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Question 2: Define skill in the context of your own practice and the work of two artists/makers/designers from the lecture series.

A study of Skill both within my own practice and the practices of Adam Buick and Anne Kjersti Bakken.
This essay will focus on the skill of foraging for and integrating the resource of wild clay into practice. It will primarily investigate the practice of coiling and the overriding focus on “slow making” shared between myself and the two makers of my choice. For the first maker, the focus will be on Adam Buick. An incredible ceramicist, with an interesting view of his work and the depth of variation caused by found material. The second maker will be Anne Mette Hjortshoj, another ceramicist who’s focus on local clay and other natural resources give a broad use for the self-cultivate material. Through these two artists and my own process, I intend to look at the importance of making slowly and the implication it can have on work. 
To truly start at the beginning, the noun “Skill” Simply means “the ability to do something well” (
Maurice; Waite editor, 2012, p.681). This is defined as an incredibly broad term. I cycle well, eat well, and write fairly well, yet none of these are activities that I’d class myself as being skilled in. Perhaps my idea of skill is attached with the desire to have a calling or purpose, to deepen the desire of whatever you are partaking in. The Japanese philosophical concept of Ikigai captures the pure essence of this “that which most makes one’s life seem worth living” (Mathews, 1996b, p. 730) 
The importance and history of wild clay goes back to “28,000 BCE (BCE = Before Common Era), during the late Palaeolithic period” (American Ceramic Society, 2018) This small figurine of a clay woman is the earliest dated ceramic artifact. “The first examples of pottery appeared in Eastern Asia several thousand years later. In the Xianrendong cave in China, fragments of pots dating to 18,000 – 17,000 BCE have been found” (American Ceramic Society, 2018) The history of the use of clay is truly intertwined with the history of humanity. With the idea of mass-produced clay being a more recent addition to that timeline. All clay comes from the ground, the approach of using self-foraged (wild clay) is just to add a more natural, personal touch to it.
When it comes to looking for clay, you don’t need to go very far. It’s scattered in the ground all around us. It is the base ingredient of the land we depend our very existence upon. “Clays are ubiquitous materials whose study as fine-grained rocks and soil components is critical for the understanding of global sedimentary” (Środoń, 1999, pp. 27-37). So essentially, clay is very finely broken-down rock, which gains variation from the surrounding area to cause it to have higher concentrations of ores and minerals, these ierence are what cause the range of colour and diverse properties. 
For mined clay, the raw material is taken from larger clay pits, where it would be extracted and sent off to processing facilities. The unfortunate downside to this way of working, is the obvious damage to the area its being taken form. It also produces a massive amount of waste. “Within the St. Austell Granite producing around 2 million tonnes of refined kaolin per year and over 20 million tonnes of waste” (Ellis & Scott, 2004, pp. 118-130) This area down in Cornwall referred to as “clay country” has had its geography dramatically changed by the massive piles of waste produced from the China clay pits. With processing clay on a large scale, these companies aim for a consistent product, leaving room for little variation.  
As far as “wild clay” is concerned, it regards to locally foraged clay, which can offer a wide range of colours and a diverse range of variation and properties. “When we use the term “wild clay” we are speaking about clays that are not commercially available. All clay, after all, is indigenous to our planet. Commercial clays provide consistency and have been vetted by others. Local clays offer unique colours and other qualities a specific artist might desire in their work. wild clay also provides the satisfaction of sourcing materials oneself and, perhaps, utilizing materials near one’s studio for aesthetic and environmental sustainability purposes” (Levi & Adams, 2022, p.7). This description summarises the definition of wild clay perfectly and highlights some of the reasons for experimenting with this primitive technique.
When it comes to finding your own clay, you won’t need to look too hard. A common place for the material to be found is in a small water body like a stream. The smooth textured clumps of dirt stand out often with their light colours. The first thing you’ll need to do is test the plasticity. This is done by rolling it into a sausage, then bend it like a U. if it holds its form instead of crumbling apart, it’ll be worth exploring as a material. To process the clay, you’ll firstly need to add the clay to a bucket of water. This then needs to be mixed up into a slurry with no large chunks left in it. That’ll then be passed through a mesh to sieve out all unwanted matter. “I suggest using a 50-mesh screen” (The Spruce Crafts, 2018) Then reclaim is by drying it out on a plaster bed. When it’s at a workable consistency, wedge it and make. With firing wild clay there needs to be a fair amount of experimentation too, to make sure you get the most out of your clay. For a deeper look into this process, “How to use local clays in your potter” by Beth Peterson is a brilliant resource. This long-winded process, merely to gain the material to then make, is just the start of a long natural process. While you process the material you look at its probity’s and go through a natural evolution to figure out how best to use it. With wild clay, you may come to it with an idea, but in reality, you work with the material it its own strengths.
