coffee Roasters, located on China Street, have been established in 

Lancaster since 1837.  They own several cafes throughout the Northwest and 

still run the original shop selling coffee beans and tea, which was opened in 

1901 as a front to their roastery.  Both the shop and the café have a very 

defined style that fits well with my design ideas and so I met up with their 

artistic director Maitland Steele to talk to him about it and about the 

tableware they chose to use there. 

          

Atkinson’s coffe shop, Lancaster                  Inside The Hall, Atkinsons, Lancaster 

Maitland told me that the building itself was originally a music hall, but by the 

time the current owners took it on, it had been converted into office spaces for 

the NHS with a suspended ceiling added and a series of partitions erected.  This 

was all removed and what I love about the space now is how its many layers of 

its history are still visible.  It has an industrial look, reflecting what is 
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particularly important to their brand - that the coffee is roasted in house.  This 

is further emphasised by the antique coffee grinders and other associated 

machinery dotted about.  The original vaulted music room ceiling and stripped 

walls, showing the layers of original paint, hint at other pasts, as does the use 

of 1950s style office chairs for seating.  I asked Maitland how the ceramics they 

chose to use, fits with their overall style.  Interestingly it seems that function 

was the overriding factor when picking cups.  They use a simple white cup and 

saucer or mug with their logo on when serving drinks.  Ultimately, they don’t 

want anything to detract from the quality of the coffee that they are serving, 

and it is important that each cup holds the volume designated according to the 

type of coffee being drunk; so a flat white must be served in a cup of 6oz 

volume, a latte 8oz and so on.  Ratio of milk to coffee is very important here 

and variable cup sizes would make this difficult to judge.  This would be an 

important factor for me to consider if I was hoping to sell tableware to such 

coffee shops.  The irregular and loose way I intend to work might be 

compromised here, but it would be interesting to see whether I could still 

achieve the aesthetic I want with such pre-defined volumes.  It will be useful to 

follow up this research by visiting an appropriate restaurant at some point too. 

 

Sarah Jareth – Ceramicist – Monday 16th April 2018 

Sarah Jareth is a ceramicist who produces hand-built tableware from a studio 

at her home.  She agreed to a telephone interview about her work and it 

proved be an extremely encouraging and engaging discussion.  Sarah 

graduated with a BA in Ceramics from UCLAN back in 2007.  Having grown up 

very close to a quarry, her interest and specialisation at that time was in 

materials and in particular, using them innovatively.  She was especially 

interested in using local materials to produce very large, non-functional, highly 

polished pieces.  However, after graduating and assessing her options she 

decided that if she wanted to make a living as a potter she might be more 

successful making tableware and so completely revised her style to achieve 

this. She has gone on to be incredibly successful in this area and I asked her 

how she managed to market herself so fruitfully.  Sarah attributes her success 

to a number of things. She had a lucky break early on when an agent from 

Mitchell and Butler’s, the chef’s academy, noticed her work in a Brighton 

gallery.  This led to introductions to many chefs who were looking for new, 

innovative ways to display their dishes and sales followed.  She also stated how 
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important she felt it was to come up with something unique, that clearly 

identified as hers and this helped her to become one of the forerunners of 

potters, making this new style of hand-built tableware.   

   

Sarah Jareth’s work, Instagram feed 

As I am still very much in the early stages of establishing myself as a potter the 

advice that Sarah gave to work on finding my own niche and developing my 

own distinct calling card is currently at the forefront of my practice.  In these 

days where we are flooded with images of other people’s work from so many 

social media sites, it is difficult not to be influenced by these and whilst 

influence can be useful, allowing my work to become derivative or imitative is 

not.   To avoid this, Sarah recommended making prolifically, limiting time on or 

avoiding social media altogether and to keep focussing on those things around 

me that provide inspiration.  I’ve certainly found that referring back to the 

literature and contextual reviews that I completed in the first semester of my 

MA, has helped with keeping me on track with the latter and I will continue to 

do this as I progress.  Sarah’s enthusiasm for ceramics in general and her 

encouragement to me as a novice potter was extremely motivating. It was 

great to have been able to chat to her. 

