
VESSEL as METAPHORThe essential vessel, devised in all cultures to antiquity, is the 
metaphorical container of all that has been and will be. For early 
cultures the sky was vessel, containing creation spirits and the 
departed; earth was mother vessel nestling, chiding and providing. 

It is the contestable understanding of the vessel that informs this 
exhibition. Curator, Karen O’Clery, has selected three ceramic artists 
whose practices extensively interrogate its possibilities. The ceramic 
artist’s preoccupation with the vessel is to uncover its power to hold, 
contain, share, describe and enthral. O’Clery has constructed an 
opportunity to demonstrate ‘the expressive potential of the vessel 
to create works that are metaphorical and sometimes ambiguous 
in their reference to function’ 1 through recent work of Elizabeth 
Charles, Simone Fraser, and Gail Nichols. 

Elizabeth Charles describes her closed forms in The Well series 
2013 as ‘personal memory and reliquary’ or vessel containing 
not restraining. Pursuing an historical narrative through form and 
function to decipher the intimate bond between object and living 
world, Charles writes ‘I am drawn to ceramics where there is a 
duality at play, where form and surface combine, with attributes of 
beings or things – zoomorphic’.2  
Relief surfaces are vestigial narratives with incised or carved 
patterning, sprig moulds, coloured slips and dry glaze; slip cast 
animal, plant and studio reliquary surmount her classic vessels, 
clamouring to enter and to escape from enclosure.  
The freedom achieved comes from Charles’s confident use of her 
moulds, allowing previous use to remain and be transferred to 
subsequent forms. 

Simone Fraser speaks of time as ‘part of the fundamental structure 
of the universe, a dimension in which events occur in sequence. …..  

both directions, without end, collecting and organising our events 
and experiences’.3 The wheel is fundamental to the conceptual 
development of her vessels creating ‘a centrifugal form, like a 
spiralling line …. unfolding its embossed narrative.’ Rapidly drying 
the surface of her vessels on the wheel with a blow torch, she 
manipulates the surface, achieving a complex texture; immediate 
and retaining spontaneity. The surface of her vessels record and 
transmit the striations, erosion and accretion of time.  
Saturated colour and embossed surfaces are deliberately contrived 
to stimulate an emotional response to the beauty of her vessels.

Landscape is an essential element in Gail Nichols’ vessels, not 
pictorially representative but primal, infinite, mobile and responsive 
to the space and form around her at the foot of Mt Budawang.  
Embracing the malleable potential of clay, she has developed a 
singular approach to achieve the complex, rich aesthetic of her 
recent, powerfully voluptuous vessels working directly with clay, fire 
and soda vapour.  
Nichols’ control of kiln atmosphere results in surprising colours, 
glowing, subtle or ominous on generous, sometimes eccentric 
vessels. Closed forms swell under the weight of thick, icy glaze 
drawing back to reveal a fiery earth; open forms reflect the 
movement of flame in shadowy mauve, grey and black. 

Each potter seeks an ‘acceptable balance between knowledge, 
intuition and uncertainty... a continuing challenge’.4 

Gillian McCracken, Art Curator and Writer
1 Karen O’Clery, 2012
2 Elizabeth Charles, artist statement 2013
3 Simone Fraser, artist statement 2013
4 Gail Nichols, artist statement 2013
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Elizabeth Charles - Short Biography
Elizabeth Charles graduated from the Canberra School of 
Art in 1981. Since 1983 she has taught in NSW TAFE colleges 
and has been in her current position as Senior Head Teacher, 
Arts and Media, Goulburn Campus since 1990. In 1999 her 
responsibility widened to include all Campuses in the Southern 
Highlands.
Her professional exhibiting career began in 1983. She has held 
9 solo exhibitions (the most recent for Narek Galleries, Tanja, 
October 2006) and representation in group exhibitions include: 
The Ceramic Object (Manly Regional Art Gallery, 1992), Vessel 
- Contemporary Australian Ceramics (Canberra School of 
Art Gallery, 1996), Matter of Making - CSA Alumni (Canberra 
School of Art Gallery, 1996), The Shape between Continuity 
and Innovation (Faenza, Italy, 2002), Ceramics: the Australian 
& New Zealand Context (Campbelltown City Bicentennial Art 
Gallery, NSW, 2002), Alan Peascod - influence and dialogue 
(Wollongong Regional Gallery, 2008, National Art School 
Gallery, Sydney, 2009), Conversations (Sabbia Gallery, Sydney, 
2009).
Represented in the collections of the Canberra City Museum 
and Gallery, Orange Regional Art Gallery, Manly Regional 
Art Gallery and Museo Internationale Delle Ceramiche, 
Italy. Charles’ work is also in numerous private collections in 
Australia and overseas. In 1990 she was awarded a Professional 
Development Grant by the Visual Arts/Crafts Board of the 
Australia Council. In 2005 she was a visiting lecturer in the Fine 
Arts Faculty of the University of Chiang Mai, Thailand.
Elizabeth Charles lives and works in the Southern Highlands, 
New South Wales.

