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Part 1:  
Personal Research Studies 
 
 
 
 
 

Elke Sada - Ceramicist based in Leipzig, Germany: telephone 
interview, 6th March 2017. 

 

  
Capriccio series 
 
After my initial contact by e-mail, Elke agreed to a phone interview and we 
spoke for nearly 45 minutes. 
 
Elke worked in the chemical industry in Germany and the US until, in her mid 
30s, she decided to study ceramics at Bath University in the UK. She 
concentrated on surface design as this offered her a way to combine her love for 
painting with ceramics. 
 
Elke’s pots display very painterly surface decorations, which she achieves by 
applying colours via a mono-printing method. She currently works in parallel 
on the three different series: Capriccio, Hallstattpieces and Nests. Each series is 
distinctive in shape but all three are linked by a sense of movement and by the 
use of colours. 
 

                                
Nest series   Hallstattpieces series 
 
Finding a distinctive and recognisable shape for her pots was key, particularly 
to the development of pots in the Capriccio series. The distinct and consistent 
shape determines their identity and links all pots within one series. Thus, 
surface decorations may vary and change without them losing their identifying 
qualities as an Elke Sada piece. This gives Elke the freedom to develop her 
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painterly and printed surface decorations without alienating galleries who 
prefer consistency. 
 
Elke is adamant that each piece is a unique expression of an idea or. They aren’t 
just carriers for different styles of decorations which can be repeated. It is very 
important to her to keep developing creatively and to ensure a free and 
spontaneous approach to her surface decorations Elke does very little detailed 
preparation, because of her intuitive and free approach to her work she also 
doesn’t like to take on commission work. She feels that commissions curb her 
spontaneity. 
 
Elke attributes her commercial break to lucky timing. A few years earlier her 
ceramics probably would have been seen as too gaudy and a few years later her 
colourful ceramics may have not stood out from the crowd. 
 
I was impressed by her sense of self-worth as well as her ceramic work. She 
conveys a definite sense of ceramics being art in their own right. 
 
 
 
 
 

Emma Woodward-Richardson – Retail Support Assistant at the 
CoCA shop in the York Art Gallery in York: interview,  
8th March 2017. 
 

                             

  
 
I spontaneously approached Emma, who was behind the till, and we had an 
informal chat about CoCA’s display and sales of ceramics. She was very 
knowledgeable and this is what I found out: 
 

• CoCA are always looking for new emerging ceramicists. The way to 
apply is through the Curatorspace website with photos of the best 
quality possible. 
 

• A panel of three people –head curator, independent local ceramic artist 
and head of retail – decide who may sell their ceramics through the shop. 
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• The best price point lies between £30 to £80 – however, sometimes an 
artist sells out at £250 a piece. Emma suggested varied price points were 
desirable. The artist dictates their wholesale prices and the gallery adds 
50% after VAT. All ceramics are sale-and-return. 

 
• Depending on sales, an artist’s work gets displayed for between four and 

twelve months. The displays are regularly rearranged so that each 
artist’s work has a chance to seen in different positions within the shop. 

 
• Once an artist has been accepted the shop is interested in their 

development, i.e. they are encouraged not to get totally stuck with one 
style. Artists can even display groups of very different work, which may 
then be shown apart from each other in the shop. 
 

• Because of the size of the shop and their generously spaced displays 
there is a size limit to pots sold. However, they are not averse to selling 
sculptural ceramics. 

 
After speaking to Emma I felt that in future, if I get a decent body of quality 
work together, I might apply for a chance to sell through the CoCA shop. I 
probably would not have considered such a prestigious outlet had she not been 
so encouraging. In reality getting the chance to sell here may be a bit more 
difficult but I don’t have anything to lose by trying. 
 
 
 
 
 

Frances Gill-Smith – Gallery Officer at the Bluecoat Display 
Centre in Liverpool: interview, 14th March 2017.  

                           
 

  
 
Having contacted Frances by phone she was able to see me in the shop and 
answer my questions. I asked similar questions to the ones in the CoCA shop 
and got similar answers. Here are those most relevant to me: 
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• They sell a variety of contemporary crafts with a strong emphasis on 
ceramics. Jewellery and ceramics are their best sellers and an ideal price 
point is £50 but they, too, welcome a range of price points. The lower the 
prices the more the shop depends on volume sales.  
 

• Frances avoided answering my question about how much commission 
they charge by saying it would depend on whether an artist is VAT 
registered or not. 

 
• An initial three month trial display is usual to gauge interest. The 

Bluecoat want the artist to supply 8-10 pieces that make up a cohesively 
linked group.  
 

• The size of the pieces is basically limited by the size of the access door to 
the shop. Realistically there isn’t much space for larger pieces within the 
front end of the gallery and the back part is reserved for their changing 
exhibitions. 

