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FORM & SURFACE
Towards the Heroic
I have written several pieces about Peter Wilson’s
work over the years and one of the most noticeable
things to emerge from this research is the artist’s
untiring dedication to experimentation. No sooner, it
seems, has he mastered the crystalline labyrinth and
the mirror-ball surfaces of his chemical world than
he is developing glazes that evoke the golden dust
of the wheatfield or the soft, pale green of lichens
and mosses that cling to the forest floor, taking the
viewer out of the studio and into a ceramic landscape
at once utilitarian and stunningly beautiful. It must be
noted that experimentation is more than the study of
effects or surfaces alone. Peter’s work is supported by
an aesthetic framework of meticulous documentation,
broad reading and consistency in thought and process.
The results are never accidental. All firings are recorded,
new glaze effects listed and recipes noted. Even results
which are deemed to be failures, are carefully recorded
for future reference; for the day when they might be
chosen, the moment of perfection not yet recognised.

When something “works”—that is, a unity is reached
between form, scale, surface and idea—his delight is
palpable.
Peter has written extensively himself, notably on the
relationship between utility and beauty in ceramics
practice, restating through his writing and the forms
he creates, his solid commitment to utility as a first
principle of beauty. 1 He recently compared himself
to an addict when it came to clay. He feels he is not
successful because he is still part of the ongoing quest
to find that elusive ability to fix a silent poem in clay.2
He is driven and his obsession is our good fortune. For
Peter, there is a joy in the process of making. It takes
the form of a conversation between the artist and
the object. This conversation requires a sensitive and
nuanced dialogue with the material.3 At the core of this
dialogue is the constancy of the creative process, the
recognition that those fundamentals of colour, shape
surface scale often overlooked, are at the heart of
experimentation.
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Primarily concerned with scale, this latest collection
explores the relationship between size and surface.
This rekindling of interest in larger-scale works came
about serendipitously, the result of a commission which
Peter accepted some years earlier, to produce a series
of large garden pots.
Although the technical challenges of different clay
bodies and shifting narrative surfaces were already
familiar, they presented Peter with a range of
possibilities not yet explored to his satisfaction. That
not-quite-understood thing that gets pushed to the
back of the creative cupboard but never forgotten.
The research that emerged out of this project became
the basis for the next.
Peter’s work over the last decade had seen an emphasis
on small and medium pieces and the development
of new compatible glazes such as the wonderful
oxblood and chocolate glaze combinations, which so
elegantly and passionately evoke the raw earth. These
experiments led the way to another quite different
quest; the accommodation of scale. This challenge
called for a delicacy of touch not usually associated
with the aesthetic volume of the new large pots
themselves and that were perhaps more comfortable
in the company of iron than ash.

Stimulated by the challenge, Peter set about his task
with his customary tenacity, producing a series of
vessels varying in dimensions from 540mm x 300mms.
These large vessels are adorned with lines and patterns
which appear to be part of a new narrative. Devised
from lines of glaze built up or woven across the surface
of the pot, they resemble a forest of spindly dark blue
branches through which a lavender mist beckons.
It is difficult to ignore the landscape impulses in this
work. Horizons appear and punctuate the surface with
washes of ink-like glaze, finely applied and suggesting a
dramatic, shimmering stage filled with ant scale figures,
engaged in a frantic ephemeral dance.
On the surface of a glazed water jar, bands of thin ash
glaze encircle the circumference of the pot, which
features a pale terracotta surface showing through from
beneath a charcoal wash. The tone of the decoration is
built up with interlocking drawn shapes which penetrate
the narrative with repeated gestural figurative marks
producing an animated landscape which is at once
rough and challenging, familiar and playful. In this
“landscape” the silent forms of the giant vessels have a
sentinel quality. They stand guard over ideas as well as
the space around them.

4

Clearly there is another relationship developing here,
one which owes as much to painting and drawing as to
ceramics. In these new narrative surfaces the artist must
be aware of the mark and the line, and the patterns
created and employed through them. In drawing, a mark
made on any surface activates not only the mark itself
but the context into which it has been introduced. So
too, the mark suggests the presence and the purpose
of the maker. On contact with the mark the viewer
enters into an interrogative relationship with surface,
colour, form, texture, utility and scale. The surface
which receives the mark is not flat or rectangular like
the conventional drawing field, but curved. At the same
time, the enlarged surface offered by the new scale,
provides the “canvas” for further investigation.
One cannot hold one of these giants comfortably in one
hand, even two. This experience has to be a cooperative
one. The relationship has to change. The scale is such
that the viewer begins to measure and compare their
own physical size with that of the vessel, creating an
almost architectural comparison. Sensibilities change.
Physical contact with the art work is modified. The
touching and stroking of the glazed surface which is of
central interest to Peter’s philosophy of making, takes
place elsewhere. The scale so challenges the object that

a big hug might be a more appropriate response than
a hesitant, worshipful stroke.
Peter Wilson’s dedication to his craft and its traditions,
his commitment to experimentation and his obvious
joy in making are ever present in the quality and beauty
of the forms he creates. This recent shift in emphasis
towards the heroic is welcomed with a sense of
excitement and anticipation.
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Images:
1
Ash Pithoi, 2016, stoneware with wood ash and shino glazes
2
Celadon platter, 2017, porcelain
3
Iron moss glazed teapot, 2017, porcelain
4
Oilspot bowl, 2017, porcelain
5
Pithoi large urn, 2017, ash glazed stoneware
6
Oilspot platter, 2017, porcelain
7
Red iron bowl, 2015, porcelain
8
Copper moss glazed ginger jar (detail), 2015, porcelain
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