
Megan Randall

T r a c e s





Megan Randall

T r a c e s



Above (clockwise from top left): Traces, silk and clay, 2019 | Love letters to Tarset, thrown dinnerware, 2019 | 
Drop, porcelain and fleece, 2019 | Utensils for living, porcelain and twig, 2019



Megan arrived at Highgreen in October 
2018 with the idea she would explore 
the notion of ‘mending’. Her studio 
soon ignited with creative energy and a 
plethora of materials began to appear: 
haberdashery, measuring devices, 
motors, local clay and kid gloves to 
name a few.

Wishing to make connections with 
others early on, Megan offered classes 
for local people to work with porcelain 
clay and make ‘utensils for living’. She 
led a workshop with North Tynies Forest 
School and then with Bellingham Middle 
School demonstrating how to make 
habitats and decorations using natural 
materials.

Whilst there is a tendency to hibernate 
during the winter months, Megan did 
the very opposite and set about learning 
new skills such as fabric dying using 
plants and wool spinning at Tarset 
Wool Gathering. Incidentally it was a 
conversation with Lizzie Kathiravel who 
organises the Wool Gathering sessions, 
that led to development of the Three 
Fates installation.

From programming machines to 
hand sewing silk gloves, Megan has 
drawn upon the skills within her own 
community of friends and family to 
realise her many ideas. A friendship 
at Highgreen with musician Marc 

Rigelsford led to the development of the 
collaborative sound piece White Noise 
for Mending. The idea of collaboration 
extended into other artworks; In 
February, Megan invited people to write 
a ‘love letter to place’ in exchange for 
lunch and a handmade bowl. Fragments 
of the text and drawings from these 
letters have been transferred on plates 
and cups to create a Willow Pattern for 
Tarset. Wood ash collected from various 
fire places around Highgreen have also 
been added to the glazes to make the 
dinner set truly imbued with a sense of 
place. 

Megan also reached out to the 
community for broken tools that could 
be swapped for a handmade dish. These 
tools have now been repaired using clay 
and surgical paraphernalia. Twenty-One 
Broken Things is a celebration of visible 
mending.

Caring for things (and people and 
bunnies!) comes naturally to Megan and 
it is perhaps unsurprising to learn that 
her family is connected to the medical 
profession. Ideas around repair have 
filtered into works sometimes explicitly; 
surgical knots made out of clay and 
rope for example, and in others more 
obliquely as seen in the barn where 
cracks and gaps have been infilled 
with mirror, a nod the Japanese art of 
repairing broken pottery ‘kintsugi’.

Although Megan has used the 
opportunity of this long residency to 
move away from working exclusively with 
clay, it has played a fundamental role in 
her engagement work. Students from 
Percy Hedley School visited Megan to 
learn how to monoprint onto clay using 
slip. Greenhaugh First School pupils 
all enjoyed a hands on experience with 
clay as part of the Hey Clay! weekend of 
events that Megan hosted. 

The studio space that has been a hive 
of activity for the past nine months, is 
now home to minimalist sculptures and 
prints made using Northumbrian honey, 
gilded with gold leaf. It has been such 
a pleasure to see Megan’s work evolve 
during the course of the residency. She 
is a multitalented artist who gives her all 
to every task, and we’ll look forward to 
watching her career flourish. 

Helen Pailing
Director, VARC

Megan Randall: Artist in Residence 2018 -2019



Undertaking a residency for an extended 
period of time can be seen as both an 
exciting opportunity and a daunting 
prospect for any artist. The excitement 
usually comes from the anticipation of 
a period of exploration, free from the 
normal constraints of life. The ‘daunting 
prospect’ is that thought sitting at the 
back of the mind ‘what if I can’t come 
up with any creative ideas?’ Usually all 
works out in the end but generating 
creative ideas can take some time to 
establish in new circumstances. 

Beginning this residency, Megan Randall 
decided to set herself a task each day 
by making a drawing connected to the 
location. These linear compositions 
became much more than a daily warm 
up exercise, they began to take on a life 
of their own, reflecting mood as much 
as weather and landscape. The drawings 
reinforced her connection to the place 
that was her temporary home. The 
creative explosion of ideas that followed 
was perhaps to be expected after being 
been so deeply involved in academic 
study during recent years. 

‘The sense of freedom in 
the early drawings and 
physical explorations is 
palpable.’