 
• They are quite happy to have sculptural pieces but utilitarian pieces in 

general tend to sell better. 
 

• Astonishingly the traditional pre-Christmas sales have been overtaken 
by the summer sales because of an increased number of tourists and, in 
particular, people stopping off from the cruise ships who have no 
baggage limitations. 

 
• I asked her about whether there was a prejudice against highly surface 

decorated pieces. Her response was that they are quite happy with 
decoration as long as they were considered, well crafted and fit into their 
notion of contemporary. 

 
• Beyond selling the ceramics the staff at the Bluecoat Display centre 

would also be able to feed back on why someone may get a rejection and 
suggest other possible venues.  
 

I think this may be gallery for me to approach in the future, maybe even more 
so than the CoCA. I had the feeling I might be able to get in there more easily or 
at least benefit from their feedback. 
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Jerilyn Virden – Ceramicist based in Vermont, USA: email 
questionnaire: 4th & 21st March 2017. 

 

  
Amber Ablation 
 
Because of time differences and Jerilyn being in the middle of getting ready for 
a show we only communicated by email. Most of my questions were process 
based.  
 
Jerilyn made clear that she had hugely benefitted from working with and 
learning from other ceramicists by working as an assistant before living at the 
Penland School of Crafts in North Carolina for 10 years. This gave her lots of 
opportunities to meet all sorts of different artist.  
 
She received her widest recognition when her work was on the cover of 
Ceramics Monthly in 2010. However, she still seems to be waiting for her big 
commercial break. According to her a career as a potter means to “work really 
hard. It’s not an easy path. But it is amazingly rewarding.” 
 
Asked how she kept herself creatively fresh Jerilyn had some good advice:  
• To step away and hope a change of scenery will give you inspiration. 
• Go into the studio and revisit old ideas and work on them. Often these will 

generate new angles: “I don’t mean every piece is great, but most ideas 
(even bad ones) have one tiny aspect of a good idea hidden somewhere in 
them.” In other words, look at your own past work with fresh eyes and 
critically assess what may have potential for further development.  

 
As an example where mistakes can be turned in to an unforeseen advantage 
Jerilyn sent me an image where she fixed a break with a metal link. Thus, if 
something goes wrong don’t discard it but, if possible, rise to the challenge and 
make it work for you. 
 

 
Splice Combo 
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Saskia Palmer – Artist: Print & Portrait based in Sheffield: 
studio visit, 22nd March 2017. 
 

    
Saskia in her studio       Two of her portraits and one print. 
 
Saskia’s prints in shop 

 
Saskia has been working as a self-employed artist 
since 2007. Through talking to her in her studio 
and seeing her work in a shop I got a personal and 
honest impression about what it means to her to 
be working as an artist who hasn’t made the big 
time (yet). 
 
She started with commission portraits but is 
currently concentrating on print making. Part of 
her income is made by running about 7 to 10 print 
workshops a year. Next to the immediate financial 
rewards this is a way to raise her artistic profile 
and introduce her work to a buying public. 
Generally, a practical engagement with a craft will 
create a deeper understanding and appreciation 
and a willingness to buy craft or art. 
 
Staffing and selling her work through the artist-

run outlet, The Sheffield Makers Shop, in a prime location in the centre of 
Sheffield, gives Saskia some regular monthly income, which covers her studio 
rental. In addition she sells at art and print fairs and pop-up shops which 
account for about 20% of her income. However, she says it is necessary to be 
selective where you show your work as the wrong venue can be both 
detrimental to business and also to your self esteem as an artist. Saskia will try 
out one to two new events a year but only if they come recommended by other 
artists. 
 
According to Saskia, networking is key to being an artist. The more, the better! 
Not only do you meet likeminded people but you can ‘suss out’ the scene and 
learn its unwritten rules and codes of conduct. However, she also warns about 
desperately wanting to hang out with the ‘cool’ people. Starting out, you are 
more likely to find people to collaborate with who aren’t established yet.  
 
Sheffield seemed to me be quite a happening place with lots of opportunities if 
you’re an artist or maker.  
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Part 2:  
Practitioner Lecture Series 
 
 
 
	

Claire Norcross – Lighting Designer, 27th January 2017. 
	

																												 	
Bloom 296         Aperture 
 
An interesting part of Claire’s design story is her crossover from textile and 
surface design to lighting design. She managed to transfer her hands-on design 
developing processes acquired during her textile degree to a different field of 
design altogether. Instead of generating designs on the computer she combines 
sketches and drawings with hands-on paper folding and model-making. 
 
Even though she claims that her early success was due to luck, this is only 
partially true as it was her own initiative to approach the correct people to 
display and sell her first lampshade.  
 
