
What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
It’s ok to be nervous, nerves are a good thing. Every time I’d see an email come in I feel 
a bit sick; when I finished uni I had a lot of anxiety about going forward and what you do, 
so I’d definitely recommend asking for help from people in the industry. But introduce 
yourself first and try to build a relationship – don’t just ask all the questions and seem 
like you want to have all their knowledge! As someone who gets a lot of those emails, I 
don’t respond to a lot of them because it’s all just questions and there’s nothing there for 
me – it’s not a two- way thing. 

What did you find most helpful when you were starting out?
Hothouse was amazing. It was the kickstarter to my career and how I felt about my 
work and setting up the studio. But they’re not doing it this year, they’re taking a year to 
assess how the programme runs.

Generally, having things to make work for. At uni there’s always a deadline and when you 
come out, one of the most de-motivating things can be not having something to work for. 
So, having a show or an event or something in the diary that you have to produce work 
for, can be really helpful. Having that goal.

Were there any shows that worked really well for you?
I really enjoyed ND OYO because it was nice to meet other people who had taken the 
step to be self employed. They tell you so much information about logistics, they are 
open with that. They give you advice, Patricia from the Design Trust helps. 
And for me, the London shows in September are where I want to be. Design-led craft is 
my market, so to have a presence there is really important. I showed with The Maker 
Place at London Design Fair. I wouldn’t recommend applying straight out of uni, because 
it’s expensive and you’ll only have a few pieces of work, but aim for it for the next year.

Is there anything you wish you’d known?
Logistical things and technical things, I wish I’d know those. But at the same time I had 
to do lots of research and compare things, and ask for help. It was really important for 
me to find out those things. I was not confident about picking up the phone or emailing 
but having to do it made me a bit more confident. If there’s things you don’t know: ask 
people. Don’t forget there’s that community from uni, so ask the people you graduated 
with, ask your technicians they have so much knowledge and they really want you to 
succeed. Eventually you’ll come to a point where you do feel you know things, but it 
doesn’t happen straight off the bat.
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What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
Say yes to all and every opportunity that comes up (well, as many as you’re financially 
able to), keep the momentum going post-graduation. There’s a lot of opportunities for 
new graduates that won’t come again/you won’t fit the criteria.

Similarly take up networking and social opportunities (it’s something I’m starting to do 
more and more now). Being self-employed can be very solo, and as someone who’s shy, 
you can get comfortable being just one. Don’t forget how beneficial the environment of 
uni studios, where you can share ideas, get advice and simply company, can be, so take 
opportunities where you can recreate this as much as possible.

Don’t be rushed/bullied in to things, people trying to get a deal. If they are really 
interested, they will wait a day, a weekend for to sort yourself. (This was advice from a 
neighbour at a show, when in the last couple of hours of the show, a shop was trying to 
get a wholesale order out of me there and then. This was very early days before I was 
sorted about Wholesale orders, I didn’t have any decisions, about things like carriage, 
made. The shop owner was being very pushy and it was uncomfortable. My neighbour 
gave me the confidence to say I couldn’t commit there and then, and that was the right 
decision for me) I am now obviously a lot more prepared so can feel confident with such 
enquiries, but also have come across far friendlier and easier to work with shop owners).

What did you find most helpful when you were starting out?
I’d recommend getting experience with a maker, working with Jo Davies in the summer 
after graduating was a great insight in to the realities and practicalities of being a 
maker. Things like the day-to-day routine, the workings of big shows like Tent, how to find 
opportunities through websites like a-n.co.uk and the opportunities page of the Crafts 
Council’s website. Similarly, working briefly for the Sarah Wiseman gallery, I gained a 
lot of tips about how to interact with galleries and basic things like producing a good 
delivery note.

I found it best to always be working towards something, have a show or exhibition 
upcoming. Being self-employed requires a lot of self motivation. Personally I find it’s 
easier to get motivated if I’m working towards something, rather than just making for the 
sake of making.

Were there any shows that worked really well for you?
Lustre (as a Young Meteor) was a great way to ease in to shows, being with Uni peers. 
The Contemporary Craft Festival is one of my favourite events of the year. It has a new 
graduate section. It’s very relaxed, friendly and is a show where people are informed and 
interested in craft.

What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
Try to enjoy it! Think about what you want to do with what you’ve learned at university – 
where do you want to exhibit, get to know who your clients are. It may take you years to 
work out, but start to investigate what you want to do, who you are. Hold on to what you 
want to do, and try not to do the things you don’t want to! At the beginning it’s really tricky

What did you find most helpful when you were starting out?
The exhibitions I did were helpful – you have to put together your thoughts and present 
them to people and different audiences. It needs to be out there and have a story. The 
exhibitions help to develop that story.

Were there any shows that worked really well for you?
New Designers One Year On worked for me. It’s nice that there was a panel to judge 
and select the work, it’s more difficult to get in but it helps with your confidence, you 
know people out there like your work. Have a big show that you try to go for, be a bit 
braver, don’t just do the small shows. Aim high, don’t just go for the shows that are easy 
and comfortable and will earn you money. You need to challenge yourself. You will be 
rejected, but stick to it.

Is there anything you wish you’d know?
My problem is always time. Balancing work. If I could spend more hours making then my 
work could evolve quicker. I don’t have more hours, but if you do then just enjoy, keep on 
drawing, photographing – do things that are creative, not even related to what you do, it 
will help you.
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What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
Relax and take it how it comes. Don’t worry if there aren’t too many people coming 
round, opportunities do come from it. I got a bit stressed because I worried I didn’t know 
what to do. There was a bit of a lull after the degree show and New Designers. But when 
I came back from holiday in August things happened. I did lots of mailouts to galleries 
and emailed people to ask for their advice. You will get a lot of non answers – don’t get 
disheartened! And stay positive, it’s easy to be hard on yourself: you see all the faults in 
your work because it’s your own.

