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Step up to the wheel
A pottery course might not seem the obvious place to learn important and lasting  
life lessons, but being thrown out of your comfort zone can bring a pot of benefits

I kicked off 2019 by learning a new hobby. I don’t believe in  
New Year’s resolutions per se, but January – and the clean slate  
it brings – provides a perfect moment to start something fresh. 
Considering I spent a large part of my childhood covered in 
paint or surrounded by papier mâché, and I’ve dabbled with 
life-drawing and calligraphy as an adult, a creative pursuit 
seemed like the obvious step. A local pottery centre piqued my 
interest and I signed up for the four-week beginner course. 

I naively thought pottery would be rather easy. I imagined 
myself in a Zen-like state at the pottery wheel or moulding clay 
in a therapeutic manner, but I was quickly proved wrong. Much 
like learning anything new, it was difficult. Throwing clay on 
the wheel was harder than I’d thought and, as pot after pot was 
discarded, my frustration rose. As I watched others take to the 
wheel like ducks to water, I found it hard not to berate my own 
efforts. And then I completed my first successful pot and the 
sense of satisfaction was enough to make me giddy. 

From there on, the three-hour sessions went by in a flash  
with my concentration levels at an all-time high. As someone 
who is prone to procrastinate and is easily distracted, this was  
a pleasant surprise. I found that focusing on one task instead  
of flitting between the endless tabs open in my brain worked 
wonders and I’d leave the class with a clear head. If you want  
to find a way to really live in the present moment, I couldn’t 
recommend a new hobby more highly. 

Gail Marra, a clinical hypnotherapist in Harley Street, 
London, says my experience with a new activity is a common 
one: ‘Learning a new skill is nourishment for the brain, and our 
brains benefit from regular exercise as much as our bodies.’ 

Being a novice at something involves a certain level of 
concentration and this forces your brain into a calm-like  
state. In psychology this is known as being in a state of flow 
– colloquially, it’s understood as being in the zone. Mihaly 
Csikszentmihalyi, the psychologist who coined the term,  
said: ‘The best moments in our lives are not the passive, 
receptive, relaxing time. The best moments usually occur if a 
person’s body or mind is stretched to its limits in a voluntary 
effort to accomplish something difficult and worthwhile.’ 

When fully immersed in a task in this way, a person feels  
both energised and challenged. ‘The concentration needed to 
learn a new skill helps focus the mind much like meditation,’ 
adds Gail. ‘When we are absorbed, calm and focused, the  
brain releases wonderful feel-good chemicals like dopamine, 
oxytocin, serotonin and endorphins.’ 

Embrace the challenge
Trying something new also means getting out of your comfort 
zone and having to learn a skill from scratch, which for most 
people means not being so great at it. This can often be 
overlooked when assessing how to improve wellbeing. Kamran 
Bedi, a London-based life coach and author of Your Mind Is Your 
Home, explains: ‘Life can be stagnant and limiting if you stay 
within your comfort zone.’ Instead, he recommends embracing 
its antithesis, the stretch zone, as much as possible. ‘It can feel 
daunting and uncomfortable at first but it’s rewarding,’ he adds.

Beyond education and the early stages of a career, however, 
the opportunities to be a beginner are limited. Learning an 
additional skill forces you to embrace this state and 

automatically takes you out of the comfort zone and into its 
stretchy, opposite number. This break from a normal routine 
can be significant. ‘Small changes like learning a new skill or 
hobby can lead to major shifts mentally and emotionally,’ 
Kamran explains.

An inevitable element of learning something new, whether  
it’s a language, sport, craft or other skill, is facing knockbacks. 
Leaning into this and accepting that it won’t be perfect is a 
fundamental part of the process. Kamran highlights this is 
particularly important in a world where much of social media 
portrays everything as perfect. ‘Learning something new helps 
us to understand that not everything can be perfect and reality 
is often distorted,’ he explains. ‘Once we’re reminded of this,  
we can allow ourselves to relax, enjoy the process and even  
have fun with being bad at something.’ 

 
Strip away the ego
Dealing with these setbacks can also help to improve emotional 
intelligence and provide skills that extend beyond the classroom 
and into life. Clinical hynotherapist Gail, for instance, has  
an interesting take on my mini-failures at the potting wheel.  
‘It may feel like a crushing defeat but failure helps us to 
understand and deal better with a wide range of emotions,’  
she says. ‘It can help strip away excesses of ego and self-
importance. Through failure we can experience and express 
empathy, sympathy, compassion and understanding.’ 

Embracing failure can also improve patience, says Kamran. 
‘You’re forced to develop your patience when learning 

something new,’ he says. ‘We live in a society that prioritises 
instant gratification and re-learning patience is something  
we could benefit from.’ This is something I noticed almost 
immediately in my own endeavour. The more I rushed  
the pottery, the more mistakes I made. Slowing down felt 
counterintuitive at first but I soon realised it was effective. 

The experience also reminded me that it’s possible to  
view failure in more than one way. ‘Choose to reframe the 
failure,’ Gail suggests. ‘Find a positive spin, make it funny  
or entertaining, dim it, make the memory black and white  
or grey, change it, because each time we recall something we 
can change the memory of it.’ This is a good philosophy for  
life, of course, but it applies to mishaps when learning a new 
hobby, too. ‘With failure comes experience. Knowing how  
not to do something gives rise to how you might do it better 
next time,’ adds Gail. For example, each time I broke a pot,  
I came one step closer to improvement with my next effort.  
This process of ups and downs may seem trying at first, but  
it’s crucial to doing something effectively and, for most  
people, failures tend to precede successes. 

Gail insists that peaks and valleys and good and bad all 
contribute to a fascinating, stimulating and compelling life:  
‘If we were all good at everything, there’d be no such thing as 
bad, right? It’s the duality, the yin and the yang. Without being 
bad, how would we know what was good?’ That’s surely a 
rationale worth remembering, broken pot or not. 

Words: Elizabeth Bennett


