Kris O'Neill

Kris O’Neill, whose gaily decorated stoneware has
been part of the Shelburne Arts Coop for the last eight years, always knew she would be making arts
and crafts. “As a kid I remember a feeling of great happiness and anticipation whenever a craft
project was introduced at school; the paper sculpture of the Santa Maria, the trace-your-hand turkey
picture, the ever-popular macaroni mosaic….In my little mind, all of it was just THE BEST. It was
evident that arts and crafts would be playing a role in whatever I did with my life.”
Growing up in Newton, MA, her interest in ceramics didn’t develop until late in high school. “I was
able to spend blissful hours after classes, absorbed in clay and insipid 80’s rock, until the janitors
had to kick me out at five so they could lock up the studio.” From there, she went to study at the
Rhode Island School of Design, graduating with a BFA in ceramics in 1990. Feeling burnt out after
her intense four years of study, she moved home and worked with stained glass for a while. In fact,
an early design of hers incorporated stained glass into the top of glazed ceramic boxes, created for a
niche market. But that ultimately went stale for her due to the tedious nature of soldering.

I visited her little workshop and showroom on Route 9 in Cummington, a mile past the Creamery
which, along with the post office, comprises all the action in this little hill town in Berkshire County.
Set back from the road with a small sign denoting the studio, it’s easy to miss, but Kris isn’t counting
on foot traffic for her sales. Over the sixteen years she has been at this location, she has been
involved in many aspects of the world of ceramics including teaching, clay-making, stocking
wholesale outlets like the Coop and craft shows. It all adds up to making a living at her craft.
When she first settled in western Massachusetts from Newton, she worked at a small clay supplier
and began developing her own line of ceramics, officially starting Zyra Clay Studio in 2002. As she

worked with the glazes and techniques, they became brighter and more consistent, evolving into
“Zyraware.”
Where does the name come from? I should have asked her during the interview—but I didn’t!
Instead, I found this charming story on her website, zyraclay.com:

 he name “Zyra” comes from a classic sci fi
T
movie circa 1951 called When Worlds Collide. In the story a huge planet, which the astronomers
called Bellus, and a smaller satellite planet they named Zyra are discovered to be on a collision
course with Earth. With a lot of hard work, back biting and, eventually, heroic self sacrifice, a
handful of people build a rocket ship in a desperate bid to escape the impending apocalypse.
Finally, as the gravitational pull of the enormous Bellus is tearing Earth apart, the hopeful ship
shoots down what looks like an over-sized ski jump and launches into orbit just in the nick of time.

Fortunately, Zyra is left untouched by the celestial disaster and after a short flight seated comfortably
in their wicker chairs, the pioneers land on its surface. They emerge from the shuttle to a glorious
landscape festooned with lovely space flowers. Happily, the atmosphere is compatible and the
proliferation of the human species is assured. It’s a wonderful new day on the planet Zyra!
Compelling, isn’t it? Really I just liked the name…
The showroom in Cummington was once the front porch of the house. It is a six by twenty foot room
just bursting with colorful creations. In addition to her pottery, Kris shows her crocheted scarves and
beaded jewelry, all of which glow with the rich tones of the palette she favors. Every now and then,

she takes a break and delves into another craft for a while, making a batch of scarves or bracelets
and then coming back to clay.
As we talked, it turns out Kris is going to get a lot busier pretty soon with a new venture: she is going
to be taking the reins of the Northampton Clay Studio soon. The studio offers workshops and is in
downtown Northampton, below the Guild Art Centre. She’ll be the director and the teacher there,
taking over from her friend Frank Edge, who is retiring.
Kris has no ambitions to expand her ceramic production into a larger business; she likes the
peaceful simplicity of being a one woman operation.

