Community of artists

Fire Works celebrates 5 years
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In the kiln room of the clean, well-lighted place that is the Fire Works Studio, a small framed photograph hangs on the wall, two bright blossoms pinned to the frame. “Bessie: 1966-2006,” the label reads. “She was hot in her day.” 

This whimsical memorial to a 40-year-old kiln that gave its best reflects the warmth and lightheartedness of the studio’s owners. It has been five years since ceramicists Jill Burns and Anne Dickinson opened the doors of this artistic community in the Sprinkler Factory at 38 Harlow St. in Worcester. 

Both determined to commit themselves to their craft full time, they were seeking a way to create a supportive environment while at the same time being able to afford the equipment they required. 

At the time of the studio’s genesis, each was enrolled in a two-year program at the Worcester Craft Center. Burns, who had previously studied painting in college, left her position as assistant registrar at the Worcester Art Museum in search of the independence and self-direction of the Craft Center’s artist’s residency program. A functional potter, her inspiration comes from metal work and utilitarian historical tinware. 

Dickinson turned to the professional program in pottery at the Craft Center after “living life in the corporate world.” Full-time, intensive classes gave her the opportunity to return to the ceramics she had first begun in high school and to pursue a new interest in woodworking. In her work now, Dickinson combines both media to create clay and wooden lamps, her primary focus. 

In 2002, as they each contemplated the conclusion of their respective programs, the two women talked about opening a studio together. 

“We said, ‘we need a work space and we need a gas kiln,’ ” says Burns. “We knew we weren’t the only ones.” Adds Dickinson: “And we needed community. You need to bounce ideas off one another.” 

Drawing upon Burns’ administrative skills and Dickinson’s business background, they spent a year researching kilns and studio space and putting together a business plan. 

On the first floor of this converted factory, where high ceilings, expansive windows and broad beamed wooden floors echo from another century, they found exactly what they were looking for. 

They constructed a suite of 11 studios, linked by common space that includes a glazing area and kiln room. Here, they installed two electric kilns, including the erstwhile Bessie (who was replaced after her demise two years ago). They also contracted with master kiln maker Donavon Palmquist, a potter from Minnesota, to construct a gas-fired kiln that takes center stage. Essential for the high temperature firings required by many ceramicists, this particular kiln also includes ports that make it possible to inject baking soda toward the end of the firing; under high heat, the baking soda vaporizes to form its own glaze, creating unusual bursts of color. 

Burns and Dickinson had commitments for all of the private studios (two are shared) before the Fire Works actually opened. They have been continuously full ever since. In addition to members who rent studios, there are also “firing members” who come only to use the kilns. The Rumpus Room, a shared studio for up to six artists at a time, offers the use of potter’s wheels and materials. 

Though not a formal cooperative, Fire Works is very much a community. Each studio is enclosed on three-and-a-half walls, the remaining half wall open to a wide corridor that runs the length of the room, encouraging interaction and exchange. 

Members bring much of their own equipment, but can share a slab roller in the corridor as well as photographic equipment for shooting exhibit photos. In addition to rent, they pay for firings and for any of the 26 glazing ingredients stored in dog food bins in the back. “We all respect each other’s work and space,” says Burns. “There is a lot of give and take. Some people have a lot of technical expertise and they share that. There is a lot that can go wrong in ceramics!” 

Kathleen Taylor, a functional potter who has had a studio at the Fire Works since its inception, relishes the “generous spirit” of her colleagues. “It is an atmosphere of creativity and cooperation and learning from one another,” she says. 

Her particular love for the simple lines and decorative brushwork of Asian ceramics influences her own tableware and serving pieces as well as her more decorative work. As a full-time clinical social worker, she finds that the tangible outcome possible in ceramics provides an essential balance for her. “There is a beginning, a middle and an end product,” she says. 

After years on staff at the Radcliffe Ceramics Studio, Barbara Shank Wilson came back full-time to her own work in clay when the Fire Works Studio opened. “It’s not a teaching studio and I really needed to get away from that,” she says. “It was a chance to do that and not be isolated. There is a lot of support when you want it and you can be on your own when you want to be.” For Wilson, who alternates between functional pieces and thrown sculptural work, the gas reduction kiln at the Fire Works has been “an amazing gift. It’s hard to find outside of a teaching environment.” 

In the spirit of cooperation that defines the atmosphere, members organize and run two open houses and sales every winter and spring. In addition, “the big changes over the years have certainly been with the support of the members,” says Dickinson. This year, from May 30 through July 2, the Fire Works will be mounting “Fire Works at 5,” a formal exhibit in the Aurora Gallery at ArtsWorcester in honor of its fifth anniversary. At the same time, the spring open house and sale will be held at the studio on May 31 and June 1 from 11 a.m. to 5 p.m., encouraging those who attend the formal exhibit to come see where the work has been made. Burns and Dickinson are thrilled by the opportunity and by the support from ArtsWorcester. “It will be a chance for present and past membership,” says Jill Burns. “You can make that gallery piece that’s been rolling around in your head for months, but you haven’t had time to get to.” 

Burns herself began a series of pieces with a flower theme for the exhibit. The shelves and tables in her studio are filled with vases, bowls and serving pieces in various stages of development. Dickinson’s studio, too, is filled with work in progress, lamp bases and larger thrown pieces. In her business, Dickinson Designs, she markets primarily to interior designers and architects. 

Though they have no plans to expand their own studio, they would like to see their home, the Sprinkler Factory, “gain more life and vibrancy, so that people will know (it) as a place to go,” says Burns. “It’s been an exciting series of changes,” says Dickinson, reflecting on their first five years. “It’s like learning something new every day, from how to fix a kiln to how to put in a photographic studio.” 

And they both, as Burns notes, have found that the Fire Works has had a tremendous impact on “how we can approach our work. We’ve been given this gift of a studio, where we can focus on our art.” 
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