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On the kitchen table is a row of five beakers whose luminous bodies
mutate from peach to grey in a soft, gradated lineblend. Their feet are
ringed with thin, contrasting bands of colour that reprise the body
hues in reverse order; they are precise yet playful and seem to be in
dialogue with each other. Put them in front of a window and look
beyond them to the world outside; see how they relate to place,
echoing and complementing the misty tones of the landscape that
surrounds James and Tilla Waters’s Welsh farmhouse home. The
beakers’ foot-rings are to their bodies what the autumnal orange
stripe of the beech hedge at the bottom of the garden is to the 
grey-greens of the surrounding hills.

The lineblend is a supremely ceramic process, employed here to
painterly effect so that objects for use invite deeper contemplation
as a group composition in form and colour. Both James and Tilla

Waters originally trained as fine artists – painters – James at the
Slade School of Art in London (graduating in 1991) and Tilla at Bath
School of Art and Design (graduating in 1989). She subsequently
worked as an art teacher in Redbridge from 1995-7, developing a
specialism in ceramics through taking evening classes. For a while
he set up in a borrowed studio in Teddington, then changed direction
and worked on organic farms in Orkney, Somerset and Germany
from 1992-6.

They met in 1998 when both became apprentices and then
assistants to Rupert Spira at his Shropshire studio. In 2000 they
married and in 2002 moved to rural Carmarthenshire. Such was
Spira’s influence that it took them two years to ‘escape’ and develop
their own distinctive style. Spira is credited with instilling in them
the meticulous attention to detail that pervades their mode of

Ideas and Visions
Jo Dahn enjoys colourful pots by James and Tilla Waters.

1

1 Beaker lineblend (orange to grey),
porcelain, 2009, H8cm  2 Lineblend test
tiles, 2009  3 Decorated beakers, porcelain,
2007, H10cm (Photo: Martin Avery)  4 Tilla
and James Waters
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production. Everything they do – from preparation, to making, 
to packaging – is carefully considered.

ORDER During my visit, their workshop seemed as tidy as their
house: there was none of the mess that generally accompanies
experimentation. That might have been because it was open studio
week but, equally, it felt as if the significant decisions were all made
before workshop production commenced. The Waters constantly
analyse and debate their approach, particularly when developing
new work. Their collaboration drives their practice.

‘It’s about questioning things and not always accepting the most
obvious answer. One of our concerns is that we don’t want to spend
too much time making things that sell if it stops us making more
interesting things…we are wary of that…we keep on investing time
and energy into each new development…we are nurturing this body
of work and developing ideas and visions…’1

Tilla is in charge of surface effects and she designs and draws

shapes that James ‘finds ways of throwing’. This is not to suggest,
however, that ultimate responsibility for the look, and especially the
feel, of their work belongs entirely to her. Although James maintains
that he plays a supporting role, his execution is meticulous and it
shows; he is not a production thrower, but ‘nurses’ every piece, so
that each form is individually resolved.

Craft/craftsperson, art/artist, design/designer, pottery, crockery,
tableware…how we label ceramic objects and their makers goes
quite a way towards determining how and what we think of them.
The Waters express ambivalence towards the word ‘tableware’; they
feel it has the potential to limit the way their work is received: ‘it’s
the shape of tableware but there’s more invested in it in many ways’.
While they recognise the importance of craft skills as ‘nuts and bolts
knowledge’, a ‘tool kit’ that they could not and would not dispense
with, they simultaneously welcome and are cautious of the pleasurable
nostalgia that can come from working within a tradition.

They may belong to ‘…the Leach…Cardew…Spira hand-me-down

(Photo: Jo Dahn)  9 Decorated breakfast
mug, porcelain, 2009, H8cm  10 Small
pourers, decorated and plain, porcelain,
2008, H10cm  11 Small mugs, decorated
and plain, porcelain, 2006, H8cm    

5 Lidded jars on mantelpiece, porcelain,
2010, H14cm max  6 Deep bowl with
orange rim, porcelain, 2010, Ø19cm     
7 Red dot mugs (large), porcelain, 2009,
H10cm  8 View from James and Tilla’s
house, south towards Llansadwrn, 2009
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of techniques but there’s more to it: there’s a kind of overlay of design
which is what we bring to it in terms of our aesthetic sensibility.’ They
both grew up with an awareness of iconic ceramic objects. James’s
mother was interested in studio pottery, bought Leach pots and
visited Katharine Pleydell-Bouverie at the Cole Pottery. Tilla’s mother
studied printed textiles at the Central School of Arts and Crafts in
London in the late 1950s, where she was a contemporary of Robin
Welch; so as a child Tilla encountered early Welch ceramics at home.
Some of the Waters’s pieces, including beakers and pourers, have
surface effects – each unique – that evoke the gestural mark-making
of fifties and sixties fabric designs.