What did you find most helpful when you were starting out?
Having the artist in residence (at DeMontfort University) as you’ve still got that 
connection to university, it was a bit of a safety net. You’ve got that access to the 
workshops so it doesn’t have to be immediately, you’ve got time to find somewhere to 
work.

Were there any shows that worked really well for you?
The Living Crafts show at Hatfield House was really good, because it’s free to apply to 
if you’re a new graduate. I really enjoyed that, it was a mixture of contemporary craft but 
also traditional crafts. Also, the Talent show at Craft Central went really well, and it was 
a really straightforward application.
Try and take every opportunity, but research – you don’t want to waste money. Go to the 
shows and see what they’re like. Pick some that you aim to apply for, and don’t worry if 
you don’t get in, try next year.

Is there anything you wish you’d know?
When you come out of university you need money, so you get a part time job. But earlier 
on I should’ve just got my head down and got on with the (making) work a bit more. So I 
suppose, just be a bit more organised!

What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
My advice for recent graduates would be to apply for everything you can, exhibitions, 
shows, fairs. Choose wisely, but aim high. There is a lot of support for recent 
graduates and many showcases, and they often offer discounted rates. 

My first year out of university was spent in the co-operative ceramic studio Fireworks 
in Cardiff. Being surrounded by professional ceramic artists who were supportive and 
generous gave me confidence and inspired me. 

If you are in Wales, apply for the Eisteddfod. This was a brilliant festival to be part of. 
The UK Young Artists festival was amazing and they really champion and support 
young artists. 

For me, Hothouse by far has been the most inspiring, informative and supportive 
program that I have been part of. 
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What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
Don’t give up. It’s going to be tough at times and you are probably going to have to work 
along side it but keep chipping away at your dream!! Don’t let the job you do to fund your 
work take over from your real career. I’ve let it take priority in the past and not been firm 
enough with what days/ hours would work best alongside my own practice.

If there is a skill you are keen to learn but you’re on a budget, get in touch with designers 
you like and ask if they are willing to take you on.

What did you find most helpful when you were starting out?
Joining Oxford Makers Group, it’s brought local makers together and has been a 
real motivator for me trying to get my business together. Meeting fellow creatives at 
shows and on Instagram has been really valuable. They almost become your “work 
colleagues”.

Were there any shows that worked really well for you?
I really enjoyed selvedge Christmas market. It was in Chelsea town hall and had a lot of 
people interested in hearing about the making process. 

Is there anything you wish you’d know?
I wish I had known about the Prince’s Trust when I had graduated. They offer support 
to people setting up business and I’ve heard really good things from people who have 
taken part in the course.

KATIE WHITTAKER
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What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
For me, the first year after I graduated was the hardest. Make the most of opportunities, 
but remember that you don’t have to say yes to everything.  It is better to focus your time 
and energy on the opportunities that you think will help you move in the direction you 
want rather than attempt everything half-heartedly. Also, try not put too much pressure 
on yourself, this is a year which you should use to try and understand yourself and what 
you want – and honestly – you will feel bombarded and overwhelmed at times, but that 
is okay, so don’t see that as a bad thing – you’re just learning. (I still feel like that 3 years 
later, but you learn how to handle things better as you go along!) And, another thing, don’t 
be afraid to ask for help with the things you struggle with. 

What did you find most helpful when you were starting out?
The Nottingham Trent University Hive Business Centre’s 13 week ‘Headstart’ 
programme and Route2a, both were creative/business development courses that really 
helped me to understand the business side of things and supported me whilst getting a 
workshop together. 3 years later I am now on the Crafts Council Hothouse Programme, 
which has been by far the best in terms of experience, creative personal development 
and networking. I do feel that the experience and headspace that I have gained in those 
three years from The Hive and Route2a have made me ready to make the most out of 
the Hothouse Scheme, which I don’t think I was ready for 3 years and I am so glad that I 
‘saved’ it to do now rather than earlier.  

Were there any shows that worked really well for you?
I am a contemporary jeweller and conceptual artist, and divide both practices under 
different names. In reference to the jewellery, The Harley Gallery Christmas Market and 
Craft in the City in Nottingham have been my most successful Christmas Fairs. The 
Contemporary Craft Fair at Bovey Tracey was also an amazing experience although not 
as good financially. I am still exploring my market for my Artwork, and it does take a lot 
of time to understand your market. I would say to not go off other people’s experiences 
too much, because nobody has the same work as you so it’s always best to try it out for 
yourself before you really know what works for you!

Is there anything you wish you’d know?
Not that comes to mind. You can only learn from what you already know and I’m just 
happy that I now have some amazing people that continue to help me develop (like 
Melody Vaughan and Sali Jones) and so many other makers!
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What advice would you give yourself if you were just graduating?
Subscribe to all the main websites offering opportunities and check them on a regular 
basis – it’s a slog but it will be worth it eventually.  Do courses: they’re a good way of 
developing further making, and other skills, and also for networking with other artists.
Network – not just with other artists but with professionals associated with the sector. 
Find yourself a mentor if you can, one that fits with the direction you would most like your 
practice to go in, and talk to other artist in the same boat as you – otherwise it’s a lonely 
old business!

Is there anything you wish you’d known?
That everyone feels as lost as I did to start with and not to panic!  That is extremely 
competitive and just because you get lots of rejections it doesn’t mean that you won’t 
get opportunities.

ISLA MILLAR
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