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China Clay, also known as Kaolin, is created 
through millions of years of granite 
decomposition underground. It was first 
mined in ancient China as a key ingredient 
in fine porcelain. Centuries later a search 
for the mineral ensued in the UK, with vast 
quantities of this ‘White Gold’ located in 
Cornwall. 

This area would soon become the Clay 
Country, covering a 70km stretch of land 
between Roche, St Austell, St Blazey and 
Fraddon.

The material uses and desirability of 
Cornwall’s china clay are constantly shifting, 
as product trends go in and out of favour, 

moving from porcelain to rubber, paper, paint 
and back to porcelain again. 

The industry grew to a boom in the late 20th 
century, but has seen a sharp decrease in 
recent years. This has shaped the landscape 
but also the community that inhabits it. 

One thing however has remained 
unchanged, in order to extract China clay 
from the ground, you need to dig. 

Dig down, dig out, move around, pile up and 
ship out. Extensive mining of the landscape 
produces extensive mountains of waste 
consisting of unwanted minerals piled high 
throughout the landscape. 

SMOOTHNESS
WHITENESS
BRIGHTNESS
OPACITY
GLOSS
FILLER

A selection of china clay products



One thing I ’ve been thinking about 
s ince chatt ing is what k ind of  not ions 
of  t ime are brought up when we’re 
ta lk ing about China Clay. 

How these quarr ies are dug so 
deeply into the ground, which 
reminded me of  Tim Ingold 
art iculat ing how t ime is not always 
l inear:  earth is always wait ing to be 
brought to the surface with regards 
to erosion. 

However a human-made version of 
th is exists in the form of quarr ies, 
where layers of  t ime are made 
vis ib le alongside one another.

In January 2021, Robin James Sullivan and Maddie Rose 
Hills began speaking about china clay resulting in a 
conversation which has continued over six months. 
Sullivan has lived in Cornwall, a stone’s throw from the 
clay districts for most of his life. He is a research based 
artist whose latest project is a five month public 
programme exploring the area’s rich 6000 year history. 

Hills is a visitor, learning about these landscapes from the 
outside. She is an artist, curator and researcher, her 
current practice focuses on the study of materials and 
their contexts. 

Communicating in an online document, Sullivan and Hills 
‘volleyed’ thoughts about the industry. A multi time-scaled 
conversation between past and present selves, 
responding to questions and thoughts from the future. 

To dig into the earth is to reunite the past with the 
present. Ancient layers of rock sediment from the 
bottom of the quarry sit at the top of waste tips, flipping 
time on its head – this material reality of the china clay 
quarries of Cornwall formed a model for this revisionist 
and a-chronological dialogue.
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You can look down and see history 
la id out in f ront  of  you l ike a 
surreal ist  paint ing or assemblage. 
For those that know what to look for, 
you can see al l  the t ime in the wor ld. 

Deep Time. 

The Ingold reference is a great 
example to start  wi th.

One thing I  f ind so fascinat ing about 
the china landscape is the depths of 
t ime that are v is ib le. 

There are the open pi ts,  wi th their 
layers exposed, l ike wormholes in 
t ime. 

Like the analogy of  earth’s crust 
being this moment in t ime, when we 
dig into the ground we open up
windows: portals into other t imes. 

You  c an  s e e  re m n ant s  o f  t h e  f i r s t  vo l c an o s ,  t h e 
f i r s t  l i f e  u n d e r w at e r,  t h e  t re e s  t h at  on c e  g re w, 
t h e  r ive r s  t h at  c ut  t h rou g h  t h e  l an d s c ap e . 

This image is f rom the Wheal Martyn 
China Clay Museum Archive and is a 
fossi l  found in one of  c lay pi ts. 
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We leave our own fossi ls around the 
place everyday, t races of  a hand in 
c lay,  or  accidental  footsteps in 
cement. 

I t ’s  odd to th ink how many creatures 
have made these areas their  homes, 
and how many of  us have carved into 
the landscape to dig out mater ia ls, 
re-directed r ivers or f lat tened f ie lds.

There  is  a  great 
amount  of  memor y 

held  in  these 
objec ts .  The out l ine 
of  a  thing imprinted 

in  a  place.  
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I t ’s  funny I  was thinking of  th is 
yesterday in regards to London 
Br icks,  they are made up of  London 
Clay,  th is wondrous st i f f  b lu ish c lay 
that  a l l  of  London is bui l t  on top of 
and even bui l t  into in regards to the 
tubes. Tunnels in c lay,  in t ime. What 
I  f ind so fascinat ing about th is c lay 
is that  i t  has a real ly high fossi l 
content.  The clay is f rom the marine 
geological  format ion Ypresian, or 
ear ly Eocene Epoch, f rom 56 -  33.9 
mi l l ion years ago. 

