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Blurring         
      boundaries

Mike Byrne’s work sits happily  
in the intervening space between 
functional item and art object. 
Frances McDonald discovers 
his path from ceramics to 
printmaking, before returning to 
clay to create his distinctive jugs
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Mike Byrne’s large-scale slab-built ceramic forms 
command attention. Using clay and other 
materials both found and worked, and with a 

surface patina formed by multiple layers of engobe, they 
can be both restrained and understated, whimsical and 
ironic, provocative and bold. They appear rooted in 
tradition, yet are resolutely contemporary. Retaining basic 
functional elements yet eliminating functionality, they 
seem to defy categorisation and challenge perception. 
They force us to stop and think, to reconsider our 
understanding of an apparently everyday, ordinary object, 
to ask ourselves: is this design or is it art? Is this simply a 
jug or something less familiar? Is it functional or not?  

This year marks the 100th anniversary of the creation 
of Marcel Duchamp’s urinal-turned-artwork, Fountain. 
This icon of 20th-century art – arguably Duchamp’s most 
well known piece – saw an ordinary object turned into 
art through the simple gesture of being signed by the 
artist. This act of removing practical purpose and 
replacing it with a concept changed the art world 
irrevocably. It put forward the notion, as R.G. Collingwood 
observed in The Principles of Art, ‘that art is not a physical 
but a cerebral quality, the mental being by far the most 
significant aspect of it.’

However, it has also been said that if you want to really 
understand a thing, you must make a version of that 
thing. Craft skillfully engages in the notion of thinking 
through making. Materials and process may be the 
building blocks of fabrication, but the physicality of 
making – and indeed the addition of found objects – also 
has the ability to alter meaning and change perception. 

FORM AND FUNCTION
Mike uses the jug form, a common object with three 
elements and a simple function, which is firmly 
established in the domestic, to explore the material 
culture of day-to-day objects and their relationship with 
the world. He appreciates that this notion of the vessel as 
a vehicle for carrying ideas has been used by many 
craftspeople. However, for him the jug has a particular 
resonance that goes back to his original training in 
Limerick School of Art & Design (LSAD) in the late 1970s. 
‘Studying ceramics in Ireland at that time was like going 
to college in England,’ he explains. ‘I was completely 
immersed in English tradition and I knew all about 
English ceramics and the factories in Stoke.’ 

Graduating from a ceramics course rooted in the 
tradition of function, it seemed logical that a career 
creating domestic ware would follow – and so it did. But 
initially it was not as a studio potter, but as a ceramic 
designer with Kilkenny Design Workshops (KDW), that 
Mike first applied his knowledge.

Established in 1963, KDW was a multi-disciplinary 
agency that provided a design service for industry in 
Ireland for about 25 years. Dedicated to raising overall 
awareness and the standard of design, it attracted plenty 
of talented designers, many of whom worked in craft-
based industries. It was an exciting environment for a 

young maker starting their career. A catalogue that 
accompanied a 2005-6 retrospective exhibition contains 
images of some of the objects Mike created during his 
time at KDW, such as his lidded Pebble Boxes, made in 
stoneware to closely mimic rocks. 

DIFFERENT PERSPECTIVE 
Leaving KDW in 1981, Mike returned to Limerick and 
soon established a studio called Slipcast. He began to 
supply tableware and giftware to craft shops and other 
retailers throughout Ireland. At Slipcast, he continued to 
hone his skills as a maker, understanding the apparently 
simple yet deceptively complex aspects of making 
functional objects such as jugs. But as this was a time of 
recession in Ireland, orders inevitably decreased and Mike 
was forced to seek other sources of income. There 
followed some part-time lecturing roles, which eventually 
lead to his appointment in 1994 as a full-time lecturer at 
LSAD, teaching ceramics (and sometimes printmaking) to 
first year students. 

Mike continued to make throughout the 1980s, creating 
large-scale pots that were sold through a variety of 
galleries in Ireland. There were exhibition opportunities 
during those years too, even solo shows, but by the 
beginning of the 1990s he made the decision to take a 
break from ceramics. He had a family to support and a 
full-time teaching job. The work he was making at that 
time was physically challenging, large, and it was taking 
up a lot of his time. Crucially, he explains, ‘it just wasn’t 
giving me much back.’ 

