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Three by One

Three by One is the logical, numerically-exact title of a major new exhibition of modern and contemporary craft hosted by the Crafts Study Centre, University for the Creative Arts, in partnership with the Crafts Council and the British Council (the ‘three’ of the exhibition’s main title). The exhibition has been curated by the internationally-celebrated potter Alison Britton OBE, (the ‘one’ of the title) making a welcome return both to exhibition selection and to writing about the crafts.

The thesis of the exhibition is a meditation on craft history as expressed through the idiosyncratic development of three complementary craft collections. The British Council’s craft collection was first initiated in the 1940’s by Muriel Rose and formed the basis of the remarkable Exhibition of Modern British Crafts that toured America and Canada during the second world war, opening at the Metropolitan Museum of Art. The collection did not receive wider public attention, however, until the late 1970s when Muriel Wilson (Curator, British Council 1979-1984) acquired works as the basis of touring exhibitions such as Cloth Clay Wood and All that glisters…New Jewellery in Britain. 
Muriel Rose was also a dominant figure behind the development and the establishment of the Crafts Study Centre (a registered charity founded in 1970). She joined fellow Founder Trustees of the Centre such as Marianne Straub and Robin Tanner in a fierce drive for the acquisition of craft collections of unrivalled quality and significance from those regarded as pioneer and pivotal figures: Bernard Leach; Barron and Larcher; Edward Johnston; Irene Wellington; Sidney Barnsley. Donations from these makers helped to establish a permanent and discrete collection of modern craft with a particular strength in work from the 1920’s to the 1970’s.

The Craft Advisory Committee, the precursor organisation of the Crafts Council began to collect work in 1972, at first without the intention that objects should form the basis of a permanent collection. However, by 1975 the Council made the collection a more emphatic and integral part of its work by establishing a purchasing committee whose work was intended to create a ‘constant awareness of developments within the crafts’. This major collection has focused on contemporary craft to this day. The three collections, taken together, represent a highly significant snapshot of craft work of the 20th and 21st centuries: three independent collections forged by curators and makers for public presentation. 

In the spirit of independent, craft maker’s scrutiny that has enriched the shaping of these three companion collections, the British Council, Crafts Council and Crafts Study Centre have joined forces to offer an intense meditation on the history of public craft collecting by inviting Alison Britton to curate a major new exhibition drawn from the three collections, to be held at the Crafts Study Centre throughout 2009. Alongside the exhibition, a major publication of essays on the development and context of craft collecting in Britain is planned for publication in the spring of 2009, with essays by Alison Britton, Muriel Wilson, Tanya Harrod, Simon Olding, Annabelle Campbell and Helen Rees Leahy. (A Crafts Study Centre/Crafts Council publication, designed by Sara De Bondt). 

The exhibition will be held from 13 January to 19 December 2009.
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