Eocene translates in ancient greek to 
Eos- (Dawn) and Kainos -  (New) and 
references the appearance of  new 
fauna dur ing that t ime. The fossi ls 
wi th in the London Clay show what 
the wor ld looked l ike then. I t  was 
a warm cl imate place, wi th t ropical 
or  subtropical  f lora,  wi th lush forest 
s imi lar  to that  of  Indonesia today. 

I  love that there are now huge 
bui ld ings made of  these fossi ls, 
t rapped within the c lay br icks.  I t 
br ings a new meaning to the saying 
‘concrete jungle’ . 

To think of  walk ing through a lush 
forest  56 mi l l ion years ago, how 
absolutely incomprehensible i t  is 
to th ink that  one day, there wi l l  be 
these fantast ical  bui ld ings bui l t  out 
of  the forest ’s fossi l ized remains, 
entrapped in a resol id i f ied l iquid 
rock.  I t ’s  th is hidden world r ight  in 
f ront  of  our eyes. 

I t  reminds me of  how there is no 
‘new’ matter,  a l l  matter is constant ly 
reabsorbed or separated and then 
combined in new ways, but i t  doesn’ t 
take up any more space.
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But!  People ta lk about th is mater ia l 
as ‘White Gold’ ,  yet  would you ever 
put gold in your toothpaste,  car tyre, 
p i l ls ,  or  in a newspaper that  gets 
thrown away as soon as you’ve read 
i t .  This mater ia l ’s  extract ion takes 
huge quant i t ies of  land up, sweat eq-
ui ty,  and water.  I t  destroyed habi tats, 
b iodiversi ty,  let  a lone the chemicals 
used, machinery needed. I t ’s  a f in i te 
resource, yet  i t ’s  used as a throw 
away i tem. 

I  f ind the whole industry k ind of 
t roublesome to be honest.  There was 
a c lear economic benef i t  to the 
industry:  i t  created over 2000 ski l led 
jobs,  boosted the economy for 
Cornwal l ,  bui l t  harbours,  roads and 
rai lways. 

As Peter Herr ing wrote,  we are 
increasingly aware that landscape 
doesn’ t  just  exist  out  there,  but in 
here too. In the minds of  those that 
l ive and work and think about i t . 

The way it’s  spoken 
about  in  C ornwal l ,  i t 
i sn’t  just  l ivel ihood, 
or  industr y,  or  even 
a  way of  l i fe ,  i t  has 
become a  par t  of  the 
ver y  fabr ic  of  being . 

It  i s  in  their  blood. 
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I  f ind mysel f  drawn to 
landscapes that are hidden, 
those dark s ides of 
industry.  Places we pretend 
don’ t  exist .  But the waste 
t ips are except ional ly 
present. 

Fossi l ised in the s i te they 
were created, landmarks to 
so many people who l ive 
around them. 

I  d idn’ t  real ise china clay 
mining produces more 
waste than usable product, 
to the extent that  for  every 
1 tonne of  china clay there 
is 9 tonnes of  waste.

I  d id  t he  mat h  a 
l i t t l e  w hi le  ago  b as e d 

on  t he  amount  of 
pure  Kaol in 

ex t rac te d  and  i t 
tot a l s  1 .4  Bi l l ion 

tonnes  of  e ar t h  t hat 
has  b e en  move d! 

It s  mind  b ending .
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These turquoise waters look 
so invi t ing,  but are forbidden 
dest inat ions for  wi ld swimmers 
keen for a dip in the idyl l ic 
lagoon. The water must have a 
mind of  i ts  own to ref lect  back 
to the sky th is speci f ic  shade of 
b lue!

Mica is a mineral  of ten found in 
household electronics,  sparkly 
eye makeup and highl ighter for 
cheeks. Move i t  around and i t 
d istracts the l ight ,  of fer ing 
hidden colours.  I  just  found out 
the colour of  the water is due 
to the presence of  waste mica, 
a byproduct of  china clay.  The 
mica af fects the colour through 
i ts unique ref lect ive propert ies.
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We pick and choose what is 
waste depending on only our 
needs as a species,  and these 
needs change so of ten.  There 
is st i l l  china clay in some of the 
disused quarr ies,  but  they are 
no longer mined, so even the 
clay becomes waste,  something 
undesired.

