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The painters, who decorated the ancient Grecian pots, were considered artists, the potters were not. The mid 20th Century English tableware designer, Suzy Cooper, is remembered, but not the potters who made the product. In the West, there has been and still exists, a division of value placed on the ‘high/Fine’ and ‘low/Craft’ arts. Using the hands was/is not as valued as conceptual work. ‘Craft-based’ artists and designers have initiated most of the dialogue around this division. They are frustrated with a lack of recognition from the art world, in general. It may be safe to venture that, in Canada, craft-based artists, and designers are acknowledged less than in the States, and in the States acknowledged even less than in Europe.

One of the reasons that the “fine” art-world perceives “craft” and “design” as ‘lesser’ practices, stems from its materiality. The intent is seen to be deflected into acquiring technique: skill being substituted for content. In design, the intention is also viewed as compromised, when the focus is distributed between material, function, and product. Craft-based practice revolves around interaction with a specific material, and its constraints. Craft-artists, and designers value the integrity of their chosen materials. They are responding to its coherence, and its “aboutness”. The fundamental intention of Design is to make a cohesive unit of notion, substance, and function.
 
These practices are apposed to what is being valued in “fine” art practices, some of which may be issue-driven, responding to commodities, using arbitrary materials, and employing their temporal nature to reflect rapid societal changes. The intent, for many contemporary artists, is to render the materials transparent to the concept. 
Can it be denied that these practices all have separate agendas? 

The very durability of this division of values indicates that the belief is still rooted in a Cartesian-like domain, where the mind reigns supreme, and separate, from the body.  Where the material world, and the products of manual labour, are perceived as secondary to the products of intellectual and spiritual labour. When our cultures understand and endorse the interdependence and cohesion of the mind/body, we may activate a perceptual transformation of how to re-evaluate human endeavour 
Grayson Perry, a controversial ceramic artist, won the ‘Tate’ last year, the most prestigious visual arts award in Great Britain. The very act of selecting an artist, who uses painted pottery as his vehicle, has been viewed as subversive. Perhaps this indicates there is a perceptual shift already in motion.

Debra Sloan has been engaged in all aspects of clay for over 30 years. She has exhibited locally, nationally, and internationally. She is currently completing her BFA at UBC. Her degree has been distributed between Emily Carr Institute of Art and Design and UBC, and has taken 33 years.
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