All about transient ceramics 
Liesbeth den Besten
Clare Twomey’s sculptural intervention in the architecture of the Zuiderzee Museum in Enkhuizen is made up of hundreds of shards of domestic china and antique ceramic tiles. Monument, as it is entitled, breaks through the architecture, through different floors and from the inside to the outside. It is as if it is swallowing up the old building, breaking out of it, or wants to cover it completely. 

To install a pile of discarded domestic ware in a museum intended to preserve artefacts is like blaspheming in the church. A museum is a place were things are kept, taken care of, restored and protected, where the humblest things gain status as valuables, as art, just because they are kept in a museum. 

Monument plays with the idea that its components - remnants of domestic ware - are culturally marked. These shards are common things which have been singularized because they are broken, they carry the traces of their history. Their fragility reminds us of the more humble and individual values of domestic china, of its use and misuse in daily life: your mother’s favourite cup, the saucer that was thrown in anger, the many fragments and cracks caused by daily use, the teapot that was shattered. It reminds us of our daily rituals, of time and loss. But the extensiveness and multiple character of Monument also seems an allusion to hyper-consumption, to our never-ending desire to rummage about, to pick out, buy and replace. Thanks to cheap production in Asia, domestic china has become a kind of disposable article in the last few decades, an exchangeable good, easy to get rid of when you move to a new apartment or install a new kitchen. 

Are there still couples who desire a lifelong twelve-piece service for their trousseau? While our domestic crockery has somehow become depersonalized, it still holds remembrances, associations, and references to traditions and daily rituals. A pleasant and safe working environment is often identified by the personified mugs in the coffee corner. 

All these thoughts and probably more must have passed through Clare Twomey’s mind when she saw the heaps of ceramics in Stoke-on-Trent, collected, sorted and ready for recycling. The Johnson Ceramic Tiles factory processes its own ceramic waste material and that of other ceramics companies in the region. Clare Twomey intervened by choosing the material before it was destroyed. She selected her own palette, consisting of both coloured and completely white fragments. 

Starting in the Dutch ‘Golden Age’, ships full of bone china were imported by the VOC from overseas, and loads of precious porcelain went to the bottom of the ocean. Now shards of today’s domestic china were shipped from Stoke-on-Trent, England. Although reminiscences of a dump are not avoided, these shards have been installed in a controlled action. Solid colours at the background give the sculpture more depth, while broken tiles from the museum’s collection are put in between the consumer debris, emphasizing the conflict between precious and non-precious, museum and life.

Monument was specially made as a temporary installation for the Zuiderzee Museum in Enkhuizen. It was created by the Brit Clare Twomey, an unorthodox ceramicist who occupies a unique position in the international crafts scene. Some people may even wonder if her work should be classified under the category of ‘ceramics’. After all, a work like this is not the result of hands-on ceramics practice. On the contrary, the artist did not get mud-stained hands, but devoted her attention to thinking, travelling, imagining, talking, negotiating, photographing, drawing, designing, selecting, organizing and constructing in order to realize this museum intervention. These are all rather non-craftsmanlike skills, but are nevertheless necessary when dealing with space and scale.

The materials Clare Twomey uses in her work, such as unfired clay, prefab industrial ceramics, clay powder and ceramic recycling material – extracted from the ceramic wasteland - are indicators of her roots in and passion for ceramics. Her installations are made with the intention to make people reflect on ceramics, which is seen in relation to life and environment. Twomey is interested in giving people a special experience, a wonderful remembrance or a certain feeling, rather than in presenting people with another beautiful ceramic object. One can hardly imagine Clare Twomey ever making ‘normal’ ceramics, a container, a vase or an object. Actually she did once make 4000 small jasperware birds in her own studio with the aid of 140 5-piece moulds. The birds were stolen by people who visited her one-day installation entitled Trophy, where an impressive flock of these ceramic birds was distributed and clustered on the floor and around the statues in the Cast Courts in the Victoria & Albert Museum in London (2006). 

Clare Twomey has a history of doing things differently in a subversive way. Her Consciousness/Conscience installation, first displayed at the 1st World Ceramic Biennial Korea in 2001 and later at different venues in the UK, consisted of an impressive floor of bone china tiles. The public was invited to cross the floor and in doing so the tiles were crushed under their feet. It turned walking into a sensational and curious experience of sound and feeling, comparable to leaving your footprints in freshly fallen snow, but more powerful, frightening and irreversible. It presented the public with a moral dilemma: would you dare to demolish this pristine work of art? The choice of bone china, which is the most precious ceramic material, contributed to the narrative of this installation. 

More recently, in 2007, Twomey installed 10,000 unfired handmade china clay flowers in the Eden Project in Cornwall, a biological eco-garden with natural biomes from around the world. Blossom was realized with the help of housewives from the region who work for the ceramics industry. They made the thousands of flowers by hand. The white clay flowers were spread in the park on the earth as a tapestry, where they gradually deteriorated and vanished as a result of the weather. The work was inspired by the fact that the Eden Project is situated in an old kaolinite pit (kaolin is a raw material of china clay). In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries – the early days of gardening – gardens were regarded as a high form of art, it showed man’s dominance over nature and underlined the power of the monarch or principal. The Eden Project, unintentionally, again emphasizes the primacy of nature. Seen in that light, Blossom may be regarded as a poetic and modest offering to nature.  

Clare Twomey is an engaged artist, taking notice of others and being concerned about the environment. By making temporary and transient art works and crossing borders, by collaborating with people, factories and companies, she infects others: workers in the home-industry who make white china flowers, inhabitants of Swansea whom she asked to provide her with cast porcelain domestic objects, or visitors who are asked to act and do something. People who probably never think about art are now engaged with it through the medium of ceramics. You can only achieve this if you leave your studio and the gallery circuit and bring art to the public. Twomey doesn’t claim to be a fine artist, she still considers herself a ceramicist but her studio is too limited for what she has to tell. She shows that it is possible to work on a different scale and with different tools and machines, on the basis of ceramic materials and a ceramic ‘language’. Her work is rooted in and nourished by a long tradition of ceramics that stretches from prehistoric times to this very day.

Twomey’s installations and interventions thus confront us with the question ‘But is this craft?’ which is a question as fundamental and comprehensive as the question ‘What is art?’ There was a time, when at least the first question might have been answered easily. We could have postulated that this is not craft, because craft is about certain techniques and traditional skills and about making every day objects largely by hand. Even in 1997 we could read: ‘… Craft must retain several limitations. Craft cannot be dematerialized: it must first and foremost remain a physical object.’
 For the writer of these sentences, an American craftsman named Bruce Metcalf, the problem lies in the production of meaning. In his view, meaning could be transmitted in works of art, not in craft. Installations and performances in the realm of craft seemed to him ‘quite marginal to the centre of craft’. Although this point of view seems fairly outdated, traces of it can still be heard in the discourse about the ‘status of craft’. Craft is too-often pinned down to skills alone, and skills are too-often pinned down to the physical making, the manual production. In his book The Craftsman, Richard Sennett elaborates on aspects of skill such as the desire to do things well, the pleasure in making, the pursuit of perfectionism, and the satisfactions of physical creation (in his view, these are some of the most basic human impulses).
 His perspective is broad, as this view can also cover computer and lab technicians or musicians. But we are still dealing here with the physical making and doing as the key to craft. However, if we consider craft as a changeable practice, formed and transformed by tradition, history, knowledge and innovation, then there is certainly scope for Twomey’s position, which is not about the physical making as such but about transmitting meaning. To paraphrase Glenn Adamson you could say: Clare Twomey is ‘thinking through ceramics’.
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