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econstruction and reconstruction are the hallm
ark 

of M
erran Esson’s large-scale ceram

ic form
s inspired by 

the contrasting landscapes of Scotland and A
ustralia.  

Text by G
ordon Foulds.Photography by G

reg Piper.

B
O

R
N

to farm
ing parents in southern N

SW
near

Tum
barum

ba
in

the
upperM

urray
region,M

erran
E

sson
has

long
been

one
ofA

ustralia’s
bestknow

n
and m

ost respected ceram
ists and teachers. T

he rural
environm

ent w
hich she experienced so fully during her

childhood
and

adolescent
years

has
influenced

both
h erw

ork
and

herpersonallife
philosophy,and

m
anifests

itself in m
uch of her current and past w

ork.
She is a

full-tim
e

lecturer
in

ceram
ics

atthe
N

ationalA
rtSchool

in Sydney, a position E
sson

has held since 1997. 
She has taught and lectured overseas on a num

ber of
occasions, particularly in C

hina and in Scotland, and
although her experiences

in
these

countries
have

had
lasting im

pressions, both culturally and professionally, 
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‘Starfish and D
ouble T

rouble’,1993,
stonew

are, 00 x 00 x 00 cm

‘D
ouble T

alk’,1999,
handbuilt stonew

are, 00 x 00 x 00 cm

‘C
orrugated

Skuttle’,2004,handbuiltstonew
are,58

x
45

x
29

cm
.

C
ollection:W

esterw
ald K

eram
ik M

useum
, G

erm
any

‘C
onical C

onstruction’, 2005, handbuilt stonew
are, 32 x 25 cm

ithas been her ongoing relationship w
ith Scotland that

seem
s

to
have

had
the

m
ost

profound
and

enduring
influence on her.

B
eing of recent Scottish ancestry, she

found m
uch in the country that struck an intellectual

and spiritual chord w
ith her.She loved the w

eather, the
cloudy

skies, the
rugged landscape

steeped in history,
the m

anm
ade m

arkings, the roads, the m
ediaeval stone

w
alls, the tim

eless quality of the villages and ham
lets

and the inscriptions on ancient graveyard headstones.
She soon realized that these things w

ere also a m
ajor

part of her ow
n cultural heritage.

T
hese signposts of

hum
anity began to assum

e a significant role in m
ost of

her w
ork since that tim

e.H
er husband M

ichael E
sson,

also an artist, w
ho w

orks in the visual arts w
as born in

A
berdeen, and together w

ith their tw
o children, they

have spent a num
ber of years in that city and visited

m
any other parts of Scotland.   

E
sson has a deep appreciation of her fam

ily, and the
support w

hich one receives from
 w

ithin the fam
ily unit,

from
w

hich
she

learned
about

the
need

for
balance,

strength and fortitude in life generally, and incorporates
these qualities in her w

ork.
W

e see the expression of
t h e s e

values in the w
ork Starfish and D

ouble T
rouble

o f
1993, and again in the later w

ork D
ouble T

alk
of 1999.

In the form
er w

ork w
e see paired pieces w

here the han-
d l es, the legs and the jug form

s them
selves, supply the

supporting
base,w

hile
the

negative
space

and
the

form
s

w
hich represent negative and positive form

s of each
other, take the w

ork w
ell beyond the functional vessel

form
, and place it firm

ly into the genre of sculpture.
W

h i le the m
ain form

s m
ight indeed retain a functional

PHOTO: PAUL GREEN PHOTO: PAUL GREEN

‘T
he R

estraint of F
unction’, 2005, handbuilt stonew

are, tallest 38 x 26 x 22 cm
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ning of the surface m
arkings w

hich later take on a new
and unique form

.
It becom

es evident, even in these tw
o w

orks, that E
sson

w
orks w

ithin a tradition.H
ow

ever, she takes the tradi-
tion and m

akes it her ow
n; she also takes it further than

w
hen she found it. A

nd this sum
m

arizes her attitude
to

“tradition” w
hich she sees not as som

ething to be
follow

ed, but takes the individual elem
ents of tradition

and changes them
, w

hile at the sam
e tim

e taking them
into new

 and unexplored fields of discovery.
T

here are m
any layers to E

sson’s w
ork.

H
er ongoing

fascination w
ith landscape, both the Scottish and the

A
ustralian, found expression in a

solo exhibition titled
“B

oundaries” (1999) at M
ura C

lay G
allery in Sydney,

w
hich saw

 the inception of her green coloured w
orks.