Mike began drawing. The opportunity to practise 
printmaking with a friend led to a period when this 
became his only creative output, and he eventually 
completed an MA in printmaking in 2001. This move 
away from ceramics may have seemed like a rejection of 
clay, but it gave him a new perspective – one that would 
feed into his eventual questioning of the hierarchical 
division between the so-called ‘fine’ and ‘applied’ arts. 

FAMILIAR MATERIAL
In 2004 he received an offer to move into the ceramics 
department at LSAD (he would eventually become Course 
Leader of the college’s Ceramics BA Hon Degree Course in 
2009, where he remained until his retirement from teaching Im
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‘Mike uses the jug form, a 
common object with three 
elements and a simple function, 
which is firmly established in the 
domestic, to explore the material 
culture of day-to-day objects and 
their relationship with the world’
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in 2015). This brought him back into direct contact with 
ceramic students and their work, and with it the realisation 
that he knew the material and was comfortable with teaching. 
He acknowledges that while there was an element of needing 
to lead by example and show confidence to students, 
returning to ceramics full-time brought him back into 
contact with the physicality of making, reviving memories 
of the past and of working with a very familiar material.

THE IMPACT OF CLAY
He recognises now that he didn’t fully appreciate the 
impact going back to clay would have. ‘I was really 
surprised,’ he explains, ‘to the point where I actually gave 
up printmaking again and went completely back into 
ceramics. Over quite a short period, I stopped making 
prints altogether.’ Initially needing to find a creative 
conduit between printmaking and clay, he began making 
little groupings of cups that were stamped with various 
imagery and motifs. As a re-introduction to clay they 
served their purpose, but were of finite interest to their 
maker; he needed to move forward. 

Advice to a student from ceramic artist Ken Eastman, 
visiting LSAD as a guest lecturer in 2008, to ‘go home and 
try to make what’s in your head, and continue to make 
until the thing in your head is made real,’ also made an 
impact on Mike and prompted him to do just that. He 
began making slab-built objects and exploring many 
different surfaces. Then, one day: ‘I found this beautiful 
metal object out on the street that looked like a spout. I 
came home and put it, along with another interesting 
piece of metal, onto a clay body and made my first jug: a 
body with two objects on it,’ he explains.

In some ways, the creation of a jug may have seemed 
like a completion of the circle for Mike – a return to the 
beginning, to the familiarity of a domestic object. 
However, having arrived at this point via the design-led 
environment of Kilkenny Design Workshops, the fine art 
world of printmaking, teaching, and life’s many 
experiences, he did not wish to simply return to creating 
domestic ware. ‘I’d moved on from 
it. I wanted to think about objects 
differently,’ he states.

EXPLORING BOUNDARIES
Today Mike is a maker of slab-built 
forms made using clay and other 
materials, both found and made.  
Each large vessel measures between 
40–50cm high. They bear  a 
distinctive patina, created by the 
use of many layers of engobe or 
coloured slips. Multiple firings take 
place until the correct depth of 
texture and colour appears. 
Additions such as etched copper 
handles, twisted pieces of rope and 
rounded pebbles are attached after 

the final firing. The finished pieces reside at the edge, 
occupying what author and professor Dr. Jorunn Veiteberg 
has called ‘an intervening space’. In her 2005 book Craft in 
Transition, she observed: ‘It has been common to describe 
craft’s position as a borderline area between fine art and 
design. I have preferred to call this area an intervening 
space or, to be more precise, the space between function 
and non-function, tradition and breaking with tradition, 
craftsmanship-based art and idea-based art.’

Mike is still asking questions of himself and of the 
viewer, viewing his practice as exploring both the 
connections and erosion of boundaries between design and 
art, function and concept. It may feel like a familiar and 
well-trodden narrative to those used to discourses on 
contemporary craft. But, crucially, this is a maker who has 
spent time inhabiting each of these spaces in the course of 
a varied creative journey. 

At the Challenging Craft conference of 2004, author 
Louise Mazanti stated: ‘As a mode of signification, ceramics 
is uniquely poised to engage a range of theoretical 
perspectives. It permeates high and low culture, it is 
decorative and utilitarian, it is material and conceptual, it is 
both lasting and ephemeral. It is not one thing, and it is not 
self-contained.’ Mike’s work skillfully touches on all these 
elements, as it continues to reside at the edge.   

For more details about Mike and his work, visit mikebyrne.ie
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A CAREER IN  
CLAY AND PRINT