The work is finely potted and strong but light to touch, with a
restrained, almost pristine, elegance. It has a very high level of finish
and turning it in one’s hands reveals its underside to be just as precise
as every other aspect. In some sense it speaks of control: the fortuitous
accident is not for them, nor that natural, muscular robustness that
one anticipates of a ‘Leach school’ potter. A small bowl, whose matt

blue rim seemed to float over a glossy brown body, was introduced
as ‘Bernard Leach gets modern’ and perhaps encapsulates their
attitude: ‘we looked at each other when we made this glaze and
said…we’re making brown pots – but this kind of exonerates it
because it’s a zingy edge to a brown pot…this one is the deep night
sky when it goes that lovely blue before it gets completely dark.’

RURAL/URBAN The ‘pastoral’, states Glenn Adamson in his
influential bookThinking Through Craft, ‘is distant from the “real
world” but also yields deeper understanding of that world.’2 Are 
the Waters ‘pastoralists’? Alongside their ceramic practice they run
what amounts to a smallholding, with cows, chickens, etc. They are
partially self-sufficient and their situation is perhaps reminiscent 
of earlier ‘reformist enterprises’, when makers eschewed the city 
in pursuit of a rural craft idyll and their production became ‘a
symbolic gesture about the value of lifestyle, integrity, and so
forth…’3 (I was also reminded of Wales in the 1970s, invaded by
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12 Tilla decorating a vase using a Stanley
blade; the vase is inverted, on a chuck and
rotating, 2008  13 Glaze test book, 2009
14 Throwing room, 2009 (Photo: Jo Dahn)
15 Pots on the kitchen table, 2009 (Photo:
Jo Dahn)  16 James glazing a deep bowl,
2009  17 Tilla doing a lineblend test, 2009
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seekers after ‘alternatives’, but without their anxious, crusading
spirit). Nowadays digital technology ensures that makers in remote
areas can stay in touch with the wider ceramics community and,
when it comes to environmental/ecological/health issues, for
families with children (the Waters have three young daughters) a
move to the country may seem more pragmatic than revolutionary.
When this city dweller waxed romantic about the beautiful scenery
and its impact on their ceramics, Tilla agreed that she does ‘have
associations’, but hers are far more down to earth: ‘for the orange/
grey ones, low, wet clouds; the weather is outside and the orange is
one of those old bar heaters.’

QUIETNESS  In discussing their location, the Waters emphasise 
‘…the quiet of the landscape’; indeed, quietness is a quality to
which they often refer: ‘We are fairly quiet; we’re not people 
who go to conferences and get up and talk about our work.’ Their
ideal customer is someone who ‘notices and appreciates the quiet,
unpretentious statements that we make’. At the same time, they are
extremely articulate and recognise that ‘we are full of contradictions’;
those ‘quiet statements’ emerge from an energetic process of
interrogation, a balancing act between their need to supply a 
market and their urge to produce objects that are capable of 
‘saying’ something more.

The ceramics that James and Tilla Waters make are both highly
crafted and unashamedly intellectualised. Withal its rural origin
their work has a contemporary feel equally suited to the urban
interior and that is important because, as Tilla remarks, ‘it’s such 
a part of wanting to be relevant.’ 
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Notes  1 This and other unattributed
quotations derive from the author’s
conversation with James and Tilla Waters,
November 2009  2 Glenn Adamson,
Thinking Through Craft, London, 2007,
p104  3 Adamson, ibid
Exhibition Handmade, Fortnum and
Mason, London, 22 April-11 June 2010

Selected Stockists Contemporary
Ceramics, Somerset House, London;
Contemporary Applied Arts, London; 
Oriel Myrddin, Carmarthen; Ruthin Craft
Centre, Ruthin, Denbighshire; Leach
Pottery, St Ives, Cornwall
Email info@jamesandtillawaters.co.uk
Web www.jamesandtillawaters.co.uk
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I had bought one of Inger Rokkjaer’s lidded jars online from a gallery
in Denmark and was sent a copy of a book published to coincide with
a major seventieth birthday exhibition of her work in Copenhagen.
With a foreword by David Whiting, this small yet richly illustrated
volume whetted my appetite to see more and a family holiday to
Demark was the ideal opportunity.

Her response to a speculative email was warm, generous and
welcoming. ‘You and your family are most welcome, no need to buy
any pots…’ I was delighted. Born in 1934, Rokkjaer married young
and had four children. At the age of twenty-nine she began training
as a potter under the legendary Gutte Eriksen at the Jutland Academy
in Århus. She set up her own workshop and began to experiment
using the clay from her own garden mixed with manufactured
bodies. Her work was thrown and then biscuit fired before a final,
gentle raku firing added a warmth and subtlety to the finished
pieces. Here it was that she worked her special magic.