The most important aspects of her talk that stood out to me are: 
 

• Know your context: Where you position yourself and your product will 
determine what value gets attached to it and you as a maker, e.g. 
presenting your work at the local craft fair in a village hall will not invite 
the same recognition as presenting yourself within an industry-
recognised trade fair.  
 

• Know your customers: This is closely linked with the above point. To 
know who your potential customers are is key to your success. With this 
knowledge you can establish price points and find appropriate outlets. 
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• Communicate clearly: When presenting your ideas to potential 
customers, clients, galleries, etc. it is important to have a succinct 
presentation with only a few key images. Avoid any woolliness and do 
not depend on others having the imagination to visualise what you are 
thinking of. 
 

• Know how your design practice fits into your life: It is important to find 
a way to link your design practices to your personal life in order to avoid 
these two areas being in conflict and draining you of creativity and 
energy. 

	
	
	
	

Adam Evans – Expert in Hip Hop culture, 10th February 2017. 
 

  
 
Adam’s presentation seemed not quite to fit the remit 
of an art/craft practitioner. He heavily draws on 
personal experiences in his youth when he was 
involved with the early stages of UK-based Hip Hop 
culture and making both Hip Hop music and Graffiti. 
After studying architecture he has managed to fuse 
his early interest in counter cultures with urban 
design and carve himself an academic career. 

 
I asked him how his intellectual assimilation of these two fields of interest 
influenced his creative output as he still goes on tour performing Hip Hop 
music and is involved in Graffiti projects such the Exe Bridge Project in Exeter. 
He seemed to find only a minimal influence crossing over from his academic 
work into his creative practice, with the exception of “maybe my lyrics”. 
 
The most important message he could give us was to “start with what you 
love” and then “continue with what you know to investigate what you don’t 
know.” Which, in my case would be, start with my love of patterns and 
investigate further into patterns and surface designs. This may take me into 
unknown areas but because I can build on my initial love it should carry me 
through and keep me motivated. 
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Pete Bishop – Animator, 17th February 2017. 
	

          
    Still from: How to Destroy the World ‘Rubbish’ 
 
I was impressed by the sheer volume and scope of the work Pete has done. He 
is obvious a highly creative person, who has many ideas. He started his lecture 
off with a long list of what inspires him and what activities get his creativity 
going. The way he presented this list and the rest of the lecture seem indicative 
of his way of working: a bit anarchic and hugely energetic with loads of 
creative ideas, which are not unduly hampered by an internal censoring 
processes.  
 
However, he does not work alone. According to him animation is a 
collaborative art form which lends itself to working in small groups and as a 
director he functions as a “bus driver”, i.e. steering everybody to an outcome.  
 
It seems that even though he has a good idea of how the product should look 
and sound, he is adaptable to challenging situations and open to last minute 
changes. For example, when he fell out with the musicians who were due to 
create the music for a animation, he just decided to change the sound to 
clapping sequences and other sounds that his team could produce themselves. 
 
It is obvious that he has to maintain a balancing act between commerce and 
creativity. His advertising work supplies him an income, which enables him to 
pursue his more maverick artistic work. However, his advice to “stay hungry” 
and “stay foolish” seems to me good advice. Only in this way can you keep on 
being creative. This means, being prepared to try out new things such as he did 
when crossing over into theatre stage design with his media projections. 
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Halima Cassell – Ceramicist, 10th March 2017. 
	

					 	
Halima working on Bow Wave    Trefoil 
 
This talk by a ceramics graduate from UCLan left me both in awe and inspired: 
awed because of her sheer determination and self-belief which has resulted in a 
huge and diverse body of work of outstanding artistic quality; inspired because 
it shows that her hard work, determination and sense of self-worth has paid off 
both financially and in terms of recognition.  
 
It is possible to be successful with sculptural ceramics that visually engage with 
ornate surface decorations. I think the scale of her work is part of her success as 
it demands attention. 
 
Here are things she said that I will try to take on board for myself: 
 

• Think long term and be prepared to deal with the fact that “you won’t 
make a living for 10 years.” 

• Do as many shows as possible even if there is little initial financial 
return. It is all about getting your work out there and being seen. 
Collectors want to know that you are an artist with staying power. 

• Halima is aware of her art’s worth and will not undersell herself. She 
would rather wait for the right buyer. When calculating the price of a 
piece she will take into account the number of hours spent and the risk 
element also adds to its price. 

• Taking on commissions are a welcome way to challenge herself 
artistically even though they may keep her from being able to spend 
more time in developing her own ideas. One can only wish for being so 
successful that this would present itself as a realistic dilemma. 

• Artistic residencies and research grants have given her the opportunity 
to branch out from clay into other materials and to acquire the skills 
needed. 