Simone Fraser - Short Biography
Simone Fraser graduated from the Canberra School of Art in 1981. 
She completed  post graduate studies at Monash University in 2000. 
Having lectured extensively in many tertiary institutions, she is 
currently lecturing at the National Art School in Sydney.
Her work is represented in the National Gallery of Australia and 
many regional galleries around Australia, including the WA, SA, 
Wollongong, Bathurst and Campbelltown Art Galleries. The most 
recent acquisition was by the International Modern Pot Art Museum, 
Yixing China (2012).
To date she has had over 80 solo and group exhibitions, including: 
The 3rd Shanghai International Modern Pot Art Biennial (2012 
Shanghai Museum of Arts and Crafts, China), Together in Harmony 
(Travelling exhibition - South Korea 2011), Timelines - solo show, 
(Sabbia Gallery, Sydney 2011), Bravura - 21st Century of Australian 
Craft (Art Gallery of South Australia 2010), Past and Present - solo 
show, ( Narek Galleries, Tanja NSW 2009), Alan Peascod - influence 
and dialogue, (Wollongong City Gallery 2008) and Ceramics: The 
Australian & New Zealand Context (Campbelltown City Bicentennial 
Art Gallery, NSW, 2002).
Some published writing include articles by the Sydney Morning 
Herald art critic, John McDonald, Nola Anderson (Craft Arts 
International), Brett Ballard (Ceramics Art and Perception), Merran 
Esson (New Ceramics - The European ceramic magazine) and Alan  
Peascod (Ceramics Art and Perception).
Simone Fraser currently lives and works in Sydney, New South Wales.

Gail Nichols - Short Biography
Gail Nichols is an Australian ceramic artist, recognized internationally 
for her innovative approach to soda vapour glazing which she 
developed  through extensive research, leading to a PhD at Monash 
University in 2002. Her book, Soda Clay and Fire, published by the 
American Ceramic Society, is a leading text in the field. 
Born in the USA in 1953, she completed a mechanical engineering 
degree at Michigan State University in 1976, and worked as a Peace 
Corps volunteer on an irrigation project in Malaysia before immigrating 
to Australia, where she began her ceramic studies in Sydney. 
Nichols has taught at the National Art School in Sydney and the ANU 
School of Art in Canberra. Recently she was a featured speaker at the 
2012 National Conference on Education for the Ceramic Arts in Seattle, 

USA and has been visiting artist at many international institutions 
including the Archie Bray Foundation, USA, the Guldagergaard 
International Ceramics Research Centre and the Bornholm School 
of Glass and Ceramics, Denmark. Exhibiting extensively, some solo 
exhibitions have been held at: Sabbia Gallery and Boutwell Draper 
Gallery, Sydney, Tong-In Gallery, Seoul, Korea, Yamaki Gallery, Osaka, 
Japan and the Contemporary Crafts Gallery, Portland, Oregon, USA.  
Her work is represented in Australian and international collections 
including the National Gallery of Australia. One of her numerous 
awards was a Bronze Prize in the 4th World Ceramic Biennale Korea 
International Competition, 2007.
Gail Nichols lives and works on a rural property near Braidwood,  
New South Wales.
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