CELEBRATION

Underestimated among his generation the work of R. J. Washington
enjoyed a revival towards the end of his life and is now the subject of
a belated retrospective. David Whiting analyses this neglected talent

Robert Johnson Washington always said he was
‘a painter who’ had ‘ambitions to be a potter’
and not the other way round. Like his teacher
William Staite Murray, he maintained that pot-
tery was a fine art, a searching discipline that
involved an integration of sculpture and paint-
ing, a marriage of two and three dimensional
concerns. Washington, who died in 1997 was
one of the most gifted potters to emerge in the
30s, and yet he remained comparatively little
known. This is abour to be put right in an
unprecedented concurrent showing of his work
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in nine different venues around the country,
when we will all be able to appreciate his remark-
able contribution.

Born in 1913 in London, Washington was the
son of the etcher, draughtsman and silversmith
‘William Washington, an artist so accomplished
in every creative area that the young Robert felt
somewhat inhibited. Nonetheless he showed an
early flair for art and in 1930 went to Goldsmiths
College to study painting. He progressed to the
Royal College of Artwhere he ended up studying
pottery, perhaps as much for the ateractions of

a young student in the department, Marjorie
Terry (later to become his wife), as for the medi-
um itself. Here was a chance to prove his artistic
worth; clay was not a material in which his father
had excelled.

‘Washington, like so many of his fellow stu-
dents, found Staite Murray, the ceramics tutor, an
inspiring if mysterious figure. He offered little
practical help during his rare appearances, but
managed to instil in his pupils the idea of pottery
as an all-embracing discipline, of equal status to
the other ‘fine arts’. This made sense to Wash-






