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North Belfast's Switch Room Gallery is a raw space in the hearf of
regenerating landscape. Perfect for an exhibition that, ceniral to its PhD
credentials, claims to examine an unfouched area - clay, our relalionship with
it and video, as a combined language wilhin contemporary ceramics. These
elements are central fo artist Andrew Livingstone's thesis — The Authenticify of
Clay and its Redefinition within Confernporary Practice; Ceramic Famnifiarity ond
its Contribution to Expansion. While applauding the endeavour, | am not sure
that the physical manifestation of the concept fully measures up 1o his
intention. either in the use of material or the means of addressing familiarity’.

Two of the pieces Exterior-Inferior and The Deconstruction of T rade, allude to
our current status, how we relate fo our belongings and surroundings and their
ability fo muster thoughts, memories, nostalgia, familiarity. The petite gables in
Exterior-Interior are clad with ‘authentic’ decal imagery of cringeworthy 1980s
embossed wallpaper and a few now infamous Northern Irish sectarian murals,
Knowing this turf | wonder how familiar Livingstone is with murals such as Free
Derry Wall or Billy Wright's memorial in Portadown. Familiar or nol. the original
gables still, recurrently, tug at the heartsirings of anyone who identifies wilh
their provenance and insinuation. | responded more positively fo the symbolism
in the out of focus willow pattern fransfers on the plates in The Deconsiruction
of Trade - hopefully a play on our relationship with the objects we surround
ourselves with, blurred by familiarity. The imagery changed over a serie
plates reflecting a story of transition from old familiar ceramic patterns breaking
through to a deteriorated but present-day Belfast

In the accompanying catalogue Joseph McBrinn writes thal the ‘simple
ceramic shapes, in the form of the quotidian, may seem innocuous;, but,
given their ornamental scale, poor application, splitiing fransfers, washes of
accidental colorant and mismaiched joints, the ‘practice’ and ‘message’
seemed fo get lost, even defused. As seasoned arfists, makers and educators
we have a duty to express a respect for our materials @ nd processes and fo
value them. In the words of Samuel Johnson it was ‘worih seeing, yes, but
not worth going to see’; useful advice here for artisls wanting o hone their
ceramic skills or those familiar with the sensitive genre of the North's ‘froubles’
Stephen Farnan
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