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Touch, an installation of 12,000 pinch pots held at Watch This Space Gallery in Alice Springs in late 

2014, began as a conversation when a small group of pinch pots were discovered on a shelf while 

cleaning up the ceramics studio at Charles Darwin University: the beauty of such a basic utilitarian form, 

the appeal of an uncomplicated process, and the visual possibilities offered by multiples and repetition. 

The vision of a gallery filled with thousands of these vessels emerged, and ideas around how to achieve 

that evolved. To get the many thousands of pots needed to fill the gallery space we realised we would 

need to involve other people.

 

Touch
Mel Robson and Suzi Lyon explore the function of art in the community

It started with an aesthetic idea – a vision of the loveliness of pinchpots, the simplest of ceramic forms, en masse.  
It became an idea about community. 1

Mel Robson, Suzi Lyon and members of the Alice Springs Community, Touch, detail, 2014 
Installation of 12,000 clay pinch pots; photo: Suzi Lyon
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The Function of Art, The Art of Function

It started small, at dinner parties, afternoon teas, and gatherings with friends and work colleagues. 

We would supply the clay and people would begin enthusiastically pinching pots. Encouraged by the 

positive response and obvious enjoyment people were getting from making these little pinch pots, we 

began to extend the involvement beyond our known circle. This experience of involving other people 

ultimately became the focus of the project – getting out of the studio, going into public and community 

spaces with bags of clay, inviting people to join in, seeing their responses to this simple act of making, 

and experiencing the way in which it allowed interaction and conversation. It gave us an opening with 

which to make contact with others. 

It gave us access to people who we might not normally have conversations with in the normal course of our daily 
lives … in our busy lives we don’t necessarily just sit down and talk to people, especially people we don’t know. But 
when people do something with their hands, it relaxes the space between them and conversations flow. 2 

Often, making art can be an exclusionary and solitary practice, with the artist working alone and at 

the centre of the process. By involving the community in making this work, the focus became less about 

us the artists, and more about community and connection. It broadened the emphasis beyond simply 

the production of objects, and onto the creation of links between people and community.

We began to work with local arts festivals, took bags of clay to schools and community arts 

organisations, sat in parks and malls, on the lawns of public buildings, by water holes and in the dry 

river beds of the desert. We held workshops where participants were blindfolded while pinching pots, 

encouraging further contemplation of the material and the nature of making. At Charles Darwin 

University, where both of us teach, we invited other university employees from all departments to join 

us at lunchtime once a week to pinch pots. People who had never met each other sat side by side in the 

sunshine, chatting whilst pinching pots.

Something about the immediately tactile nature of clay and its ability to be easily formed and 

manipulated struck a chord with everyone. It was accessible, sensory and democratic and seemed to 

appeal to that most basic impulse of human beings to make things. Making reference to such items 

that perform basic but necessary tasks, in this case to carry and contain, somehow pays homage to the 

object and its function. This was part of the allure of these small things, these miniaturised versions of 

functional objects that we have and use in our daily lives.

When it came time to install the 12,000 pots, we took as our starting point the Central Australian 

landscape as seen from above, mapping our community and drawing a link between people and 

place. We didn’t work from a plan, but rather let the pots people had made direct the lay out. As the 

installation unfolded organically, it felt like we were painting or drawing with the pots, shading and 

blending colours and sizes and forms, mining both the similarity and variation within them.

Although most of the tiny pots share a similar shallow cupped form, from being shaped in the palm of the hand, this 
‘memory of community’ is seen in their difference, as slight as it may be. 3 

Highlighting the number and diversity of people involved in the project were black and white 

photographs around the walls of the gallery of the many pairs of hands involved in making the pinch 

pots. An area of the gallery was also set aside with a table and clay so that for the duration of the 

exhibition visitors to the gallery were able to make their own pots to add to the installation. Over a 
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period of a month it grew and evolved, snaking out from the edges and taking on new form. All but 

a few of the 12,000 pots remain unfired. Ultimately they will all be recycled. In a world with such a 

frightening abundance of things, this ephemeral nature was an important element in our approach. 

There are many parallels one could draw between the process and evolution of this work, and 

the way a community works. Like a community it was made up of individual elements that, brought 

together, created a whole. But it is the diversity and difference, the light and shade, the subtleties and 

nuances that give character and meaning. It reflected the community from which it came and the many 

hands that brought it into existence. 

What was created was a map of sorts: a visual and visceral record, a physical dialogue of a 

community, recording movement and moments. Inherent within the final work was a plethora of 

stories and experiences. And when looking at the pots, it is this we see more than anything, the 

stories exchanged and the personal interactions experienced over the course of the project. For us, and 

hopefully for those involved, this was the real outcome and the real meaning of Touch. 

Suzi Lyon is Head of Art and Mel Robson is Ceramics Lecturer at Charles Darwin University, 
Alice Springs, Northern Territory; E: suzi.lyon@cdu.edu.au; E: mel@melrobson.com.

1 Kieran Finnane, The Light Work of Many Hands, Exhibition Review, Alice Springs News Online, 20 October 2014  

 www.alicespringsnews.com.au

2  Mel Robson, Artist Talk, quoted in Kieran Finnane, ibid. 

3  op.cit.

Above: Mel Robson, Suzi Lyon and members of the Alice Springs Community, Touch, detail, 2014 
Installation of 12,000 clay pinch pots; photo: Suzi Lyon
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2, 3 & 4 Mel Robson, Suzi Lyon and members of the Alice Springs Community, Touch, details, 2014 
Installation of 12,000 clay pinch pots; photo: Suzi Lyon
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