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starting to shape a book, i kept herding the exchanges back to the 
work. it wasn’t that i was so certain that we’d get at the heart of 
the book that way; it’s that i really didn’t know what else to do. i 
will give myself some credit: i did know we had to start or we’d 
have no chance at all of getting the book done. Fortunately, my 
cluelessness was the key. and, lo and behold, a book emerged! 
That hall agreed to such a seemingly formless, vague process 
reveals much about her commitment to creativity and improvisa-
tion, her courage and tolerance, her good humor, and her previ-
ously mentioned belief in going with it.

One thing i looked at that i might not otherwise have paid 
attention to if not making a book was hall’s work habits, how she 
gets things done. her paintings and ceramics, while radically dif-
ferent in tone, have great continuity because they are the product 
of a mind in which the creative process ebbs and flows, but never 
entirely retreats. She keeps going — every day. That is hall’s deep 
secret, and the secret to a productive life of any kind. Keeping 

going can be a challenge for anyone, but can be especially difficult 
for the independent artist, a vocation for which rewards can be 
elusive for long periods and meager when they do show up, and 
there’s no time clock to punch or boss to make sure you deliver. 

Focus, strength, stamina — those qualities are essential, but 
the ephemeral ones of spirit, vision, new ideas, and an imagina-
tion that if not unflagging can at least be depended on to show up 
for work on a regular basis, are also critical to staying productive 
and vital over days, weeks, months, years, decades. The trick to 
making the creative life work, then, is to decide that’s what you 
are going to do and then do that every day on more or less the 
same schedule. Simple, right? You can exhaust yourself Googling 
the work habits of artists, writers, and so on, but what you’ll find 
is that from Beethoven to alice munro to hemingway to Georgia 
O’Keeffe what set them apart was that they arrived, they did the 
work, and then they did the same thing the next day, and so on. 
That’s hall’s habit too.

and art, as many before me (including me) have no doubt said, is that 
thing, that act of intellectual and emotional alchemy, where one takes 
color, texture, form, maybe words, and turns the experiences of every-
day life into a universal statement. 

Susan’s studio. Architect: Jon Fernandez Builders: Steve Marshall and Steve McKinney. Photo by Tracy Cox.
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O ne doesn’t drive into Point Reyes so much as 
move toward it, through it, become enveloped 
by its deep, dark greenness. Then you are in 

the soul and the heart of the place, surrounded by the 
luscious, sloshing, sparkling waters of Tomales Bay, one of 
the most pristine on the West coast, and everywhere the 
forested hills, the blowy, galloping palomino fields, the 
inlets and eddies and wetlands, and the wildlife of course—
always the wildlife, and abundant domestic animals as well.

When you grow up in that landscape, immersion in 
such rich reality—its flora, fauna, its colors, smell, texture 
and feel—makes it become part of you. Susan Hall, a ce-
ramicist, and painter, who was raised in the small Califor-
nia town of Point Reyes Station, adjacent to the vast, stag-
geringly beautiful area that, in 1966, became Point Reyes 
National Seashore, sees her work as an homage to that 
town and the dramatic terrain that surrounds it. I visited 
Susan’s studio to talk to her about her process. 

She starts with the clay, building her ceramics from 
the ground up and not just any ground, but earth the same 
color as the dirt she dug in with her hands as a child. Point 
Reyes, its landscape, the color of the soil and foliage, be-
came part of Hall when she was very young, and her feel-
ings for it have never left her. Then, as now, the human 
connection of that small-town upbringing also had deep 
meaning for her. 

“It is an homage in the sense that I experienced a rich 
human community embedded in a soulful landscape. The 
ceramics are an expression of devotion and loyalty to that 
environment, landscape and community intertwine with 
my own life journey, a theme I repeat often in my artwork. 
When you look at all my work, there are certain themes 
about journeys,” she says. 

Hall says color became very important to her at an 
early age. 

“I pick the clay I use for its earthy red-brown color, and 
the back of each of my ceramics is dark green, like the oaks 
that speckle the yellow-ochre hills.” 

Hall’s clay is low fire clay from California, most com-
monly used in making earthenware and terracotta pieces. 
High fire clay, on the other hand, tends to be employed for 
making stone-ware and porcelain. 

“But I like the handmade, substantial look of the low 
fire,” she says. “My ceramics express the parallels and in-
teractions between people and nature.” 

Many ceramicists don’t use low fire clay because it can 
be difficult to work with. It’s softer and requires glaze to 
make it waterproof. But for Hall that’s its appeal, its close 
association with the dirt she played in as a child.

The fact that she has kept that child alive, flourishing 
inside the woman she is today, is central to her art. 

“I have fond memories of picking salad vegetables 
for dinner with my mother, and putting them in the old, 
cracked salad bowl which was on the ground. I was moved 
by the salad bowl, its palpable connection to the earth.” 

Decades later, those powerful feelings returned 
when she returned to California after a long stay in New 
York City. 

“I’d just moved back to California and realized I’d for-
gotten about the earth, living in New York for so long.”

Making practical, everyday things from clay is pro-
foundly appealing to Hall. It keeps her grounded, literally. 

“Working in clay comes from the ground. That’s why 
I don’t see a conflict between painting and clay. A big 
theme in my life work is helping people to get in touch 
with their own sense of groundedness, and one of the 
things that I am doing is taking them there, through my 
ceramics and painting.”

Hall says there’s spiritual aspect to her work, but it’s 
seen through a practical lens. 
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