Out of Bath

Ceramics by Alumni from Bath Academy of Art  and Bath School of Art and Design

Introduction 
This exhibition shows ceramics produced by alumni from Bath Spa University, BA (Hons) Three Dimensional Design: Ceramics course. The course, originally under the leadership of the ‘charismatic and knowledgeable’ John Colbeck, was part of Bath Academy of Art based at Corsham Court in the village of Corsham where it began in 1965 before moving to its current location at Bath School of Art and Design, Sion Hill, Bath in 1989. 

To celebrate the achievements of the Ceramics Department I have selected 11 graduates from this period who produce innovative and high quality works that significantly add to the diversity of ceramics in this country. They share a deep appreciation of the material, process and context, creating works that challenge and extend our understanding of the possibilities of the discipline. Many of the makers are represented in prestigious national and international public galleries and private collections, all are currently practicing and exhibit widely within this country.

The exhibition includes a small selection of new work from each ceramist, covering a broad range of practices, concerns and concepts.  The potential of clay – an extraordinarily adaptable medium – is only limited by our creative abilities and imagination. The new works, some of which have been made especially for the show, range from functional to sculptural, figurative to decorative and installation to conceptual. Through the reinterpretation of traditional methods and processes – throwing, hand-building, slip-casting, and a variety of decorating and glazing methods – the makers featured bring an exciting, fresh and contemporary approach to the discipline.

The research for this exhibition forms the basis for my contextual studies in my final year of the BA (Hons) 3D Design: Ceramics course. Part of my research for this exhibition was carried out by studio visits and interviews with each of the makers, allowing a privileged insight into the inspirations and ideas behind their work. Visiting their studios has given context to the work and a more thorough understanding of the ‘journey’ taken by each maker. Throughout these interviews some common themes from their shared experience of studying in Bath emerged:

Many of the makers were fortunate to have first experienced clay at School or Art Foundation level through the inspiration of an enthusiastic and knowledgeable ceramics tutor. Without this fundamental first step it would be very unlikely that many would have studied Ceramics at University.

The high quality of the teaching and support from both the permanent staff, the many outside lecturers brought in to teach specialist skills and of course the invaluable help of the technicians. This intense period of learning and self-discovery as undergraduates is a time for the gathering of skills that may take many years to find expression within their practice.

The excellent and spacious facilities in the Ceramics Department encouraged experimentation and gave the feeling that anything was possible. The atmosphere within the Department was very friendly but busy with a hard working ethic, giving real encouragement and carrying the students along with the momentum.

The very memorable drawing and study trips to Derby, Kilve beach and the Potteries in Stoke-on-Trent where stimulating and inspired much good work.

In 2009 it was announced, to the shock and disappointment of students and staff alike that the Ceramics Department would close its doors to new applicants. It is with sadness that I find myself among the last full time students due to complete this course in 2011. Due to this closure I felt the need to take stock and celebrate the excellent achievements of the department. I would also like to draw attention to the continuing loss of ceramics as a single discipline subject at higher education level throughout the country and the impact that it will inevitably have on ceramics in the future.  In his 2009 ‘External Examiners Report’ Alun Graves wrote:

 ‘It is highly disturbing that ceramics is to be lost as a single discipline study at Bath. In terms of UK provision, the significance of this loss cannot be overstated.’
  

Ceramics education will no doubt face many challenges in the future and will have to change with the times. The wide range of ceramics practice, taking in art, craft and design will ensure its long-term survival.  It is heartening that Ceramics will continue at Bath within both the BA (Hons) Creative Arts and the new BA (Hons) Three Dimensional Design: Idea Material Object course.

I would like to thank all of the makers for their generous support and time they have given to this project.

Keith Varney 
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