I  heard just  last  week that I  heard just  last  week that 
they had to  f latten one of they had to  f latten one of 

the  waste  t ips  as  it  was the  waste  t ips  as  it  was 
creat ing its  own cl imate. creat ing its  own cl imate. 

Af fec t ing the  clouds ,  mist Af fec t ing the  clouds ,  mist 
and a l l  l i fe  nearby. and a l l  l i fe  nearby. 

The waste  t ips  aren’t  harmless  e ither.  I  was 
reading about  the  problems they can cause,  one 
of  them being pol lut ion to  nearby water  sources . 
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Fit t ingly in the nature of  a l l 
mater ia ls constant ly used and 
reused, perhaps the waste t ips 
aren’ t  permanent features of 
the landscape af ter  a l l : 

Perhaps  the 
industr y  wi l l 
go  round and 

round, 
consuming its 

own tai l .’’                                  
– Bi l ly  Wynter

“ There  is  ta lk  of  the  prof itabi l ity  of 
re-working old  t ips  for  mater ia l  le f t 
over  f rom earl ier,  less  e f f ic ient  methods . . . 
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I  l ike the idea of  the dark s ide of  industry,  th is 
s ide we’re not meant to see, but in Cornwal l 
there’s no way to hide i t ,  i t ’s  r ight  there,  so 
we’ve bui l t  up th is cul tural  appreciat ion for  i t , 
a l l  you ever hear about is the ‘2000 ski l led jobs’ 
i t  created, the roads, harbours,  economic value 
and impact,  the ‘unique’ landscape. 

I t  obscures any other thought regarding i t .  Lets 
not fucking kid ourselves. 

I t ’s  amazing the resi l ience of  the communit ies 
and the cul ture surrounding i t .  I  wonder about 
th is spir i t ,  th is deep rooted connectedness 
between people and landscape, between 
communit ies. 

I t  appears in lots of  mining communit ies across 
the UK. I  th ink i f  i t  wasn’ t  for  the beauty in 
these communit ies and cul tures then the 
industry i tsel f  wouldn’ t  survive. 

This landscape was bui l t  by the community, 
and the community was bui l t  by the landscape

It  wi l l  be interest ing to see how this cont inues 
to play out,  and what cul ture is created in the 
af termath of  the industry. 

The economic value 
did not trickle down
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Cornwal l  is  st i l l  one of  the most depr ived 
count ies in the UK, and the middle of  Cornwal l 
in and around the china clay industry is the 
worst  h i t .  Yes i t  created roads and harbours, 
but  what ’s i t  done since? 



2 9 t h  J A N U A R Y
I t  wasn’ t  just  the obvious jobs 
created in the pi ts,  but  i t  was 
the anci l lary industr ies that 
boomed to support  the t rade. 
These were al l  ski l led jobs, 
handed down through fami l ies, 
they bui l t  ent i re towns. And 
these industr ies were 
separate,  meaning that the 
power remained in the 
fami l ies and communit ies 
themselves. As the larger 
companies moved, the demand 
moved, and then we see the 
decl ine in al l  these other 
businesses. I ts a knock on 
ef fect  that  has just  cont inued.

Clay is political. Clay is political. 
From its From its 

history of history of 
discovery in discovery in 

China, to land China, to land 
ownership, ownership, 

extraction, the extraction, the 
labour, uses,  labour, uses,  

ecological ecological 
impact and impact and 

‘value’.‘value’.
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This poses a real ly interest ing quest ion,  of  em-
ployment versus environment.  So many 
people,  including Mike Grigg, were very wel l 
taken care of  by the industry throughout their 
working l ives,  and as you said the companies 
bui l t  and encouraged local  communit ies to 
grow. 

Yet as we know, the af termath of  the industry 
boom lef t  a massive hole,  both cul tural ly and 
physical ly.  L iv ing in a capi ta l is t  society wi th 
shi f t ing at t i tudes towards l iv ing harmoniously, 
the debate around this industry is a quest ion 
that our ent i re economy is facing. Part icular ly 
now with Covid19 and the cl imate emergency 
forcing us to s low down, maybe even to pause 
indiv idual  growth for the sake of  our 
community. 

I t  involves a restructur ing,  one that we may 
never see, because in th is current system 
people need money to survive,  and many jobs 
are short  s ighted environmental ly and 
community speaking. How can you say no, in 
th is system, to an industry that  of fers so many 
people a job? And i f  the whole th ing were to 
start  over again,  would i t  be possible societal ly 
to do anything di f ferent ly? 

