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| A POT’S LIFE |
Tiffany Hilton ‘s clay creations want a good home.
BY TOM VANNAH | PHOTOGRAPHY BY PAUL SHOUL

W

hen I meet Tiffany Hilton for an interview, she
presents me with my own coffee mug.
“I figured if you want to know who I am, you
should have one of my pots,” she says with a grin.
The mug is beautiful, and as I hold it, feel its contours,
pantomime bringing it to my lips for a sip, I notice a
card curled around the inside. On it, under the headline
“Tiffany Hilton Pottery,” the artist has reprinted the
“About” section from her website. It reads, in part: “I had
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a happy childhood—with a mother who taught me how to use
power tools and a father who showed me how to scramble eggs.
I was raised on fresh milk and cheese from a local farm and by a
family that respected honesty, hard work, intellect and creativity.
Since then, I have always made things with my hands…”
After thanking her and promising to give her mug a good
home, I ask a trite question about how she’d label herself—artist,
functional artist, artisan, manufacturer. Hilton gracefully bats it
away with only the slightest hint of annoyance.
“That’s not something I lose a lot of sleep thinking about,” she
says. “I view myself as a fine craftsman. I make nice things.”
It is true, Hilton says, that she is also an artist. And she sees in her
work in clay—in her work as a maker of pottery—chances for all
sorts of artistic expression. From the balance and contours of a pot as
an object to the options in surface glazes and firing techniques, the
choices involved in turning out a good pot clearly require endless
artistic consideration. In some of the bigger pieces she creates, like
serving platters, the large open surfaces appear to her as open canvases for expression. But when it comes to her life as a potter, Hilton
does draw a certain distinction between her art and her craft.
“Being an artist is a lifestyle, a way of organizing your life so
that everything is a write-off. Everything you do and everyone
you meet is a possible inspiration for your creativity,” Hilton says.
Yes, she is an artist.
Tiffany Hilton Pottery, on the other hand, is a business with
specific goals, only some of which are artistic. The biggest of
these—to produce high-quality, custom pottery for people who
prefer handcrafted to mass-produced—means confronting an
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array of considerations that a fine artist might never confront.
From running a business to working with clients in the design
of custom dinnerware (a field of infinite possibilities in size,
number and function, let alone the finer details), being a working
potter means being grounded in practicality.
Hilton says she’s learned to embrace the demands of running
a business. While it takes a lot of work to maintain a website, for
example, or organize and schedule the classes she teaches in her
studio in the Arts & Industry Building on Pine Street in Florence,
she says, “I’ve always been a very organized person. I actually
like keeping track of all the little details.”
If Hilton’s administrative capabilities are a nice match for her
creative proclivities, however, it’s far from accurate to describe hers
as an exact balance between competing impulses. Instead, over the
course of the interview, Hilton shows that her deepest passion lies
in the physical and emotional connection she has with clay. It is a
connection, in her view, not between her body and spirit and an
inanimate form, but between her body and spirit and another living thing: the clay is alive and it lives on even after it’s been fired.
“In pottery, your body is the instrument. Your hands, a sponge
and a bucket of water—those are the tools,” Hilton says. Over
time, your body grows in skill and strength and you’re able to
handle more physically challenging techniques. Eventually, you
hope to break free and really communicate with the clay.”
Hilton’s intimate contact with the living clay makes her no less
brutal in selecting what objects pass from her wheel to the kiln.
As she describes the fussiness that so malleable a medium as clay
invites in a fine craftsman, I see another side to Hilton that bal-
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ances her: a great sense of humor.
“Pottery is a good lesson in attachment,” she says, “because
there are so many ways to fuck it up along the way.”
At SUNY-New Paltz, where, as a student in 1992, Hilton says,
she “discovered clay,” the young art student had first tried her
hand at a variety of artistic disciplines, including sculpture,
metalworking and large-scale drawing. “In art, things don’t
always turn out as you hoped. You know how you put your bed
on cinderblocks so you can store things under it? Well, I had to
keep adding cinderblocks to raise it high enough to store all these
mediocre pieces.” With clay, she delighted in working in material
that “can be recycled until its fired and gives you the ability to
curate your own work.”
While it may offer practicality as a medium, Hilton says, clay
also has the power to reveal what lies in a potter’s heart. “Clay
has memory. You can’t be in a shitty mood and make a good pot,”
she says.
Hilton’s connection to her pots extends long after she’s finished
the glazing and firing process. In the case of those she makes to
sell, the connection lasts even after she’s presented the finished
product to her customer.
“I definitely see my pots as my little creations. I want them to
go out and have a good life,” Hilton says, echoing lines from the
card she’d put in the cup she gave me: “It is my intention to create pots that are shared among friends, that are welcome at your
table and invited to take part in your daily conversations. … This
life they need is not of my imagination alone. They are indeed
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infused with energy and emotions. Each pot hopes to have that
perfect curve, the most comfortable handle, the thoughtful lines
and edges that ask of you to be held, used and valued.”
I ask Hilton if, given any pressure she feels to build her business
and make a living, she has to compromise—to basically give in to
the artistic tastes of her clients and sublimate her own.
The artist smiles, clearly at peace with what she’s about to say:
“I’m not going to make something I don’t like. If I don’t have what
someone’s looking for, I’m happy to direct them to other local potters, and [those potters] do that for me all the time.”

Hilton’s 2014 spring
collection in white
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Hilton has been actively involved in the local pottery scene for many
years, promoting and participating in events such as the Asparagas
Valley Pottery Trail Annual Studio Tour & Sale and the Hilltown 6
Pottery Tour. “It’s a great community,” she says, quickly articulating
a nuanced sense of how her life and work are enhanced by a vibrant
local pottery scene—“it’s not Minnesota,” she cracks, “but it’s getting
there”—and the “Happy Valley” that supports the arts and buys into
the “Buy Local” campaigns as promoted by groups such as CISA.
As we wrap up so that Hilton can go open the library in Whately,
where she works part-time, she offers a final piece of biography that
might give me insight in to her journey as a potter, as an artist, as a person. She tells me that she was quite sick as a child and almost died. She
says she remembers “being in a hospital, listening to a Fat Albert show,
and thinking I might not have much time, so I better have some fun.”
However organized and meticulous she may be in her
process, Tiffany Hilton’s work—her
clay creations possessed of memory,
“infused with energy and emotions”—don’t bear the impress of
a fearful and careful soul, but of a
fun-loving and adventurous one.
Later, I take my mug from the dishwasher and put it back in my cupboard,
happy to give it a home.
P