To appreciate the slow process of refining skill within a ceramic process, we look at the artist Adam Buick. Located on the jagged coast of north Pembrokeshire, Buick’s work encapsulates the raw environment that he’s surrounded by. After growing up in the beautiful countryside around St Davids, Buicks environment leaked into the inspiration of his work “My work uses a single pure jar form as a canvas to map my observations from an ongoing study of my surroundings” (Adam Buick, 2014). He later found himself refining his practice studying at the Pottery Skills course in Thomaston. Buicks pieces are instantly recognizable as they nearly all carry the elegant form of a Korean Moon jar. “I was so inspired by this pure form that for the past eleven years I have made little else – not trying to replicate it exactly, but to capture its ephemeral qualities. Keeping Confucian virtues in mind, I now use the Moon Jar as the basis of my work” (Adam Buick, 2014).
 For Buick, the process of making these forms is to throw them on a wheel. He throws two fairly sized bowls, the second to match the dimensions of the first. Then after letting them both dry, he scores both edges, covers where the join will be with slip and places whichever he’s decided to be the top half onto the bottom half. After wiring off the batt from the top he proceeds to work the join, making it both nonvisible and strong. He then cuts the top off the piece to give it an opening and reworks the top half of the piece creating the rim and the shape he desires. After then leaving it a couple days to dry, he now flips the piece into a chuck and trims the base. For a true Korean moon jar the base must be narrower than the rim. Now the canvas has been set the more creative side of variation comes out. Adam frequently adds found materials and creates slip from found clay bodies. “Slip to really resemble his local environment” (Ceramic Review, 2020) These additions are what show the direction in which Buick intends to take his audience. From using ash from locally collected burnt seaweed to rocks he’s picked from the coast. It is in this proses that he tells his story. 
Another ceramicist who isn’t afraid to get her hands stuck into some wild clay is Anne Mette Hjortshoj. Hjortshoj is truly on the forefront of adapting her practice to the use of her foraged clay, with a deep-rooted connection to the Danish Island on which she calls home, Bornholm.  This journey stated “As an apprentice, working with Phil Rogers, it was an obvious part of daily life in the studio, to collect and test various clays, wood ashes and rock to use as raw materials. I adopted this curiosity in my own work”. (Anne Mette Hjortshoj, No Date) The focus of Hjortshoj’s work, and the history of the island are intertwined. She frequently talks on her use of the multitudes of clay scattered around her, and the different uses in the long ceramic history of Bornholm.” The Hjorth Factory was located in Roenne on Bornholm, and island off Denmark, founded in 1859” (Hjorth Denmark, part 1, 2017) The rich past of this island’s ceramic history has one true cause, its ground. “Much of Bornholm's ceramic history is owed to the island's natural geological makeup. Large sedimentary layers of clay run along the coastal cliffs, many of them containing natural minerals and oxides deposited by veins of running water” (Making, 2016).
 Hjortshoj utilizes the abundance of this material, frequently restocking from the material in her local area. She uses this clay in a variety of ways. From throwing, coiling to slab work, all her pieces tell a story, and show elements of their wild past. Hjortshoj also uses her found clays in her slips and glazes, combined with salt glazing to give beautiful, yet natural surfaces. Her existence on this little Danish Island is truly a slow peaceful one, completely giving herself to her craft. “Time goes too fast. But on the other hand, working with clay, it’s a slow life. Because you can’t force anything. Ceramic pots take time” (Goldmark Gallery, 2012).
The term of a coiled pot refers to the manner it is made. Coiling is “a way of building pots in which the form grows by the addition of clay in layers, one upon another.” (Blandino, 1997, p9) Essentially, it’s like adding a layer of bricks at a time, building up a wall. Then with the addition of blending each “coil” into one another to create one single piece. The benefit of coiling is the control over the form and the scale that you work on. Allowing you to make far bigger pieces that thrown on a wheel. My personal interest with coiling comes from the ability to produce natural forms. Like Buick and Hjortshoj, fluid curves are always a priority, keeping the focus on the natural world. The skill within this discipline of ceramics I believe is both the ability to create the piece envisioned in your mind, and to have the patience in which you need to make a piece. The use of a heat gun or a blow torch are new additions to the list of tools required to create a coiled piece. Before this, between each couple of coils, the creator would have had to leave it for a number of hours to let the layer firm up to a leather hard consistency. “Slow making encapsulates a deliberate and meticulous approach to crafting, characterized by a focus on sustainable practices, mindful creation, and artisanal expertise” (Smith, 2019).  Repeating this process of adding a layer, then waiting is an opposite say to the fast repeated pattern of throwing on a wheel. The added time and long process adds value to the piece, not so much monetary, but sentimental. You sit working on it for hours, spread out over several days. A familiarity forms as you watch it grow and become what you’ve envisioned. Its almost has the same emotional connection to planting a seed and helping it to grow. “Slow making encapsulates a deliberate and meticulous approach to crafting, characterized by a focus on sustainable practices, mindful creation, and artisanal expertise” (Smith, 2019).  



The overwhelming consistency in the topics discussed here is time. Or perhaps the lack of being able to do something too quickly. Whether it’s waiting for clay to set hard enough to carry on, or while its drying on a plaster bed, the material will always dictate whether you’ll be able to work or not. Having that time away lets you fully reflect on what’s happening, and too an extent you just need to go with it. This loose approach if what feels natural, and there I feel that I grow with the piece. Both Buick and Hjortshoj have a level of uncertainty when unpacking the kiln, it seems to be a positive to leave room for nature to do its thing.
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