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Waypoint; vessels by Jack Doherty

Place is latitudinal and longitudinal within the map of a person’s life. 
It is temporal and spatial, personal and political. A layered location replete with human 

histories and memories, place has width as well as depth. It’s about emotions, what 
surrounds it, what formed it, what happened there, what will happen there.

Lure of the Local; a sense of place Lucy Lippard

Waypoint was the title for a solo exhibition of soda-fired porcelain vessels by Irish potter, 
Jack Doherty. The exhibition was first shown in the harbour town of St Ives, Cornwall, at 
three historic locations associated with the fishing community. 

Referencing archetypal forms from prehistory Doherty makes vessels that are to do with 
function; containing, holding and storing, but not necessarily utility. He describes them as 
revealing qualities of art and utensil. Waypoint significantly draws on Doherty’s childhood 
experiences born into a family of fishermen on the north Antrim coast. By placing the 
vessel forms within a specific site the intention was to create a thoughtful space in which 
to view the work with sensitivity to the context of place.

My collaborative partnership as a curator with Jack Doherty began with A Place in the 
World 2012. Here a house, also our home, provided an architectural framework and a 
domestic context to explore ideas around the social life of objects. Waypoint is our third 
project together showcasing a new body of work that extends beyond the boundaries of 
the conventional gallery space to connect with key historic sites in St Ives, Cornwall. 

A ‘waypoint’ is a navigational term, meaning a mapped location on land or at sea. For 
Jack Doherty the exhibition also marked a point on a personal journey. In 2008 Doherty 
relocated to Cornwall and for five years was the first Lead Potter and Creative Director 
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at the newly refurbished Leach Pottery.  The journey to St Ives brought him back to the 
sea. Born into a family of fishermen Doherty is the last in a generation of seafarers from 
the north coast of Ireland he says; My father and grandfather before him were harbourmaster 
and as a child the harbour was the centre of my universe; a fascinating space charged with 
emotional content that shaped my world. My memory of them talking about the sea-roads 
made me aware of my own place and my path from North Antrim to West Penwith from one 
place of uncompromising sea and relentless wind to another.

This sense of place and personal journey are central to the exhibition. Waypoints are 
signposts; outcrops, stars and boulders marking a route. We navigate our way through 
life making tracks and leaving marks along the way. In his book The Old Ways Robert 
Macfarlane observes; a walk is only a step away from a story, and every path tells. He 
describes how paths connect and how they relate places in a literal sense and by extension 
they relate people. 

Doherty continues “My family were fishermen, sailors and boat-builders who made their 
livelihood in one way and another from the sea. I was to follow my own path into a life of 
making, clay and firing. I have always been interested in how ceramic vessel forms have evolved 
through everyday events in daily life and how their forms alter through changes of use and 
function. It is from this starting point that I made the work for Waypoint.

The idea of the Waypoint exhibition was to take the audience on a physical and emotional 
journey into the history of the local fishing community with its narratives of faith, courage 
and epic voyages. Art enabling people to connect with their own heritage enriches 
our understanding of ourselves, our community, our past and our present. It plays an 
important role in defining and documenting culture. The interaction of objects within 
a physical space creates a dialogue with the viewer and has the potential to inform and 
expand the interpretation of the work. 

Presented in three contrasting and unique environments, the traditional chapels and 
the Rose Lodge one of the last remaining fishermen’s shelters in St Ives. These special 
places are used everyday by people whose lives are grounded in the community. It opened 
conversations with local people and visitors by inviting them to see ceramics in significant 
locations. Creating interventions and encounters within these unique places can be a 
catalyst for the unexpected, encouraging new connections and discoveries.

By placing Doherty’s soda-fired porcelain vessels on the recesses, ledges, windowsills 
and mantelpieces of these landmark buildings Waypoint created thoughtful, relevant and 
occasionally surprising spaces in which to contemplate the work with sensitivity to the 
context of place. The Rose Lodge on the wharf has been a meeting-place for St Ives 
fishermen since the turn of the century. In this domestic setting Doherty reminisces 
“As a child I remember my parents kitchen, listening to the shipping forecast on the radio 
and watching my father carve net needles”. In this simple wooden building, Doherty made 



stacks of teacups each one individual, unrefined and elemental like the men who sheltered 
from the weather and waited for the tide to turn. He says The cups were thrown from soft 
porcelain and shaped with my fingers. I imagined them piled high, left when the huer’s call 
announced the arrival of shoals of pilchards into the bay. 

Faith is a necessity and integral to the life of a fishing community. Each of the chapels 
contained pieces relating to the harsh reality of surviving from the sea. Tucked between 
the harbourmaster’s office and the public conveniences is St Leonard’s, a tiny fisherman’s 
chapel. It is an understated, austere and solemn space of contemplation, solitude and 
prayer. Displayed within this sparse interior is Fleet, a line of small vessels, fragile and 
vulnerable, each commemorating the life of St Ives men lost at sea. Doherty describes 
the installation as a family of objects carrying marks, numbers and names, each blasted and 
textured by soda and flame wearing the sound of the spray. 

The ancient chapel of St Nicholas is dedicated to mariners and sailors. An isolated 
landmark on the prominent headland of the town overlooking the Atlantic ocean. 
Celebrations, thanksgivings and blessings are still performed and this was reflected in 
the group of work installed here. The monumental Guardian forms and Cradle vessels 
mirror a primal need for security and protection. The embracing symbolism of the vessel is 
universal, timeless and enduring. 

Doherty’s bold porcelain vessels become guardians of ideas and emotions reflecting his 
interest in the shifting nature of usefulness and functionality. These expressive forms 
also reference the figurative qualities of ceramic vessels. He describes them as carrying 
messages of everyday life to tell us powerful stories from places without words. We see them in 
evocative spaces where they change with the darkness and light. The carved forms and surface 
textures seem to grow from the weather-stained granite and we communicate with them in 
moments coloured by our own emotional state. Connecting pots and people the exhibition 
also marked memories, time and place. 

Doherty’s individual soda-fired vessel forms and family groupings embody his imagined 
stories, concepts and narratives drawn from a fishing community.

Waypoint; vessels by Jack Doherty was curated by Sarah Frangleton. 

Waypoint travelled to the Scottish Gallery in Edinburgh and was the launch event for Craft 
NI, August Craft Month 2016 at the Market Place Theatre and Gallery in Armagh. 