• Even as an established artist Halima is not afraid of trying new things 
even if they may show up her ‘deficiencies’, such as failing to throw 
acceptable pots during her residency in Japan, where throwing is an 
essential part of a potter’s skill set. She responded to her wonky pots by 
carving and turning them into beautiful objects in their own right. 

 
Halima impressed me by her unapologetic single-mindedness that now lets her 
run her own studio and support her family. 
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Jane Elizabeth Bennett – Multi disciplinary artist & PhD 

Fellowship at UCLan, 24th March 2017. 
 

                                        
Signandstars 

 
Jane’s presentation, based on her own personal experiences, focused on 
transferrable employability skills for creative practitioners. I found her 
comments on networking particularly helpful: 
 

• Networking is one of the most important tools for growing a career. 
Going to places and events where one can meet people results in making 
relevant connections which can lead to, sometimes unexpected, job 
opportunities. 
 

• When thinking about networking don’t overlook your more immediate 
and personal opportunities such as your peers, tutors and technicians.  
 

• Creating a networked group, i.e. founding an art collective, lead to Jane 
being part of a group of artists who managed to get funding for studio 
spaces and a gallery as they had more clout as a group than individuals.  
 

• Nowadays, networking demands a presence in the digital realm. Thus 
one has to be very aware of maintaining an online presence. Blog and 
document your work and be aware to keep it professional, e.g. make 
sure your images are of a high standard, as this is your digital calling 
card. 
 

• Jane said that she never turned down work as one project leads to 
another especially after she demonstrated that she was prepared to 
commit and follow through on a project. It is part of building a 
reputation. 
 

• However, she advised never to work for free and to carefully evaluate 
any ‘special’ deals in terms of whether the real pay-offs are worth it. 

 
I was impressed be her adaptability and willingness to challenge herself. She 
changed her MA mid way as she recognised that she wasn’t stretched enough 
and was growing bored. She intentionally left her comfort zone in order to 
experience new challenges. Her attitude to her own dyslexia and autism is one 
that sees them as assets to her creativity as they give her a different and unique 
way of seeing and experiencing things. 
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Part 3:  
Research Reflection 
	
	
	
	
 
I didn’t manage to visit as many artists in person as I would have liked as I 
don’t drive, have family commitments and the ceramicists who I am most 
interested in are based far afield. One ceramic artist, who had agreed to see me, 
cancelled last minute. Instead I decided to include some galleries visits to get 
their point of view.  
 
A face-to-face meeting is by far the best way to engage and build up 
relationships with artists and galleries. Phones conversations are limiting and 
email exchanges are even less helpful. A lot of communication is helped by 
non-verbal signals that get lost in a phone or email exchange. As I tend to get 
nervous and prone to losing the thread when encountering people I don’t 
know, I found it essential to be prepared with a list of questions I could refer to, 
if necessary.  
 
From the talks and my research these are the following main points I will take 
away: 
 

• Networking is of absolute crucial importance to becoming a successful 
artist and the benefits are immeasurable. Not only can it lead to an 
exchange of knowledge and creative opportunities but it can prevent a 
sense of isolation. Thus, working in a team, group or a partnership can 
be very fruitful. 
 

• Talking to people makes opportunities seem more real and possible. For 
instance, it lead me to realise that galleries and artists are a partnership 
and galleries rely on the artist, such as me, for the work which they sell 
and make a living from. 
 

• Have a sense of your own worth and don’t undervalue yourself out of a 
false sense of modesty. Thus, don’t work for free. If you agree to 
concessions make sure they are worth your while in the long term. And 
don’t be afraid to ask to be reimbursed for the work you’ve put in. 
However, it is crucial that you are very clear when communicating about 
financial arrangements. 
 

• Be aware of your own image and the way you communicate both in 
person, on paper or digitally. You want to be take seriously which means 
you have to come across as professional. This includes your digital 
profile which, as a visual artist, needs to have high quality photos of 
your work. 
 

• Being a ceramicist is hard work – often not well paid – but can be 
rewarding. To make it work one has to be inventive. Some artists found 
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balancing the commercial side with the creative side difficult but others 
saw it as a positive challenge.  
 

• To be creative means to create i.e. doing it and not waiting for it to be 
done for you. And the more you do in your life, the more back up you 
have to draw inspiration and ideas from. This means that you have to be 
prepared to take risks and to get out of your comfort zone and try things 
you wouldn’t normally do. 

 
 
Initially, the amount of research for this assignment seemed disproportionate to 
the word count. However, gathering the necessary information was both 
informative, challenging and a way to get me out of my cocoon and engage 
more with what is going on in my artistic field of interest. This is what I need to 
continue to do beyond this essay. 
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