RAKU As David Whiting writes in his introduction to the seventieth
birthday exhibition catalogue: ‘There is no ceramic technique that
has suffered more from contemporary misuse than raku. In recent
years it has been subjected to a plethora of inappropriate form and

decoration from potters seemingly ignorant of its underlying
properties.’ Rokkjaer was not one of those potters. ‘Her pots have
structural clarity, offset by rich luminous colour…the surfaces
achieve depth through their varied densities of crackle, pitting 
and smokiness.’ There is a soft grey haze on the unglazed parts 
of her pots, rather than a hard black or lurid opalescence.

What I love most about Rokkjaer’s work is its simplicity,
understated yet confident, her forms strong and traditional. 

Visiting Inger Rokkjaer
Inger Rokkjaer died in December 2008.
Derek Jones recalls a memorable visit.
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Her lidded jars, cylinders and bowls all glow with the warmth of
her personality. There is none of the wilful oddness that seems to me
often to mar the work of so many ceramic artists. Rokkjaer remained
with basic shapes, proving in a very Danish way that less is more,
not in an urban minimalist sense, but delighting in the jordnaer
(down-to-earth) nature of the Danish soul.

THE VISIT On the island of Bornholm we visited the studio of the
talented young potter Anne Mette Hjortshøj. During the conversation I
mentioned that I was planning to visit Rokkjaer. Her face unexpectedly
fell: ‘Do you know that she’s been very ill? She has cancer. Do you have
an appointment, because I’ve heard that she doesn’t see visitors.’ But
we did have an appointment, which Inger warmly confirmed later.
We travelled from Bornholm to Århus, close to Rokkjaer’s home in
the small town of Hadsten.

It was an old thatched roof building, slightly incongruous among
the sixties-style Danish houses on the rest of the street. Inger greeted
us with the broadest of smiles, apologising for what was actually a
very stylish turban (‘I’ve lost my hair, you see’). The downstairs rooms
had pictures and pots everywhere but, to my disappointment, none
of her own pots. We talked about her friend, Bodil Manz, who had
recently had a major retrospective in Copenhagen, which we missed
by one day. I told her of living in Sweden for eleven years, hence my
smattering of rather inadequate Danish. ‘So do you know my friend
Signe Persson-Melin?’ By happy coincidence, I had met and spoken

with her just a year before in a gallery in Stockholm. On the wall of
her tiny workshop was a poster of Geoffrey Whiting. ‘Do you know
his work?’ Yes I did. I have one of his pieces at home.

Still not an Inger Rokkjaer pot in sight. Then, upstairs we entered
what for me was an Aladdin’s cave, a light, airy room crammed full
of her pieces. We bought two typical lidded jars. What she had not
told us was that we were the only visitors she had ever had to the
house to buy pots. Clearly, she did not need to sell from her home.
Her work was in constant demand from the best ceramics galleries
around the world. I felt deeply honoured.

As we were leaving she picked up one of her smaller bowls and
handed it to our ten-year-old son. ‘Here, have this for your snacks in
front of the TV’. I am sure no boy has ever been given such a precious
vessel for such a purpose. The gesture was so unpretentious, so
generous. She was busy packing pots for a show in Japan and looking
forward to a forthcoming exhibition at Galerie Besson in London
where, she said, I must come down and meet her again.

On last year’s family holiday to Japan I met Bodil Manz at Art Fair
Tokyo, who told me that Inger Rokkjaer had died. It seemed fitting
that I should hear it from her lips, especially since she was the first
person Inger mentioned when we met. It felt strangely as if I had come
full circle. Inger had a Zen-like wisdom about her, as if she had lived
many lives and gained much insight. And if I, aspiring potter that I am,
were to manage to make one pot worthy of her memory, I would know
in my heart that I had fulfilled the extent of my ceramic ambition.

Photography Courtesy Galerie Besson
Exhibition Three Danish Potters: Anne
Fløche, Ulla Hansen and Inger Rokkjaer,
Galerie Besson, London, until 28 April 2010
Web www.galeriebesson.co.uk

1 Blue cylinder, raku, 2006; Small green
lidded pot, impressed pattern border on
lid, raku, 2006; Light yellow lidded cylinder,
raku, 2004; Yellow cylinder with white 
lined border, raku, 2007, H25cm max  
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2 Brown bowl with incised lines, raku,
2006; Black oval cylinder with white rim,
raku, 2006; White oval bowl with incised
circles, raku, c.2006; Brown lidded cylinder,
raku, 2004, Ø24cm max


