
Potter’s tea party 
45 minutes - 1 hour 

National Curriculum: 
Art & Design: the history of art, craft, design 
and architecture, including periods, styles and major 
movements English : asking questions to improve their 
understanding of a text; predicting what might happen 
from details stated and implied; identifying how 
language, structure, and presentation contribute to 
meaning; drawing inferences such as inferring character’s 
feelings, thoughts, and motives from their actions; 
identifying main ideas from more than one paragraph and 
summarising these; distinguish between statements of fact 
and opinion; retrieve, record and present information 
from non-fiction; participate in discussions about books, 
building on their own and others’ ideas and challenging 
views courteously; explain and discuss their 
understanding of what they have read; provide reasoned 
justifications for their views 

Materials needed:  Tea party cards or quotes; tea and 
biscuits (optional) 

Key Questions: Who were some of the key people 
who helped Leach with the Pottery in St. Ives? How  

Learning Objectives: Students will roleplay historic 
characters and analyse texts to look for clues to 
backgrounds, relationships, and philosophies.  
Students will be able to construct strong analytical 
questions regarding their visit to the Leach Pottery 
after completion of the tea party activity. 
Students will formulate their own opinions about 
the text as they interact with one another.  

Suggested open-ended discussion questions: 
Leach’s writings could sometimes be contradictory 
and prescriptive, but there is no doubt that he 
was one of the most important figures in 
twentieth century art criticism. There are no right 
or wrong answers, but a discussion of his 
philosophy will contextualize your visit and the 
importance of the pottery for creating a space for 
clay to be considered an artform. Ask students to 
use their quotes to provide contextual answers to 
these questions and encourage deeper 
discussion by making sure everyone contributes 
something from their quote. 

1. What did Leach want his writing to do?
2. What were the criteria that he used to define a

good pot?
3. Did Leach think everyone could make good

pottery?

4. What did Leach feel was necessary for a
potter to make good work?

5. How did he feel about industrially made
pottery?

6. In what ways does Leach claim pottery has
changed over time?
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Activity:  
A tea party is an interactive learning activity in which 
students use texts to make predictions about their 
visit. There are two variations provided.  However, 
there are many ways to adapt the materials provided 
to suit your students and curriculum. There are also 
many good ideas for hosting a classroom tea party 
online.  
Meeting & Greeting Tea Party: 

1) Besides Mr. Leach, there were many people
involved with making the Leach pottery
successful. In this activity, students will have
a chance to meet a few of them and discover
more about them. Students will be given
one of six character cards. Ask them to write
two questions and two thoughts about their
character after reading the description.

2) They need to travel around the room,
talking to as many characters as possible.
Students will talk to at least five other
people, taking on the role of the character
from the card they were given and
exchanging information. Colour coding the
individual character cards helps students to
identify who has a character they still need
to talk to.

3) Give them some time to finish up any final
thoughts and discuss the students’
predictions and questions for their visit,
what specific words/phrases/sentences
helped create the predictions, and any
personal experience or prior knowledge a
student might have shared.

Silent Tea Party: 
1) In this variation, each student is given one of

the quotes from Bernard Leach’s writings.
They will use them to try to discover and
describe his ideas about pottery.

2) They first read their own quote, noting down
any words or phrases they think might be
important or unfamiliar vocabulary.

3) Students travel around the room and "meet"
other people in class by shaking their hand.
The first handshake indicates that they would
like to swap quotes.  The second handshake
says, "Here is your quote back.  Thank you for
letting me look at it!"

4) Have students meet in small groups. Give
each group several markers and a large sheet
of paper to discuss and write down their ideas
and further questions.
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Hiya! I’m Janet Leach. I’m originally 

from Texas, but after the war I went 

to Japan to study pottery with Shoji 

Hamada. I was the first foreign 

woman to do that! When I married 

Bernard Leach in 1955, I came here to 

St. Ives. I ran the pottery for more than 

40 years, taking care of the place while 

Bernard was away travelling and 

lecturing. I had my own ideas about 

pottery, though, and I made lots of 

work to exhibit myself too. 