 

James Hake – Ceramicist – Monday 23rd April 2018 

James Hake is a studio potter working out of a converted barn right next to his 

house in Over Kellet, near Carnforth.  He very generously gave a good portion 

of his morning to talk to Cath and me about his background and current 

working practice.  After completing his BA in product design at Manchester 

Metropolitan University, he then went on to join the Craft’s Council of Ireland’s 

pottery skills course at Thomastown.  He described this as ‘seriously skills 

driven’, particularly in the first year where they practiced for days, throwing 
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one form repeatedly until they could reproduce it perfectly.  Although he 

found this monotonous at times, he did feel it ultimately led to him finding his 

own unique style and aided his creativity.  James now makes a range of things, 

though his thrown, then squared-off bottles, seem to be a particular trademark 

of his.  He is an avid user of glaze and likes to fire the bottles on their side to 

allow the glazes to run, pool into each other and encourage distinct drip marks.  

There is a definite Japanese influence to his work, albeit very different to the 

style I’m hoping to achieve.  

    

       

Photo’s taken whilst visiting Jame’s Hake’s studio 
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As a full-time potter with a young family to support he has had to be very 

focussed on his marketing and sales strategy and it was interesting to see how 

different that was in comparison to Sarah Jareth’s.  James did do some 

teaching to supplement his income from making in the early days of 

establishing himself as a potter, but increasingly these roles began to dry up 

and instead he now makes most of his income on the ceramic show circuit.   He 

talked of the importance of how you display your work at such events and I 

was reminded of the lecture by Martin Jones and his insights into the 

psychology of the customer. James advised to make some early explorations 

into having a stall at a craft show as he said experience is invaluable here and 

there is much to learn.  Indeed, the overriding message I took away from my 

meeting with him is, how important time and experience are when establishing 

yourself as a studio potter.  He works towards making small improvements 

each time he produces something, with the view that over time these bring 

greater advances.  For example, an overall 5% improvement in quality each 

year for 10 years, will over time, really help to establish your skillset and design 

ideas as a ceramicist. As a novice at anything it’s always good to remind 

ourselves of that and I hope being aware of this will give me more confidence 

whilst pursuing my practice.   
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Part 3: Research Reflection 

This Personal Research Study has been a great means of pulling together all the 

information we have gleaned over the course of our Design Practice modules 

and extracting from it what we deem to be most relevant to our very own 

individual MA journey.  For me it has clarified exactly what I want to achieve 

whilst at UCLAN – to equip myself with the skills to become an independent 

studio potter with my own distinct style and to be able to make an income 

doing this.   

James Hake talked at length to me about how being a studio potter in this day 

and age, means you must also be a competent small business manager.  His 

advice is very much echoed by Claire Norcross’ guidance on having the ability 

to target your correct audience, Karen Howarth’s on the importance of being 

organised, focused and systematic, and Rob Parr’s discussion on branding and 

the use of social media. Interestingly my interview with Maitland Steele at 

Atkinson’s coffee shop highlighted the former.  Here was a business that from 

its appearance I considered to be a target customer, but with a bit more 

investigation, other factors were uncovered that proved this might not 

necessarily be the case.  In making tableware, whilst aesthetics is important, 

function is also very relevant and cannot be ignored.  

In terms of working practice, the importance of finding something that is 

‘uniquely you’ was echoed by many of my sources.  Although Rob Parr’s 

advocation of using social media as a marketing asset is something I intend to 

follow, I will also be taking on board Sarah Jareth’s advice not to spend too 

much time on these platforms looking at other people’s work.  Instead I will try 

to focus on what particularly inspires me, namely the many layers of history 

that surround us as we go about our day to day lives. By doing this and working 

playfully and spontaneously as suggested by Jim Thompson I hope to capture 

that uniqueness along with a fresh, simplicity, in my work.  Reflecting on,, and 

refining each piece made, as both Martin Jones and James Hake recommend 

should hopefully help me become both a competent and confident maker and 

stand me in good stead for a new career as a studio potter. 

I was somewhat sceptical as to how useful this personal research study would 

be when I first read the brief, but in fact I have found it to be of real relevance.  

I enjoyed many of the lectures at the time but even those that seemed less 

beneficial, when revisited and scrutinised, all contained useful points to help 
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me on my way to a successful career in ceramics.  Approaching people from 

outside the course for interviews was something that I initially felt quite 

uncomfortable about but in fact this has been of the most use to me and 

extremely enjoyable.  It is a practise I hope to continue long after the MA has 

finished and really highlighted the strength of learning by example, as opposed 

to from books.  
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