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Emily Elizabeth Proctor’s hand-built ceramics are created in her North London studio. She uses coarse stoneware clays and natural glazes to make simple and imperfect shapes that emphasize rather than hide the handmade nature of the objects. Tool and finger marks are deliberately left behind and glazes applied irregularly to create playful and rustic wares.

After studying 3D Design at art school in Bournemouth, Emily worked in London as a stylist, buyer and creative director for ten years. Her work is almost exclusively made using ancient hand-build methods, in an attempt to slow down and reconnect with the past. The forms are designed to be simple and primitive, allowing the texture and colour of the clays and glazes to speak for themselves.

Emily saved up to leave a conventional career at age thirty-two to embark on a new lifestyle. Focusing not on capitalist markers of success like money and status but pursuing joy and wellbeing through slow-living and craft, which she continues to this day.
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Introduction

‘A good idea is a perfect surprise, something people didn’t know they wanted until they saw it.’ Vivienne Westwood

I picked up my first piece of clay when I was ten, when the art department at my school had a small kiln installed. The art teacher rang my parents one day to rave about this little clay boot I had made, which must have had a big impact, as I can still remember how proud that made me feel. Years later, when I was working at a furniture brand but becoming slightly disillusioned with the industry, I started to look for something more nourishing to dedicate my time to. I decided to take some ceramics classes to find out if I really had any talent, or if that sad little boot was, in fact, the limit of my abilities.

At the furniture company I was working for, we bought our ceramics from huge suppliers that mass-produced homeware in Asia. Just like in the fashion industry, new colours and styles were introduced every season to encourage people to buy more and more disposable homeware pieces. A lot of the ceramics we were importing were made to look hand-crafted but of course were being churned out in their thousands. I was concerned not only about the environmental issues surrounding ‘fast homeware’, but also about just how disposable and meaningless it all felt. Being around this culture of trend-driven, throwaway decor actually propelled me in the opposite direction and fuelled my decision to make my own ceramics: one-off, handmade objects that I hoped would be treasured and loved by their owners.

I’ve always enjoyed making things, but I could never have predicted what a profound impact pottery would have on my life. Ceramics is now my world. I wake up thinking about coffee cups and dream of candlesticks at night. It’s odd that you can have almost zero engagement with something for your entire life and then, within a month of dabbling with it, realize that this was the thing that you were meant to do. Teaching myself pottery wasn’t as straightforward as I thought it would be: I wouldn’t recommend ceramics as a business to anyone who wants to ‘make a quick buck’. That’s really not what it’s about. But if you’re looking for a rewarding hobby or to immerse yourself in the world of clay, I hope this book can start you on your way.

Making pots can be a welcome respite from the fast-moving and relentless nature of many other aspects of our society. We have a newly-evolved capacity for high-speed scrolling and multitasking, but ceramics demands quite the opposite: you have to slow down, concentrate and consider every movement you make. There is a meditative and soothing quality to working with clay, primarily because it’s something that is almost impossible to rush. One of the most valuable and rewarding parts of ceramics is in developing an ability to concentrate and create rather than consume and discard.

My own practice was pivotal in my recovery from serious illness and the anxiety and PTSD that came with that, and I strongly believe that everyone is capable of making beautiful objects and connecting with themselves in the process. Self-expression is a powerful healing tool; no matter how stressful life gets, I know that I can pick up a chunk of clay, start pinching and restore order in my mind. It’s also a great way to fill your house with twenty different iterations of a soap dish…

There seems to be this resounding myth that making studio ceramics is incredibly difficult or inaccessible. Of course, like any medium, lots of elements of it are hard; throwing pots on the wheel, for example, can take years to master, and you could spend a lifetime experimenting with glazing. But experimentation and a lifetime of learning possibilities are actually part of the fun. I want to show you that the basics of pottery are easy. Contrary to popular belief, pottery does not have to be prohibitively exclusive or expensive. For the price of a gym membership, or even through pay-as-you-go classes and courses, anyone can get involved.