One idea taking shape, rapidly overtaken 
by another before anything approaching 
resolution can be seen. Eventually 
Megan had to recognise that she was 
amassing ideas that would probably last 
her for the next few years so perhaps it 
was time to take stock. What a wonderful 
beginning to a residency.

When I visited her Megan said ‘this 
residency came at the right time [for 
me], I felt very flat after my PhD. Two 
years before the end [of study] I felt like 
I hadn’t pushed my work to somewhere 
new, whereas this feels like I’m kind of 
getting there. It felt like there wasn’t 
enough time to both make and write, 
they [new ideas] didn’t fit the subject 
matter that I was writing about. I think 
now it feels like it has all fallen into 
place.’ 

Megan has always made work that is 
more than one individual’s expression 
in clay. Her earliest explorations at 
university in Sunderland saw her 
amassing large quantities of thrown 
porcelain bowls. The work had much to 
commend it as individual pots but this 
was never Megan’s intention. She was 
looking to develop ideas that connected 
with other elements like people and 
place. She set careful arrangements of 
bowls in the local industrial landscape 
and photographed them, creating 
thought provoking compositions. Later 

she moved to displaying work outdoors 
and leaving it, returning later to observe 
and record how people had responded 
when it was discovered. These early 
experiments led her eventually to 
explore the more complex relationships 
between people and artworks and how 
work can emerge that had a variety of 
creative responses brought to bear on it.

This interest in collaborating with people 
and place has also been a part of her 
residency at Highgreen in which she 
has invited contributions from visitors 
that have helped to spark new creative 
ideas. An early project asked for ‘love 
letters to place’ from visitors in return 
for a ceramic bowl, in order to generate 
material that she could incorporate into 
new artworks. In the studio a collection 
of donated, well-loved but worn tools, 
open up discourse between artist and 
donor that will no doubt manifest itself 
in future works. 

The wall of drawings Megan created 
in the first months at Highgreen also 
evidence her integration into the new 
surroundings. Linear marks in soft 
pencil are developed with colour washes 
to generate the beginnings of ideas for 
exploration. These are drawings that 
are akin to thinking aloud rather than 
designs for predetermined works. Her 
observation of the way humans had 
interacted with the Tarset landscape 

A Tinge of Meaning



brought forth studies of fences, 
roads and ditches together with the 
many examples of making do and 
mending that occur from necessity in 
the countryside. Megan commented, 
‘Everything round here is held together 
with bits of baler twine and bits of old 
chain. The chains on gates have usually 
been upcycled from something else’. 
‘When you go to the gate and look out it 
looks like a giant has raked their fingers 
across the ground where they have dug 
drainage ditches, documenting this 
constant fight against the landscape to 
‘mend’ it’. 

Linear marks are significant in the 
Tarset landscape. When turning off 
the main road visitors first encounter 
the prominent zig zag line of the track 
cutting through the fields before being 
jolted over ‘iron lines’ forming the cattle 
grids. All these kind of lines appear in 
the beautiful drawings Megan pinned to 
her studio wall. If you look closely they 
seem to mark stages of progression. 
Words and marks interspersed, flit from 
one interest to another as ideas take 
hold and gradually you begin to see her 
mind at work. She commented; ‘I like 
the ones [ideas] that use my brain, I like 
making something that’s quite personal 
that has got this tinge of meaning... 
of concept and maybe it doesn’t fit 
that concept any more, it’s my journey 
between the two.’

Megan began developing ideas about 
mending, prompted by her local 
observations. She studied books about 
mending, from ‘kintsugi’ (which is 
mending ceramics) to books on first 
aid and surgical knots. She began 
working with a wider array of materials 
too, including silk and bits of leather 
which relate to the spirit of making 
do and mending with whatever is to 
hand. Observing a trench being dug she 
gathered local clay and began to explore 
the potential of that by turning it into 
slip for screen-printing and converting 
some back into clay coils to form a 
chain. Hanging the clay chains vertically 
she watched the moving lines they 
created which made more connections 
for her. The movement of hanging 
chains connected to the movement of 
thread being spun, which was another 
preoccupation as she had joined a local 
weaving and spinning group. Slowly new 
possibilities began to form. She spoke 
of seeing potential in exploring work 
based on the ‘Three Fates’ from ancient 
Greek mythology, describing how the 
fates were personified by three very old 
women who spin the threads of human 
destiny. ‘Clotho’ spun the thread of 
human fate; ‘Lachesis’ dispensed it and 
‘Atropos’ cut the thread thus determining 
the individual’s moment of death. It is 
fascinating to watch an artist open up 
her working methods for others to see 
and be bold enough to take the chance 

that what transpires may or may not 
result in new physical artworks.

