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CRC - Future Craft and Clay - 10 May 2019, The Barge House Oxo Tower Wharf, London.
Invited speaker at Symposium: Future Craft and Society.

We ask each speaker to set out a 3 minute spoken proposition on the subject of How has the role of craft in communities transformed experiences of daily life. Then we would, with the chair Clare Twomey engage in a discussion between the speakers that would also open up to the audience as well. This would be our third session of three for this day in London Craft Week.

Chair: Clare Twomey

Panel Members: Anna Frances, Eva Masterman, Tessa Peters and Phoebe Cummings

3 Minute proposition by Anna Francis.

I am not from Stoke-on-Trent, but have lived in the city on and off, since 1997. This then, allows me to remain outside of the complicated history with ceramics which impacts on the city today.

As a visual artist, however, my work has of course been affected by my surroundings, where, over the past 15 years, the emptying out of the urban landscape of the city, via the closure and demolition of industrial buildings, and a housing renewal programme ‘Pathfinder’, which has seen large Brownfields opening up across the city has led to a feeling of a place in need of new direction.
‘Pathfinder’ was a government housing renewal scheme, which ran from 2002 until the new coalition government scrapped it in their October 2010 spending review.

In the foreword to the launch document for the Pathfinder, The Deputy Prime Minister of the time, John Prescott declared it would ‘take us towards successful, thriving and inclusive communities,’

by recognizing the problems being faced by a collapsing housi8ng market.

However, in the Governmental research briefing written in 2013, reviewing the work carried out by the Pathfinder, it is recognised that ‘Local communities in some of the most deprived areas if the country were told they would see a transformation of their areas, which in reality amounted to bulldozing buildings and knocking down neighbourhoods, and leaving families trapped in abandoned streets.’

It was this failed regeneration scheme which led to Stoke City Council developing the £1 home scheme, which you may have heard of, where empty houses were sold for £1. Amongst other things, the scheme conditions required new homeowners to commit to living in the area for at least 5 years, and more, to contribute to community life and community development. My self and my partner, both artists with sometimes unsteady incomes heard about the scheme at the same time as learning we were having a baby, and so we applied.
It was within this context then, that I set up a project, in 2015, initially supported by the British Ceramics Biennial and AirSpace Gallery, to create opportunities for the existing and new community to come together, to eat, meet and make with clay. At its outset, the aim was to create a ceramic ware together, to celebrate the resilience of this area, which had been through so much.

Quickly though, these aims have changed and developed, as it has become clear that what is needed much more, is a permanent space for the community to get together, and find sustainable solutions; and so, since 2016, the emphasis has shifted, and via this creative clay based project we have worked to reimagine the disused pub I the area, to become a thriving community creative space, with a ceramics workshop, which the residents of the area have helped to redesign.

4 years into the project, my collaborator, artist Rebecca Davies and I have secured a community asset transfer of the building, we have a third of the funds for the new architectural plans, and being announced next week, a 3 year skills development programme with a ceramics focus, to enable the community to develop skills which can be used long term within the project.

So, the relationship with clay in Stoke-on-Trent may be a complicated one, but what I have found, is how endlessly useful this material has been in creating a space for a fractured community to come together.

The material quality of the clay itself is useful, as the immediacy of the transformation means that people are not having to wait months or even years for promised transformation, it is instant. This has been helpful to build trust, but more, the practical and structural potential of the material has meant that the community can have a physical stake ni the rebuilding of much needed infrastructure.
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