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Ceramics
at Maytield

Flying the flag for ceramics is
important at a time when reduced
budgets, resources and support
has seen its gradual demise as a
subject area in arts education.
Tim Rees-Moorlah, head of
ceramics at Mayfield School,
Tunbridge Wells, explains

1am In the very privileged position of teaching
ceramics at Mayfleld, an Independent 11 to
18-year-old girls’ school south of Tunbridge
Wells. The school was originally butlt up from
the rulns of an old palace belonging to the
Archbishops of Canterbury. It has a strong
Catholle traditlon and was founded In 1872
by Cornelia Connelly, a nun and educator
with astrong bellef In creativity; a theme

that happllystill continues today. The school
supports the arts, which are on an equal
footing alongside all of the other academic
subjects, and over the years has Invested
heavlly In the growth and development of all
the visual arts subjects.

Mayfield has dedicated spaces and
departments for Ane art, textlles and ceramics.
We have two speclallst ceramic teaching areas
and a genarous budget to work with. This enables
us to develop knowledge of ceramic media and
explore Its potential with students. It would be
very falrto say that without the support from the
school and 1ts ethos, our puplls’ knowledge and
achlevements Inceramics and other speclalist
areas woukd not have been posstble.

At Mayfiald, ceramics is effectively the 3D
technology subject In the school, as 15 years ago
deslgn and technology ceased to be taught. Tam
blessed with small class sizes (16 3t key stage 4)
and each pupil learns how to coll a pot, slab bulld

and moded Inyears 7-9 (ages 11-14) so that they
have a good understanding of the material before
thay reach year 10 (ages 14-15). At this polnt
puplls are encouraged to become much more
individual with their design approach, while
also butlding upon and refining thelr skills.
Many GCSE and sixth-form students take
multiple arts subjects and In the sixth form we
offer A-level and now also Pre-U, a course that
we feel offers our puplls more time to develop
and refine thedr work, especially as so much time
1s needed to dry and fire work.

With clay, pupllsbecome spaclalists. We have
some who bacome skilled In specific areassuch
as modalling or decorating, and it Is wonderful
toseethe growth Inskill and confidence within
each Individual. All are able todirect thelrown
Journey from an open starting point such as
‘structure”. Sixth-form puplls have tutorials
each week to discuss what they Intend to achleve.
Tracking sheetsare used to ald thelr progress
and keep momentum through the course.

The key element to asuccessful ceramics
area (beyond the materials and equipment) Is
organisation. I am fortunate towork withtwo
excellent members of staff who are both ceramics
specialistsand 1learnt quickly the Importance
of the systems that were In place for drying, firing
and glazing awhole school'sceramics output
efficlently. Nine different claysareused inthe
department and firings range from 750 Celstus
£01280. Colling, slabbullding, throwing,
sculpting and mould making are afew of the
skills our puplislearn.

Constant testing of glazes on small pre-made
test pleces or textured maquettesis key to the
puplls obtaining the desired results. Fallureto
do so usually results In disappolntment. I'm
often reminded of Winston Churchill's quote:
‘Success Is the abllity to go from one fallure to
another with no loss of enthuslasm.” Indeed,
our most successful puplls are those that do not
glve up when faced with technical problems.

Characteristics of astudent that undertakes
anart subject 1s that of an Independent learnar
and a flexible problem-solver, qualities that
schools encourage but don't always provide the
opportunities for thelr puplls to practiceona
regular basis. Inart, craft and design, problem
solving and restlience are key.

Inanattempt to spread ceramics to a wider
local audlence, a recent development In the
department has been the Inclusion of an
artist-in-resklence posttion. My goal for this role
was to provide a stepping-stone for ceramics
graduates after university, to develop their work
and deliver lessons to the local community. We
were very lucky to have Anastasla Simmons
with us for two years. In this time she developed
links with a local school, teaching ceramics to
year 10 puplls there once a week and helping
with the technicalities that clay presents.
Anastasia moved on to teach ceramics part time
at Bedales School this year. We are very pleased
towelcome Jessica Thorn who has Jolned us this
year who has been halled asone of ‘the tento
watch' In Ceramic Review.

Our puplls have the expertise, time and the
support of an arts-rich school. We know this
contrasts with some schools where the subject
1s challenged by reduced support, budgets and
lackof space. Within this natlonal context 1t s
Important to keep the ceramics flag Aying. It
would be very sad Indeed for theseskillsto dle
out, and [ sometimes wonder how many young
people will never have the opportunity to
experience clay and discover thedr talent.

Wewould welcome anyone who1skeen to set
upordevelop thelr ceramics practice inschool
tovisit Mayfield and see what we do. We would
also happlly provide any technical advice and
hope that some aspect of our methodology might
be helpful B

treesivmayfieldgtris.org
www.mayfieldgiris.org/Ceramics-Department

“With clay, pupils become specialists. We
have some who become skilled in specific
areas such as modelling or decorating, and
itiswonderful to see the growth in skill
and confidence within each individual’
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