This is a really 
interesting thought, what 
could you do differently 
given the chance? 
How could you change 
an entire view point on 
a material, and the 
industry that goes 
with it? 
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I mean, wow. Yeah, exactly that. 

“And then? There are valuable trace elements, 
such as lithium (for batteries) found in the 
mineral waste of the mica dams. There are 

massive water-filled pools in the former clay 
quarries, allowing good prospects for aqua 

tourism. But we have no idea what we will be 
needing from this landscape, 25 years from now. 

Our present seems to shift its structural state 
between sticky malleability, grainy fragmentation 

and the solidly inert through an increasingly 
accelerated transformation of our bodies, minds, 

places, cultures and economies, changes all 
coinciding with and caused by disparate 

existential threats. How can we then, in this 
uncertain state of material-consciousness, begin 

to predict what our future needs from this 
landscape might be?”

Artist Adam Chodzko points to a hypothetical 
future for the industry:
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Bodelva Clay Pit is a disused 
china clay quarry, which is now 
home to The Eden Project. The 
roughly sloped pit opened up to an 
amazing selection of ochre colours. 

Did the architects alter the pit or 
was it’s shape kept just like this?
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Bodelva Clay Pit changed very little in its shape from 
when it was abandoned to when they built The Eden 
Project. To my knowledge the clay pit wasn’t hugely 
profitable as the clay was stained. The pink paper of the 
Financial Times was famously from the clay there.
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The earth in Bodelva clay pit has a higher iron content, 
and the iron rusts in the clay creating this colour. In some 
of the pits you can see this Iron in streaks, it looks like the 

cliffs are bleeding. 
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Wow. What an amazing image. I was 
writing about Iron (III) Oxide just the other 
day. Iron was one of the first elements that 
belonged to Earth, and existed in its original 
state for a really really really long time. It 
wasn’t until single-celled organisms began 
to thrive that enough oxygen developed in 
Earth’s atmosphere for oxidation to begin. At 
which point all these flecks of iron became 
affected by it, and the process of painting the 
earth red bagan. 

I love this because it pinpoints 
Iron (III) Oxide directly to the time that the 
first signs of life appeared on earth. It literally 
turned red when life emerged, 
signalling to nobody that could see that 
things were about to change. I also find it 
fascinating, and this makes me think of your 
thoughts on the curated landscape, 

how everything is sculpted in some way, 
that from the moment there was life, be it 
single-celled life, it began affecting, marking, 
painting, changing the landscape. 

So this clay pit being combined with the iron 
oxide is really incredible, because you have 
a dramatic, human-made change. This 
carving out and digging of quarries, but then 
simultaneous evidence that even when we 
were a tiny little brainless cell, we were still 
marking in some way. 

I’m not saying we should all go out and dig 
up the earth, but I do find that an interesting 
comparison.. We mark the earth all day 
everyday, if not with our hands, then through 
a glass that we pick up, a plastic cup, or the 
food we eat. Somewhere down the line this 
stuff has been pulled out of the ground. 
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I highlighted the line above, ‘signalling to 
nobody’...there’s something so beautiful in 
that idea.

Also the idea of painting the world red, like 
the expression ‘paint the town red’ I just did 
a bit of digging and theres something quite 
fitting and humorous about the idea of that 
moment in time when we started to paint the 
world red, like the beginning of the end. 

To paint the town red, is to ‘’go out and enjoy 
oneself flamboyantly.’’ 

The phrase “paint the town red” most 
likely owes its origin to one legendary night 
of drunkenness. 

In 1837, the Marquis of Waterford—a known 
lush and mischief maker—led a group of 
friends on a night of drinking through the 
English town of Melton Mowbray.

I feel like this is a great analogy of what 
we’ve been doing since we were first formed 
as a single cell organism producing oxygen, 
mischief maker, a night out with the lads, 
painting the town red. 

The issue is, the night out got out of hand. 
It’s now 10am the next day and were in a 
random flat 2 towns away, and we’ve 
absolutely fucked it Hun. Now it’s time for a 
serious hangover and health cleanse. 

The words presented in this text grew out of a six month long conversation. In 
selecting the parts that would form this document, around half of the written 

material was abandoned. The full text still exists as an online document, as a 
virtual piece of data, stored materially in the cloud. The online document has 

become its own sky tip. Through extensive research and conversation, we were 
echoing the same process of those who mined the Cornish landscape. Pulling 

everything out, selecting what is valuable, resigning the rest to waste. 

We would like to thank the China Clay History Society for their ongoing support 
of this project, their time talking with us, and for the images in this publication.




