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Kitchens & Bathrooms cover:
Je egret rien - not for the first
time, Blot: Kerr-Wilson has
boldly clad her bathroom entirely
with shells. Crane your necks fora
better view of her waders on page

’ 166, Photograph: Mcgan Dalton
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MUSSEL MEMORY

Blote Kerr-Wilson’s brilliant career has been bookended by
bathrooms in this magazine. The first, a deep-sea grotto she made
in her London council house, won a competition in Wol in the
1990s, serring her on her life’s course as a sheller excraordinaire.
Now, living in Norfolk, she’s created a new conch-clad wonder.
Damian Thompson washes up. Photography: Megan Dalcon

Oppositexn Architectonica, or sundial shell, forms the eye of a (kind of) crane, and its fantastic coral crest was donated by Camilla
Legh, thewywner of Adlington Hall, Cheshire, after Blott restored the estate shell house in 2013. Purple bottle-tops can be spied along
the neck:Nlat resembles a turaco is peeping towards the stower stall; 'this 1 like - naughty!” Above: Blott surveys her handiwork
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ou don't often see swans gliding
across a ficld. Buc chat’s the view
from Blotc Kerr-Wilson's kitchen in
her seylish bungalow in norch Norfolk. It's
an optical illusion, of course, thanks to the
ribbon-like river below being hidden by a
slope in the pasture, Soon | discover that
chis avian oddity is just an amuse-bouche
for the visual feast along her corridor...
But firse, lec’s rewind a few decades.
In 1987, Blott (sore of short for Charlotre)
had acquired a council house in a rough
parcof Peckham, southeast London, when
the Great Storm hit these shores in Octo-
ber. Having nursed since childhood a love
of secrer grottoes, she drove her Robin
Reliant to the South Coast to haul back
thousands of shells from Margate beach
thrown up by the hurricane. Learning on
the job, she turned her skig bachroom into
a powder room fic for Poscidon. Whar's
more, when founding editor Min Hogg
ran a competition in The World of Interiors
for the best amatcur-decorated domes-
tic room, Blott entered hers *for a laugh’
- and, to her amazement, won (Wol Aug
1993). The comedic contrast between this
most aristocratic form of decoration and
the gritey locacion off the Old Kent Road
piqued the interest of the press. Thatand
perhaps the face she was by this time at-
tending Goldsmichs College alongside
Damien Hirse and the YBAs, when ‘craft’
was a dircy word, ‘For about a week | was
like a Kardashian,” Blott recalls, shaking
her head. "Twasin the Daily Mail wich Fer-
gie ~ she had just sucked someone’s toes.”
The jobs began to roll in. Darina Allen,
the celebrity chef who runs a cookery
school at Ballymaloe, commissioned the
tyro sheller to decorate a little orchard
house as a silver wedding present for her
husband. Subsequendly, she’s been cor-
nered by everyone from the Duchess of
Westminster - Blote hung on to the duke’s
cheque, which, hilariously, bounced - to
incerior designer Martin Brudnizki, There
have been Regency restorations, pretty
plant pots and rippling areworks inspired
by BBC Radio’s shipping forecast, Was
she not daunted, tackling all chese tasks

untrained? ‘I chink I was too young to feel
thac. I chought it would all come together,
and it did.” Her playful soreak, her sheer
gusto, is infections. ' ove job interviews. |
love meeting people and going round peo-
ple’s houses — it's such good fun!’

Blott, who has «wo grown-up sons,
moved back to Britain from France aftera
divorce six years ago. She embarked on her
new bathroom projece in March 2023, The
bare bones of it are bog-standard, and one
is almost shocked to stand at the thresh-
old and see the ordinary fixtures and fit-
tings, to realise thac funceional chings
happen in this gliccering space. For, on
a whitish ‘shell-dashed’ background of
limpet exoskeletons, five exotic birds vie
for my attention, Three of them perch on
bare trees, the boughs’ rough bark formed
from pheasant shells and abalones. Con-
ceivably the big crane-like bird above the
tub, its crimson leg poised dramacically
mid-step, and the egret-y one eyeing an
inscce, mighe have waded in from local
wetlands, buc the other three look posi-
tively cropical. Then I spy purple borde-
tops among the plumage and a crest made
of a crab claw, and start to doubt that or-
nichological accuracy is really the point.
Blott confirms: ‘I chalk the outline of real
birds [taken from phorographs), but then
I just fill chem in as 1 go.” So if realism
isn't the point, what is she after? “To be
inspired, | have to have a movement.” Most
bivalves, she explains, are not symmetri-
cal, and so it’s about finding the ‘direction’

and ‘flow’ Indced, the way che light
carches a run of shells on the birds” flanks
— skilfully angled so one never glimpses
the underlying cement ~ it's as if you can
see a breeze ruffling cheir feachers.

Acquiring the raw matcrials has be-
come harder and more expensive. Blort’s
dealer sends her photographs of exoric
specimens from huge warchouses in the
Philippincs, which supply jewellery mak-
ers and scaside trinket shops around the
world. And my host is intrepid enough to
paddle her canoe off nearby Scolt Head,
to gather the "beautiful old orangey-black
English oyster shells” thac drifc up from
now-defunce Georgian beds. But musscls
- her favourite kind, her bread-and-buteer
- have become a bic of a problem. British
restaurants are not allowed to supply her
because of food-waste bylaws, and Brexic
has stymied their import from the Span-
ish paclla industry. In a witey echo of an
cgg-and-darc cornice, the iridescent blue
beautics form a border around the room.

Reflecting its crearor’s puckish person-
ality, the décor dances with visual verve
and magpic mischief, Two reflective
sconces have been made using some old
brioche tins thac have languished in a cup-
board for years. She has doteed real pearls
from astring ~ ‘my inheritance” - against
the white walls so that they are almost in-
visible; but she knows they’re there. Nap-
kin rings have morphed into silvery but-
terflies. A (detachable) florist’s vase grid,
encrusted with marine bounty, masks
the extracror fan. A plastic frog peeps out
from bencath the washbasin to surprise
loo siteers. ‘1 lic back in the bach, and 'm
so proud of it actually... It's incredible to
make a piece of work that you can actually
be with.” And later, as she drives me back
to Sheringham train station: “This projece
1s so important to me. The World of Inte-
riors started me off on my career. This is
my house and I hope I never leave here,
[ just thought, I really want to close the
circle. | became the “shell lady”, because
once you're in Interiors, you've got a bless-
ing. Phenomenal for me” @ For more infor-
mation, visit blottkerrwilson.com

Above: Blott’s first tub shot in “Wol' - Peckham, 1993. Opposite: the sheiler spotted (and snapped) the left-kand bird on her local
baker’s dress, Above its head flutters a butterfly made of freshwater mussels and sea-urchin spines. The hoopoe-like bird (Blott cails it a
spoenbill’ because the beak is made of the cuticry) has a technically tricky crown made of blue kyanite blades. A saucy delft tile by Paul

Bommer lurks in the loo-roll recess, while pre-curo European coins ‘detectorised’ on frelds nearby form a frieze above the washbasin
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