Pottery as an art form is as old as civilization itself. If Stone Age people could mash together some mud with their hands and bake it in the sun to make a cup then I’m pretty sure you can too. I often glance at the shelves of freshly fired work in my shared studio space and find myself drawn to those pots made by beginners. I’m yet to see a crudely made little bowl or pot that I didn’t find utterly charming.

As with all art forms, beginners often lack the self-consciousness and technique that experts can become constrained by, and they also bring a new perspective. Masters are incredibly important to any profession, of course, but collaboration, experimentation and a break with the expected or preconceived is what makes art exciting and drives it forward.

I specialize specifically in hand-building, and I’ve developed a style of making that is deliberately primitive and rustic. The focus is not on perfection, but imperfection, which makes it ideal for beginners. The type of glaze and clay I use means that any mistakes you make during building will only enhance the rustic look and charm of your finished pieces – in my opinion, at least. You won’t need a lot of tools or specialist equipment. Most of what you need you probably already have in your kitchen drawers. If you are a perfectionist, I want this book to help you to see that perfection is the enemy of style. I want to liberate you from its restraints and guide you to find beauty in the unusual. And if you already embrace the lure of the flawed, ugly and weird: welcome home, my friend.
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I’m going to teach you how to make exciting and stylish pottery in your own home. However, once dry, most clay will need to be fired in a kiln. There are many studios you can take your pots to where they can be fired for a small charge, or you could do what I did and join a collaborative makers’ studio space. I joined Turning Earth, where I was able to develop my practice among their extensive community of members and experienced technicians.

I can’t overstate how transformative and encouraging being a member at Turning Earth has been to my practice. Without their support I would not have had the space, money or time to get my ceramics business off the ground. Collaborative spaces like Turning Earth help remove the barriers that often confine crafts to being short-lived hobbies or pursuits purely for the rich. It is well worth investigating what exists in your area, as these spaces can make an otherwise expensive or baffling craft seem much more attractive, accessible and affordable.

I have structured the book with the approach that your practice will eventually take you to a makers’ studio set-up to make and fire your pots. As mentioned above, you could also buy clay and paint-on glazes, make the pieces at home and take your pieces to a studio where a technician will fire them for you. I have also included a section on air dry clay so you can follow any of the projects using clay that doesn’t need to be fired. Air dry clay is a great way to give pottery a try at low cost, and to practise your techniques before investing in joining a studio. Air dry clay is also a fantastic way for children to get into pottery while experimenting safely.

The Basics projects will teach you the basic techniques of hand-building with a series of small pots. Moving on, the Next Level projects will help you practise and build on these skills. You will then go on to master all of these techniques and combine them to make larger, more ambitious pieces in the Hard section. I strongly recommend focusing on practising and fully understanding each section before moving on to the next, because the larger, more technical projects will be too challenging for beginners without a knowledge of the basics.

We all know after watching Patrick Swayze and Demi Moore’s seductive performance in the classic Nineties’ film Ghost that pottery is sexy AND scary. But don’t be afraid, even though it’s rife with slapping, squeezing, squelching and a slurry of other lip-curling innuendo possibilities, it is – more than anything – a place to explore, express yourself and have fun. And who doesn’t look good in a pair of slurry-covered dungarees, I ask you? If you’ve watched Channel 4’s amazing The Great Pottery Throw Down, you’ll also know that it’s virtually impossible to spend any time in a pottery studio without sinking to a level of humour that the finger-sucking Nigella Lawson would find ‘a bit much’. I’ve tried, as a so-called professional ceramicist, to keep this book out of the gutter, but I failed. #youarewelcome.

I am not a master ceramicist, nor a production potter, but I am a self-taught expert at what I do. Which is to say: unusual, abstract and playful studio ceramics. I hope that these projects show you how simple and rewarding ceramics can be. Armed with just this book, a few tools and a bit of practice, you may ignite a similar passion for making as I did.

Love, Emily x
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