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One by One

One by One is an exhibition of ceramics, 
16 pieces in all. This new body of work, 
born from experimentation, represents 
a fresh area of research for us; however, 
the project started some time ago, 
while we were developing a collection 
of ceramic tableware for the British 
producer Royal Doulton. This process 
required us to test glazes to see how 
they would react to the surface textures 
of a range of clays. We were struck by 
the imprecision of the results and took 
joy in the fact that we could not be 
certain of the outcome.

Clay reacts unpredictably, 
particularly when fused with glazes. 
Glazes change colour dramatically 
when fired at different temperatures, 
as does clay. So much of our work as 
industrial designers is concerned with 
control and perfection in manufacture. 
Project timescales are long, allowing 
for prototyping, testing, mould-making 
and production, but this rarely leaves 
any space for serendipity. Working 
with clay released us from these 
constraints. The process is erratic, 
fast, expressive – an antidote to our 
day-to-day, exacting design practice. 
We found this liberating.

The pieces were produced using 
a wire to slice clay into tiles roughly 
12mm thick, the exterior shape 
determined by the shape of the clay 
block that arrived at the studio. Every 
tile was then stamped with the studio 
marque and given an individual, but 
not necessarily sequential, number. 
These numbers played a part in the 
overall graphic composition and we 
used them as points of precision 
against the imprecise shapes. 

We also punched holes in some 
of the tiles. Perforations have regularly 
appeared in our work, sometimes as 
a formal pattern – as on the De La 
Warr Pavilion chair and the Olympic 
Torch – and sometimes randomly, 

as in the case of the Western Facade 
bench. In either format, perforations 
offer a way for light to interrupt a surface. 

In the case of the One by One 
ceramics, the perforations interrupted 
the flow of the liquid slip, creating marks 
of turbulence that can be clearly seen in 
some pieces. The slip (a mixture of clay 
and water) was poured over the wet 
clay tile in a single motion and bonded 
immediately with the surface. The shapes 
produced, although previously designed 
in our heads, were always a surprise. 
The slip never behaved in the correct 
way! Gravity, surface tension and viscosity 
all had a role in shaping the patterns 
and playing with the concentration of 
the slip allowed for a variety of outcomes. 
A thick slip can look like paint, but when 
it is diluted to an almost water-like 
consistency, layers can build up to 
give subtle depth to the shapes. For 
this collection, we only used natural 
colours: a black or terracotta body clay, 
with a palette of black, white and 
terracotta clay slips. As there was little 
intervention in the form of the ceramics 
or the slips applied to them, it seemed 
appropriate not to add artificial colour.

As a counterpoint to the ceramics, 
and exhibited alongside them, is a series 
of precise pencil drawings. Their subject 
matter references previous design projects, 
each with a distinct and recognisable 
silhouette. In isolation, they take on 
an abstract quality as they capture the 
essence of the objects without alluding 
to material or scale. One by One marks 
a new area of interest for us and one we 
are continuing to develop. New pieces 
are already starting to take shape. The 
tactility, simplicity and immediacy of 
the material has drawn us in.

One by One was on display at New York’s 
Josée Bienvenu Gallery between 1 May 
and 16 June 2018. The exhibition was 
curated by Alexis Fabry.

A cat statue ornament on one of the mansion properties in Točka, where this kind 

of decoration is typical. Here, the cat has been mummified in a thick wrapping of 

brown packaging tape.

Words and drawings Edward Barber and Jay Osgerby Photographs Guillaume Ziccarelli 
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