Good morning. My name is David 

Leach. I was born in Japan while my 

father Bernard Leach was living there. I 

trained as a pottery manager in Stoke-

on-Trent and when I took over running 

the pottery in St. Ives, I changed from a 

wood-burning to an oil-burning kiln 

and made the workshop more modern 

and efficient.  In 1955, I left to start my 

own pottery where I still carried on the 

family traditions, but with my own 

distinct interpretations. I was awarded 

an OBE for my work as a potter and 

teacher. 

Hello there. My name is Michael 

Cardew. Although I read classics at 

Oxford, I really just wanted to make 

pottery. I was one of the first 

apprentices at St. Ives. While I didn’t 

stay very long before I left to set up 

my own pottery, we stayed friends 

and colleagues for many years, sharing 

ideas and promoting our work by 

lecturing and publishing. I think 

Bernard Leach’s ideas have a great deal 

to do with the development of the 

Modern school of pottery. 

Hello, I’m Katheryn- Pleydell-

Bouverie. I was very lucky to grow up 

on a beautiful estate in Berkshire. I first 

learned pottery at the Central School of 

Arts and Crafts in London from Dora 

Billington, but I soon convinced 

Bernard Leach to take me on as a 

student at his new pottery in St. Ives. 

For women like me and Norah Braden, 

it was a pretty radical thing to do, but 

we stuck with it. I continued to work as 

a potter for the next 60 years, making 

things that were simple and functional, 

inspired by natural textures and forms. 

Hi. I’m William Marshall, but my 

friends call me Bill. I was born here in 

St. Ives and I started working at the 

pottery as an apprentice when I was 

just a lad of 14! I soon learned 

everything there is to know about 

making pots and I was Mr. Leach’s 

right-hand man. Especially as he got 

older, I would make pots for him to 

decorate. I was never one to boast—

but I supervised all the pottery we 

made to sell, and I made some things 

for myself that weren’t so bad either. 

A pleasure to meet you. I am Mrs. 

Frances Horne. I founded the St Ives 

Handcraft Guild in 1920 because I 

wanted to provide creative 

employment for the community. Young 

Mr. Leach was introduced to me and I 

thought a pottery would be just the 

thing to have in St. Ives. I offered him a 

loan of £2500 to set up his pottery with 

Hamada and gave him £250 for 3 years 

to get it going (which was a lot of 

money in those days!). It was a bit 

rough in those early years, but it seems 

to be doing alright now, doesn’t it? 



Quote 1 Potting is one of the few activities today in which a person can use his natural faculties of head, heart, 
and hand in balance. 

Quote 2 Out of my dual experience [in the East and West] I have tried to formulate a criterion by which good 
pots may be recognized in a manner similar to that by which an ever-changing but nevertheless 
continuous classic standard encourages the appreciation of fine architecture, painting, writing and 
music. 

Quote 3 My frequent criticism of mass-produced wares should not be regarded as an attack upon the machine 
so much as an exposure of the false standards of beauty, whether of commercial origin or of debased 
court taste, which have accompanied the rise of industrialism.  

Quote 4 Very few people in this country think of the making of pottery as an art, and amongst those few the 
great majority have no criterion of aesthetic values which would enable them to distinguish between 
the merely good and the meretricious.  

Quote 5 The potter is no longer a peasant or journeyman as in the past, nor can he be any longer described as 
an industrial worker: he is by force of circumstances an artist-craftsman. 

Quote 6 …the work of the individual potter-artist, who performs all or nearly all the processes of production 
with his own hands, belongs to one aesthetic category, and the finished result of the operations …of 
mass production, to another and quite different category. 

Quote 7 In the work of the potter-artist, who throws his own pots, there is a unity of design and execution, a 
cooperation of hand and undivided personality, for designer and craftsman are one. 

Quote 8 The art of the craftsman...is intuitive and humanistic (one hand one brain) … 

Quote 9 The products of [machines] can never possess the same intimate qualities as those [made by hand], 
but to deny them the possibility of excellence of design …is both blind and obstinate. 

Quote 10 Good hand craftsmanship is directly subject to the prime source of human activity, whereas machine 
crafts, even at their best, are activated at one remove—by the intellect. 

