
For our conversation Katharine Morling pulls up a couple of  
quirky, unmatched wooden chairs on castors, which if translated 
into clay would not look out of place in one of her monochromatic 
installations. One chair – its painted white surface rubbed away over 
time – had belonged to her grandmother and was given to Morling 
by her mother when she moved into her first flat in Cornwall. ‘It’s 
gone through all these transitions, it carries the history of me.’

LIVING WITH DYSLEXIA  Morling’s life story, in which transition 
and transformation feature heavily, lies at the heart of her art. 
‘My work is an emotional response to personal narrative.’ A 
difficult childhood combined with large gaps in her education 
through dyslexia, meant that she left school with no GCSE 
qualifications and low self-belief. After studying Foundation  
at Maidstone College of Art, she shied away from taking a 

Familiar Objects of the 
Domestic Landscape
Katharine Morling’s childhood 
experiences lie at the centre of her 
narrative work. Amanda Fielding reports.
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1 Train, clay, porcelain slip, porcelain,  
black stain, 2010, W200cm

‘Something was missing…I wasn’t 
clear that I was the artist I wanted 
to be’

with richly coloured glazes. A Crafts Council Development Award 
helped her to purchase an enormous kiln, while an Arts Council 
Award for the Arts enabled her to make a life-size red armchair in clay. 
It was snapped up by a private collector, who later commissioned a 
further chair and a three-seater sofa. In spite of her success, Morling 
sensed that ‘something was missing…I wasn’t clear that I was the 
artist I wanted to be; I felt I wasn’t fully aware of my own ideas and 
wasn’t fulfilling my potential.’ Now, looking back on this phase of 
her life, she recognises that, ‘I was daubing all this colourful paint 
on everything to make it happy and shiny, but behind it was a lot 
of sadness and intense emotions.’

IN THE DRAWING STUDIO  Morling’s sense of unease, allied to the 
knowledge that having made the armchair she wanted to explore 
installational works, prompted her to approach the Ceramics and 
Glass department at the Royal College of Art. Encouraged to apply by 
Felicity Aylieff, Morling joined the RCA in 2007. Often experiencing 
self-doubt, she found a lifeline in the drawing studio. ‘I drew all 
the time, it was a totally new experience for me.’ Given a project on 
the theme of use, she wanted to focus on expressing her emotions. 
‘The inanimate object needed to hold my emotion.’ Of the hundred 

degree course and chose to travel around the world instead. Living in 
many British post-colonial cities, she discovered ‘a strange merging 
of Victorian and tropical imagery’ that later found its way into her 
ceramics. Seven years on, at twenty-five, she returned to Penzance, 
where she studied Psychology, Sociology, and Art at ‘A’ level at 
Penwith College, followed by Foundation in Art Therapy. ‘But then 
I thought, I really need to be an artist before I can be an art therapist; 
I need to know who I am and I really don’t.’ With encouragement 
and support from her art teacher, John Cockfield, she applied and 
was accepted onto the Ceramics degree course at Falmouth College 
of Art. She graduated with first class honours in 2003.

Moving to a studio at Cockpit Arts in Deptford, south London, after 
an initial struggle Morling’s career as a professional ceramist began 
to flourish. She produced exotic, seemingly playful centrepieces with 
palm trees, pineapples, and plump cushions, their surfaces adorned 
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Certain secrets are never  
to be revealed

pairs of ceramic scissors she made for the project, one outlined in 
black marked a turning point in her development. ‘It was about my 
drawing and it was about being able to walk around my drawing.’ 
Soon she was translating other everyday objects – school chairs, 
padded stools, pedestals, and cages – into life-size, three-dimensional 
ceramic illustrations. ‘People sometimes think they’re made of 
paper or icing, but they only have to touch them to recognise the 
“ceramic-ness”.’ At her degree show everything sold, she gained a 
year’s worth of commissions, and Long & Ryle, a fine art gallery 
specialising in contemporary figurative art, invited her to join their 
stable of artists. Interestingly, the gallery assumed that the drawn 
black line was painted on, when in fact it is a fired stain. ‘They’re 
not at all concerned with the materials I use, whereas I think that  
if I was exhibiting in a ceramics gallery, a painted line would be a 
problem.’ For her own part, Morling, concerned with quality and 
long-term stability, remains loyal to the fired stain.

