26 forms twist from a constant elliptical base, following the angle of sunrise at 52 degrees North from the summer to winter solstice and back. Photo credit Douglas Atfield
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My recent internationally toured installation Containing Time represented a
step change in my work. It marked a shift from making individual ceramic
vessels to exploring interlocking ideas of time and place through sequential
forms. The work secured British Council funding to exhibit at the 2018
Indian Ceramic Triennale and also a research visit to the Jantar Mantar – an
eighteenth-century observatory in Jaipur used to track the sun and and
measure time with the world’s largest sundial. I was starting to think about a
new project.
From Light to Dark From Dark to Light continues the durational theme from Containing Time but is a site-specific
investigation of gradual change from the fixed point of my home and although begun three years ago resonates
with the physical lockdown restrictions of a pandemic.
‘On Earth, time is marked by the sun and moon, by rotations that distinguish day
from night that had led to clocks and calendars. The present was a speck that kept
blinking, brightening, and diminishing, something neither alive or dead. How long
did it last? One second? Less? It was always in flux; in the time it took to consider
it, it slipped away.’
- Jhumpa Lahiri "The Lowland"

Exploring the element of time led me to think about the rotation of the earth
and its light-dark cycles. In 2017 I read an article about a team of American
scientists; Jeffrey Hall, Michael Rosbash, and Michael Young who won a
Nobel Prize for their research into how molecular mechanisms control
circadian rhythms – the twenty-four-hour body clock. I learnt how the lightdark cycle is at the core of life on our planet, controlling chronobiology that
includes the circadian rhythms of humans, animals, and plants. Every aspect of being human – our physical,
emotional and intellectual systems – is set by this cycle. It remains a constant beyond human meddling.
I had several enlightening conversations and meetings with
a research scientist, Dr John O’Neill from the Medical
Research Council in Cambridge, England, who suggested I
read the thought-provoking book Rhythms of Life by Russell
Foster and Leon Kreitzman. As I researched more, a new
inspirational world of science and data began to unfold. I
studied the astronomical charts, documenting the changing
dark/light ratios at fifty-two degrees latitude, the orientation
of my home and studio. For some time, I had been
interested in the work of twentieth-century composer and
philosopher John Cage whose music is founded on rulebased processes. This new project would enable me to explore his approach further.
My challenge was how to use the data to immerse myself as an artist in the process. I needed to absorb the
experience of changing light and dark ratios physically and emotionally as well as intellectually.
I live in rural Suffolk in southern England within a valley, but our meadow rises from the back of the house up to
an ancient oak tree that affords a view of a wooded landscape leading up to the skyline and horizon facing east.
This view from the oak tree became my fixed point, the epicentre of the project.

I used the five changing astronomical timings of civil twilight (dawn), sunrise, solar noon, sunset, and civil twilight
(dusk). Every fortnight on a Thursday, over the course of a year, I sat at a table under the oak tree, engaged my
senses, and documented each experience with text and photography. The scientist had suggested using a timerelease camera to record the stages of light-dark, which would have helped me avoid sleep deprivation and
challenging weather conditions, but I needed to experience it first-hand.
Whatever the weather, I spent many hours there; the structured repetition enabled me to
observe and record the gradual changing landscape of light, seasonal rhythms, weather, as
well as mammals, birds, and insect life. After a year I became acutely aware of the
dramatic changes of light between the winter and summer solstices (winter 7.42 hours of
light and solar noon angle 14.4 degrees, summer 16.46 hours of light and 61.2 degrees
solar noon) and the subtly slow changes in between. I learnt how the daily increase and
decrease of light is miniscule at the solstices and much wider toward the equinoxes.
Through this slow, repetitive documentation I was able to transform the scientific data
into my own physical and emotional data, experiencing how the changing light-dark
ratios affect every cell in our bodies, our moods, powers of intellect, health, and
wellbeing.
I decided to use three variables: the changing angle of sunrise and
sunset against the horizon, the changing daylight hours between the
summer and winter solstices, and the changing angle of solar noon.
This data is embodied into a narrative of twenty-six sequenced ceramic
forms supported by twenty-six ceramic wall plaques, drawings, texts,
sound, and lighting following the fortnightly intervals. I have
collaborated with composer and sound artist Kevin Flanagan who is
composing a twenty-minute soundscape taken from the latitude and longitude, electro magnetic sounds of the sun,
sounds of the ceramic forms, and site-specific birdsongs at sunrise.
The twenty-six twisting forms are all coiled from the same elliptical base orientated north/south; the ellipse is
constant, but as the form rises it twists towards the angle of sunrise facing east. The twist gradually becomes more
extreme as the thirteen twice-weekly readings move from June 21 to December 21 and then twisting back towards
the sunset facing west from 21 December to 21 June. My chosen clay technique for these forms is the repetitive
rhythm of coiling.
During the physical making time, I became aware of almost becoming the forms as they emulated the twisting
yoga poses I practise where the base is static and the torso lifts and turns gradually yet extremely away from it. I
could have anticipated the changing forms with the help of a computer programme, but I wanted to discover where
the form would go and how it would be revealed slowly in real time. I had to put my trust in the outcome.
‘In developing his visual art, the new forms (Cage) discovered were not a product of
his will – he didn’t invent them. Instead, he discovered them by opening an area of
inquiry as a scientist might do’
- Excerpt from Kathan Brown’s essay on John Cage’s visual art from "The Cambridge Companion to John Cage"
edited by David Nicholls.

I wanted the organic experience to run right through the project, and this slow
technique mirrored the pace of changing light. I used my practise of mixing a
material with clay that burns out, leaving random markings, and after
experimenting, chose coffee beans. This was an artist-led choice, but the
proportion of beans to clay and the resulting effect of the transition between
coarse and fine also follows the data.
The twenty-six supporting concave and convex wall plaques
explore the narrative further into the changing ratio of light to
dark hours. Filled black lines were incised into the flat clay
surface, each line representing fifteen minutes of darkness,
collectively forming sunrise and sunset angles. The four-line
poems, distilled from the full-text documentation, are captured
on the ceramic surface. They are glimpses of my explorations of
the changing seasons – the weather and skies from our
wildflower meadow in rural Suffolk with its rich diversity of
plant, insect, and animal life.
From Light to Dark from Dark to Light propels my work into the transition space between understanding data and
expressing it with art, the juggling of objectivity and subjectivity. It has led to discoveries of surprising forms and
ways of thinking, involving a journey into – for me, – unknown territory.

FROM LIGHT TO DARK FROM DARK TO LIGHT WILL BE SHOWN AS A MAJOR SOLO EXHIBITION AT RUTHIN CENTRE FOR APPLIED
ARTS, RUTHIN, WALES APRIL THROUGH JULY OF 2022. A PAPER CATALOGUE WILL ACCOMPANY THE EXHIBITION - CONTACT THE
AUTHOR DIRECTLY VIA EMAIL IF YOU'RE INTERESTED IN ORDERING ONE.
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