T
he

green sym
bolizes the colour of the landscape, but

it later began also to stand for the colour of the verdigris
surfaces of ancient m

etal objects. H
er father had been

a
fighter pilot during the W

orld W
ar II, and on return-

ing to Tum
barum

ba he founded the local G
liding C

lub.
C

onsequently, she spent m
any hours in a glider w

ith
her father, becom

ing fam
iliar w

ith the local landscape
from

 a totally different perspective.
She says that w

ere
s he to see that landscape from

 above these days, she
w

o u ld
still recognize it, as she had becom

e so fam
iliar

w
i t h

i td uring her years of gliding. She saw
 the bound-

ary fences, the natural contours of the terrain, the hom
e-

steads and the m
arks and tracks that people leave on

the landscape.
T

hese boundaries, som
etim

es real and
som

etim
es abstracted into im

agined shapes and signs,
w

e re the
subjectm

atter
ofher“B

oundaries”
exhibition. 

She developed this further in a subsequent exhibition
titled “B

uckets and B
oundaries”, also at M

ura C
lay

G
allery,and

w
hich

w
as

also
presented

atthe
Sw

itchback
G

alley at M
onash U

niversity in M
elbourne. W

hen w
e

think
ofbuckets

today,w
e

probably
picture

those
ubiqui-

tous vessels
found in every household, m

ade of either
plastic

orm
etaland

ofa
fairly

traditionalshape.B
uckets

t h r oughout history, how
ever, have had varied shapes

a n d
f u nctions. T

he first requirem
ent for a bucket today

is that it should be totally functional.
B

ut for E
sson a

bucket is m
uch m

ore.
H

er buckets are not about func-
tion, but rather are about form

, and relate totally to a

m
odality, they belong totally w

ithin the am
bit of deco-

rative sculpture.
T

he legs and handles m
anifest very

clearly
E

sson’s
personalphilosophy

ofstrength,balance
and support, and are representative of the w

ork that she
w

as m
aking at this tim

e. 
In D

ouble T
alk

w
e see the sam

e decorative curling legs,
but by this tim

e E
sson had developed the green glaze

a nd
t h e

m
arkings on the body of the w

ork w
hich w

ere
t o

b e c o m
e

the hallm
ark look of her pieces from

 that
tim

e, until the present.
In this w

ork w
e see tw

o vessel
form

s w
hich are initially separate, but w

hich support
each other and becom

e as one.
W

e also see the begin-

‘T
um

barum
ba Series’, 2005, average height 90 cm

‘Jagungal Series’, 2007, rim
 closeup

D
etail of ‘B

rindabella L
ines’

‘B
rindabella L

ines’,2007,handbuiltstonew
are,58 x 28 x 26 cm

‘B
rindabella L

ines’, 2007, handbuilt stonew
are, 58 x 28 x 26 cm

Interior detail of ‘T
ow

ong T
ank’

statem
ent by Peter D

orm
er, w

ho w
rote in his book T

he
A

rt of the M
akeri n

1994: ‘F
unction is the subject m

at-
ter, not the purpose; the purpose is art’. 1

T
his w

as the
statem

ent about w
hich E

sson conceived and developed
her M

aster of A
rts thesis w

hich w
as conferred in 2004.

C
onsequently, in the four years leading up to the sub-

m
ission of her thesis, her w

ork w
as m

ostly concerned
w

ith the idea of the bucket.
T

he bucket assum
ed m

any
form

s
and

im
plied both narrative and concepts. In the

piece
titled U

nbounded
by

T
im

e(1999),a
w

ide-m
outhed

vase
form

 supported on three curly legs, she began
to

develop the idea that the interior of the w
ork had a sig-

nificance w
hich added considerably to the narrative 

ofthe finished piece.
T

he landscapes of both A
ustralia

and Scotland, their current appearance, their evidence
of past hum

an habitation, and their sensed spirituality,
provided her w

ith the inspiration and im
petus to pro-

ceed.She found
continuing inspiration

in
the

m
arksleft

by
people

from
an

earlier
tim

e,the
erosion and decay

that nature and tim
e leave to tell their ow

n history or to
im

ply their real and im
agined narratives.

D
uring this period she m

oved both hom
e and studio,

and found that the larger prem
ises led to a scaling-up

of the size of w
orks.

T
he new

 facilities allow
ed her to

e x p l o re space in term
s of the piece being an object in

s p a ce
and

also
explore

the
hollow

space
w

ithin
the

form
. 

‘It
is

through
m

y
deliberate

piercing
of

these
objects

t h a t
they loose any ability to be functional. T

heir
suc-

cess or failure relies entirely on their aesthetic quality,
w

hich the original bucket never possessed.
M

y w
ork

exam
ines the sculptural pow

er that is dependent upon
the volum

es enclosed.
B

uckets are still containers for
ideas.