MEMORIES AND EVERYDAY ENCOUNTERS  Her subjects are the 
familiar objects that inhabit the domestic landscape – furniture, 
vases of flowers, ladders, boxes and caskets, children’s toys, keys  
on chains, padlocks. All suggest human ownership and interaction, 
yet in Morling’s imaginary world the figure is notably absent. In this 
drama she is the invisible protagonist and these are the articles 
remembered from her past and present life. The open doctor’s bag, 
with its drawers filled with ophthalmic instruments, was prompted 
by fearful childhood memories of the medical tools she saw in her 
grandfather’s surgery. Here is her sewing case with its ‘creepy pins’ 

2 A Stitch in Time, clay, porcelain slip, 
porcelain, black stain, 2010, W76cm   
3 Slightly Open, porcelain and black  
stain, 2010, H15cm
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In Morling’s imaginary world 
the figure is notably absent
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Katharine Morling will be exhibiting in 
the Project Space at Collect, Saatchi Gallery, 
Duke of York’s HQ, Chelsea, London, 6-9 
May 2011. Her next solo exhibition will be 
at Long & Ryle, London, 20 October-19 
November 2011. She is currently working 
on her first public commission – a wall- 
based installation – for the new Royal 

London Children’s Hospital, East London, 
which opens in 2012
Email katharine.morling@network.rca.ac.uk
Web www.katharinemorling.co.uk
Photography Stephen Brayne
Amanda Fielding is an independent 
curator and writer. Presently she is working 
on a book on Gillian Lowndes (1936-2010)

and an eccentric typewriter surrounded by rulers and a protractor, 
a pair of glasses, and blank notepaper and envelopes. The piece 
explores her experience of dyslexia and her fear of academia: the 
keypad supports lean erratically, ‘so that the letters move around  
as they do on a page,’ while the letter ‘Y’ is missing, punningly 
suggesting her avoidance of deep enquiry. A tall birdcage, with a 
rope ladder suspended from its open door, captures the paradox  
of ‘feeling trapped inside your own mind when actually you’re 
standing outside it and are completely free.’ Amidst ‘this massive 
exposure of my life’ certain secrets are never to be revealed, as 
powerfully evoked by a box submerged in chains and padlocks.

On my visit in February, Morling was handbuilding the first 
section of a vast tree that will appear in her latest installation Out of 
the House (4m x 2m), on view in the Project Space at Collect 2011. It 
follows on from the award-winning Stilted Life, exhibited in 2010  
at the European Triennial for Ceramics and Glass in Mons, Belgium. ‘With 
these big installations I want people to feel they are standing inside 

my drawings and can make emotional connections with the objects.’ 
She explains that having immersed herself in the domestic landscape, 
it is now time to venture outside into the backyard. Out of the House 
will feature, amongst other delights, part of a life-size wooden shed 
‘with some kind of raffia roof’ and ‘the glimpse of someone working 
inside.’ For Morling, the backyard represents a secure, transitional 
space between the home and the world beyond. A ladder placed in 
the yard suggests her next step is to conquer the wider world. ‘That’s 
where the figures are, it’s where I’m going to come into contact with 
figures a lot more.’

Does Morling feel an affinity with any other artists, I ask. ‘Well, 
I love the illustrations of Saul Steinberg and certain artists who use 
line, such as Patrick Caulfield, but in terms of narrative and three- 
dimensional, figurative-based art, I would say Kerry Jameson and 
Klara Kristalova. They’re not concerned with ceramic history, which 
can be a terrible trap. Why should you be bound by ceramic history? 
Material has no boundaries.’ 

4 Chairs and Table, clay, porcelain slip, 
porcelain, black stain, 2010, H95cm   
5 Elephant, clay, porcelain slip, porcelain, 
black stain, 2010, H20cm  6 Deer, clay, 
porcelain slip, porcelain, black stain, 2010, 
H95cm  7 Rest a While, porcelain and 
black stain, 2010, H25cm  8 Poison Pen, 
porcelain and black stain, 2010, W76cm
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