Quote 11 The trouble is, however, that at a conservative estimate, about nine tenths of the industrial pottery 
produced …is hopelessly bad in both form and decoration…[with] a crudity of colour combined with 
cheapness and inappropriateness of decoration and tawdriness of form that must be seen to be 
believed. 

Quote 12 The public is ever increasingly out of touch with the making of articles of everyday use… 

Quote 13 [The Leach Pottery was]...an attempt by an artist-potter to discover and reapply standards of 
craftsmanship which had been largely forgotten in the passage from traditional hand-methods to 
large scale industrial production. 

Quote 14 …the intuitive, organic qualities of Sung pottery can never be completely expressed by the rational 
and tectonic methods of big industry.  

Quote 15 In the East, [aesthetic criteria for pottery] has long been in existence, especially in Japan, where the 
aesthetic sensibility of educated people has been stimulated by the ablest of critics… 

Quote 16 A potter’s traditions are part of a nation’s cultural inheritance... We live in dire need of a unifying 
culture out of which fresh traditions may grow.  

Quote 17 The necessity for a psychological and aesthetic common foundation in any workshop group of 
craftsmen cannot be exaggerated, if the resulting crafts are to have any vitality.  
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Quote 18 

Quote 19 

Quote 20 

Quote 21 

Quote 22 

Quote 23 

Quote 24 

Quote 25 

Quote 26 

Quote 27 

Quote 28 

Quote 29 

Quote 30 

Quote 31 

Quote 32 

As soon as [the self-conscious art students who come to the pottery] have picked up enough 
knowledge, or what they think is enough, off they go to start potting on a studio scale for 
themselves. Very few have proved themselves to be artists. 

Only the artist and craftsman of unusual perception and strength of character stands a chance…as 
soon as the craftsman becomes individual and detached from his tradition he stands on the same 
footing as the artist.  

But the important question is to discover how in our disintegrating times individual potters are to 
discover their particular kind of truth, in other words, their highest standard, and further, by what 
means it can be passed on to other artist-potters to the end that humanistic work of true merit, 
especially for domestic use, may be produced. 

We craftsmen, who have been called artist, have the whole world to draw upon for incentive beauty. 

…how people are to recognize good work…with their bodies…with the mind acting directly through 
the senses, taking in form, texture, pattern and colour, and referring the sharp immediate 
impressions to personal experience of use and beauty combined.  

It must always be remembered that the disassociation of use and beauty is a purely arbitrary thing. 
It is true that pots exist which are useful and not beautiful, and others that are beautiful and 
impractical; but neither of these extremes can be considered normal: the normal is a balanced 
combination of the two. 

…it seems reasonable to expect that beauty will emerge from a fusion of the individual character 
and culture of the potter with the nature of his materials—clay, pigment, glaze—and his 
management of the fire… 

…we may hope to find in good pots those innate qualities which we most admire in people. It is for 
this reason that I consider the mood, or nature of a pot to be of first importance.  

The shape of a pot cannot be dissociated from the way it has been made, one may throw fifty pots in 
an hour, on the same model, which only vary in fractions of an inch, and yet only half a dozen of 
them may possess that right relationship of parts which gives vitality—life flowing for a few 
moments through the hands of the potter. 

...the first thing we must look for is…proper adaptation to use and suitability to material. Without 
these we cannot hope to find beauty in any of its modes, nobility, austerity, strength, breadth, 
subtilty, warmth... 

…a pot in order to be good should be a genuine expression of life. It implies sincerity on the part of 
the potter and truth in the conception and execution of the work.  

The foot, upon which the pot stands, should be reasonably wide for stability, but over and beyond 
that its angles and proportion should relate to the lip, to which the eye instinctively leaps.  

Some of the most beautiful pots in the world are full of technical imperfections. 

Rarity is no guarantee of beauty, and the cunning search for it only a hindrance to appreciation of 
beauty as normality.  

The extent to which quite ordinary people react to the changing beauty of a shape on the potter’s 
wheel has been a continual revelation to me of their latent desire, and often capacity, to make good 
things, to use them, or at the very least to learn to know them.  
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