T
hey invite inside/outside exploration, and the

e m
p t y

interiorhas
becom

e
an

additionalexciting
feature

t o
a c know

ledge.
T

he elem
ents ofform

, base and rim
are the com

ponents that I deconstruct and reconstruct.
I

am
 spurred on by this new

 w
ork w

hich I see as being
som

ew
hat alienated from

 the original buckets w
hich

inspired them
.C

hristopher Frayling states: “T
here’s no

p oi n t
i n

deconstructing som
ething unless you recon-

s t r uct it, and that becom
es m

agic”.’
2

In this context, w
e are provided w

ith a text and refer-
ence

for
exam

ining specific w
orks.C

oppabella
L

ines,for
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exam
ple,is a bucket m

ade entirely from
 curved sheets

of galvanized iron.
B

ecause of the seem
ing lack of pre-

cision in applying and fixing the sheets, this piece rep-
resents a w

ater tank that has been ravaged by w
ind and

storm
, and brings to m

ind derelict tanks w
hich seem

to litter m
any old farm

s and country houses.
W

hereas
C

orrugated B
ucket05,w

hich w
on the

2005 G
old C

oast
C

eram
ic

A
rt A

w
ard, is

a m
ore

am
bitious w

ork.
L

ike
m

ost of the w
orks of this period, it features a com

plex
application of glazes that gives the exterior surface a
verdigris patina w

hile the interior has been deliberately
overfired to m

ake the glazes run, thus giving it a rusty-
yellow

 aged look.
E

sson decorates m
uch of the surface

area w
ith her thum

b as she assem
bles the piece.

A
s

in
previous

w
orks,the

idea
ofsupport

and
balance

is
continued

here as, seem
ingly,tw

o pieces
becom

e
as

one.O
ne

ofthe
pieces

suggests
the

corrugated
iron

tanks
w

hich she knew
 as a child on a farm

, and the w
hole

w
ork suggests the landscape w

hich she m
ay have gazed

dow
n upon w

hile gliding w
ith her father. 

In C
orrugated Skuttle 05,E

sson brings together the ele-
m

ents of corrugated iron and green landscapes, w
hile

T
intaldra L

ines 05
features these sam

e elem
ents com

-
bined w

ith a fence-like rim
 w

hich adds another rural
aspectto

the
w

ork.
She continues the them

e of balance
and support in T

he R
estraint of F

unction 05,w
here w

e
see tw

o w
orks, both of w

hich consists of tw
o separate

pieces, each one unable to stand w
ithout the support of

the other. T
he surface treatm

ent of these w
orks places

them
w

holly
w

ithin
this

period.C
onicalC

onstruction
05

also
consists

oftw
o

pieces,each
dependenton

the
other

for the ability to stand. 
In the

grouped T
um

barum
ba SeriesE

sson introduces a
change of colour, here using a beautiful sky blue w

hich
once again refers back to the period of gliding.

In all
the

pieces
from

this
series,she

m
akes

the
joining

ofthe
various slab-built and coiled com

ponent a feature of the
finished

w
ork.W

hereas
m

osthandbuiltform
s

attem
pt

to
concealthe join m

arks, here they becom
e very evi-

dent, adding to the narrative of the final piece.
H

ighly
respected

as
a

teacher
and

lecturer,E
sson

began
her teaching career in visual art at the K

am
bala G

irls
S chool in Sydney, w

here she established the C
eram

ics
and Sculpture D

epartm
ent and has gone on to lecture

at
a

num
ber

of
tertiary

institutions
in

A
ustralia. H

er
o v erseas appointm

ents include that of visiting lecturer
in

ceram
ics

atcolleges
in

Scotland
and

C
hina.H

erw
ork

has been included in num
erous group exhibitions in

A
ustralia and overseas, including “ C

O
L

L
E

C
T

”
at the

V
ict o r i a

a nd A
lbert M

useum
 in L

ondon in 2005, and
she has had m

any solo show
s.H

er w
orks are held in a

num
ber of m

ajor public collections in G
erm

any and
A

u s t r alia, including the N
ational G

allery in C
anberra

and the W
estern A

ustralian A
rt G

allery in Perth.
She

also has w
ork in num

erous private collections overseas,
a n d

h as been published in several publications both in
A

ustralia and internationally. 
M

e r r a n
E

sson has alw
ays enjoyed, valued and learned

from
“received”

tradition and, as a teacher, guides her
students tow

ards finding their ow
n individual m

ode of
e x p r ession. She has w

ondered about her ow
n w

ork, and
how

itw
illbe

seen
and

appreciated
in

the
future.T

here
is every indication that she w

ill rem
ain one of the A

us-
t r a lia’s m

ost im
portant ceram

ists.
G

ordon F
oulds

M
erran E

sson is represented in Sydney by Stella D
ow

ner F
ine A

rt; in 
G

erm
any by G

allerie R
osenhauer; and in H

ong K
ong by G

affer Studio
G

lass G
allery.
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