
The healing  
power of clay

Artist Katharine Morling has used clay  
to produce an intriguing collection of  
black-and-white sculptures and has  

soothed her mind along the way

FEATURE DIANA WOOLF 
PHOTOGRAPHS SARAH CUTTLE

C
eramicist Katharine Morling’s 
east London studio is an oasis  
of calm. A short walk from 
Deptford High Street, the space 

is warm, full of sunlight and immaculately 
tidy, with rows of ceramics meticulously 
arranged on shelves lined with clean white 
paper. Katharine herself is equally calm and 
gives a sense of a woman at peace with 
herself after a long creative journey. ‘I have 
more confidence about my work now and 
am not so worried about it and what it 
means. I let the work do its own thing now  
– and just go along with it,’ she says.

It has taken quite a long time for Katharine 
to reach this enviably relaxed state of mind as 

top right The artist Katharine Morling in  
her studio above Nature Box, one of the 

artist’s new pieces, influenced by Victorian 
naturalists’ collections. Porcelain objects are 

displayed in an antique wooden box

it was not until her thirties that she found her  
artistic rhythm. On leaving school she did an 
art foundation course and then travelled, 
before returning to the UK in her mid twenties  
and completing an art therapy course. She 
began doing ceramics almost accidentally, at 
an evening course, but once she started she 
was immediately hooked. ‘I just loved the 
feeling of clay, the touch of it – it’s such an 
incredible material as you can make anything 
with it. It’s quite grounding and working 
with it makes you feel quiet and centred.’

However, the journey still wasn’t over as, 
after a BA in ceramics at Falmouth College  
of Art, Katharine was dissatisfied with the 
colourful, glazed ceramics she was making. 
An MA at London’s Royal College of Art  
in 2007 proved to be the solution. ‘It was 

quite brutal,’ she says looking back on the 
experience. ‘The college rips away what 
you’ve done before and makes you rethink 
everything.’ But the results of this painful 
process were spectacular as this was where 
Katharine finally developed her stunning 
black-and-white sculptural ceramics. 

Recognition quickly followed and before 
she had left the RCA she had been 
commissioned to make a window display for 
Japanese jeweller Mikimoto’s Bond Street 
store. Then she won first prize at the World 
Crafts Council Second European Triennial of 
Ceramic and Glass in 2010 and since then 
she has scarcely drawn breath, with exhibitions  
in London, Munich and Stockholm. 

She also has a sheaf of commissions to her 
name, including Morling and the Hoard,   

‘I have more confidence about my work now and 
am not so worried about it and what it means’
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COLLECTING 
KATHARINE MORLING
SARAH LONG,  
LONG & RYLE GALLERY
‘I love Katharine’s 
originality. I don’t 
know anyone else who 
works quite like her in 
porcelain or on such an ambitious scale: 
some of her pieces are life-size; others, 
like her bags of tools, are complex with 
lots of individual elements, which can all 
be separately unpacked. I see her more 
as a fine artist than a craftsperson and 
think that with her use of strong black 
outlines she has links with artists such as 
Patrick Caulfield, although her wit makes 
me think of illustrator Saul Steinberg.’

Making such complex pieces turns out to be  
a surprisingly simple process and Katharine 
tells me that her main tools are a rolling pin 
and a 20p plastic knife, although she modestly 
misses out the large dollops of skill also 
required. She starts by rolling out the clay 
like a slab of pastry and then cutting, coiling 
and pinching it into the desired shape.  
‘I didn’t have much of a sculptural training 
to supplement my BA and MA, so I just make 
things up as I go along,’ she admits. The 
finished shape is fired and finally painted 
with her trademark black outlines. 

Although she may do a bit of computer 
work as well as some early-morning drawing, 
on an average day Katharine spends the bulk 
of her time making. ‘A lot of the time I have my  
hands in a bag of clay,’ she laughs. And when 
she’s not in her studio, she’s equally busy: 

with gardening, walking and more esoteric 
interests such as astronomy (she’s just 
finished a course at the Royal Observatory, 
Greenwich) and visiting historic churches. 
Plans to open an arts education centre also 
keep her busy: the project promises to be the 
ideal way of combining her early interest in 
art therapy with ceramics. ‘I want there to be 
somewhere people can go to make ceramics 
and benefit from working with clay. I want to 
show them how I have sorted myself out 
through art and how it can help them too.’  

main image Everyday 
Exploration – work kits such as 
this are recurring motifs in the 
artist’s work; she uses them to 
underline the need to be fully 
equipped for all that life brings 

1 Boy, a 20cm-high porcelain 
figure, is unusual as the artist 
rarely makes figurative pieces

2 Katharine shapes semi-dry 
clay using a potter’s knife

3 The sculptor gently smooths 
some porcelain with a sponge

4 Pot of Stationery Bits – a 
collection of brushes and tools 
in porcelain and black stain  

5 The underglaze paints  
used to create the artist’s  
trademark black outlines

6 Katharine carefully hand 
paints the patterns on to the 
wing of a porcelain butterfly

a weird and wonderful creation made for 
Stoke-on-Trent City Council and inspired by 
an Anglo-Saxon treasure hoard discovered in 
2009. Taking the elaborate decorations on 
the gold and silver pieces as her starting 
point, Katharine created a series of fantastical 
half-human/half-animal porcelain warrior 
gods, which are now on permanent display  
at the Potteries Museum and Art Gallery 
alongside the hoard.

So what is it about Katharine’s work that 
makes it so popular? The pieces are 
seemingly very simple: monochromatic 
sculptures of domestic objects such as 
furniture, tools, animals, kitchen utensils and 
the like. But what makes these objects so 
extraordinary is the fact that they are made 
out of unglazed porcelain, so, intriguingly, 
they have an unusual matt finish and don’t 

really look like ceramics at all, but more like 
cardboard, textile or perhaps even slabs of 
icing. ‘They get an incredible reaction as 
everyone wants to touch them, to know what 
they are made from,’ says Katharine. And it’s 
not just their texture that’s so fascinating,  
but also their elaborate detail, achieved 
through careful modelling and the dynamic 
black outlines that Katharine uses to bring  
the pieces alive, transforming them into 
three-dimensional sketches in the process.

a personal connection
Given the importance of line in her work, 
it’s not surprising that all the ceramics start 
life as sketches. Katharine loves drawing, 
producing books full of pictures, and a 
chosen few are eventually transformed into 
clay. Many are indirectly autobiographical: 

‘Each piece contains some of my personal 
story, although I try not to make it too 
laboured,’ she says. So the typewriter with its 
wonky keys is actually slightly darker than 
it seems: called Poison Pen it references the 
dyslexia that made Katharine’s school days a 
misery. A favourite subject is a tool bag and 
this reflects both Katharine’s fascination with 
the making process and her instinctive desire 
to be equipped with the necessary life tools: 
‘In some ways it’s like art therapy for myself.’ 

‘Each piece contains 
some of my personal 
story, although I try not 
to make it too laboured’

Upcoming exhibitions:
Until 8th June: Newark Park, Glos  
13th-15th June: Cockpit Arts, Deptford  
29th November-17th January 2015: 
Llantarnam Grange Arts Centre, Cwmbran 
katharinemorling.co.uk
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