As the end of the residency approached, 
Megan began to ponder what she might 
show in her final exhibition. In many 
respects the story of a residency is often 
far more interesting than the creations 
that are put together at the end. After 
all the end is simply the beginning of 
deeper investigations that will manifest 
themselves in considered artworks over 
the coming years. It is so important to 
give artists this opportunity for creative 
freedom as its impact will extend far 
beyond the residency itself for both artist 
and community. Artist and visitors alike 
will have benefitted from connecting 
to each other and to the place and to 
the two way communication that is so 
necessary for successful art to thrive.

Alex McErlain
March 2019



Above and overleaf: Traces, silk glove and clay from five local places, 2019







Above: Barter, love letters and drawings exchanged for bowls, 2019
Facing: Working drawing for Barter, 2019





Above and previous page: Love letters to Tarset, thrown stoneware dinner service with wood ash glazes, 2019





Above and previous page:
Untitled working drawings, 2019



Above and overleaf: 21 Broken Things, donated broken tools and ceramic, cotton and chain, 2019





All part of life’s rich tapestry
Bless his/her cotton socks

Knit your brow 
Spin a yarn
In stitches

Hanging by a thread







Hair’s breadth
A whisker in it

No half measures
Measure twice cut once

A hundred and ten percent
A step away



Cut down in one’s prime
Cut off without a penny

Cut off your nose to spite your face
Cut them down to size

Cut them to pieces
Cut the apron strings





Above (l to r): Dust Beneath My Feet, threadbare rug and porcelain, 2018 | Instructions for mending, leather glove screen printed with local clay, 2018



Drop, video stills, 2019





Above and previous page:
Looking Through Your Damage, acrylic mirror, 2019. Images: Ben Everatt.



Above and overleaf: Drawing a Day, 2018 - 2019





Visual Arts in Rural Communities (VARC) is based at 
Highgreen, Tarset in rural Northumberland. VARC funds and 
manages an on-going programme of residencies for artists. 
Through its activities, VARC aims to offer opportunities to 
artists to develop their work in response to the rural landscape 
and its community. It seeks to foster, promote and advance 
the appreciation and understanding of contemporary art 
and enjoyment of creativity through exhibitions, events and 
workshops in the community and with local schools, regional 
SEN and SEND schools and visiting groups.

VARC is grateful this year for the financial support of SCREAM 
and Community Foundation High Sheriff of Northumberland 
Award. Thank you to all VARC’s supporters, to the Friends of 
VARC and the volunteers for their invaluable assistance at 
workshops and events.

As always, VARC is extremely grateful to Cynthia and William 
Morrison-Bell for their support of the artist.

Artist’s Acknowledgements About VARC

This past nine months has been truly amazing, I was so 
daunted and honoured to come here and spend so much 
time in this quiet wilderness. So thank you to VARC for this 
incredible opportunity and adventure.

I would like to thank Helen Pailing and Janet Ross for listening 
to me list wild ideas and occasionally reign me in. They have 
kept me organised, and woven mysterious magic behind the 
scenes which allowed me to work with such incredible people 
in some of the community projects I have undertaken.

Thanks to Alex McErlain who wrote a beautiful essay and sat 
and talked to me about our mutual love of drawing. Thanks 
should go to Northern Print for being so helpful and lovely. The 
Wool Gatherers and Lizzie for teaching me how to spin, William 
and Cynthia for having so much time to talk or to point me in 
the direction of where to dig for clay. Ben for taking excellent 
photos. Marc Rigelsford for creating the most beautiful sound 
piece White Noise for Mending and installing my show, making 
the most brilliant light box Northumberland has ever seen and 
co-parenting Clay the bunny along with Lucy.

My Mum, Jude, and Wilka who all helped on this epic journey 
even when I told them the vastness of my ambitions. All whilst 
talking about our predisposition to date stamp everything, 
inability to finish sentences and other family silliness.

Megan Randall
www.meganrandall.com
@meg_makes

www.varc.org.uk
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