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Preface  

 

This thesis is written from the perspective of a ceramist at a 

San Francisco art school, but one who was trained in a mid-western 

American clay tradition.  It is my attempt to reconsider some of the 

received ideas about recent ceramic history and contextualize them 

within a theoretical, critical perspective.  My aim is to 

accommodate, not alienate, pottery practice. 

I owe a debt of thanks to my friends from the Social 

Practices department (otherwise known as Relational Aesthetics in 

other contexts).  It was during our multidisciplinary critique sessions 

I realized that their work sometimes suffered ŀƴ άLǎ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊǘΚέ 

question similar to the ones asked of functional ceramics.  Thinking 

of those two practices through the question of function helped me 

not only formulate a more nuanced conceptualization of vessel 

practice within ceramics, but also began to illuminate the ways in 

which the two fields might be similar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

 
Ceramics might be the only art form that is completely sure 

of itself.  Although some may claim that ceramics is under theorized 

ŀƴŘ ƭŀŎƪǎ ŎǊƛǘƛŎŀƭ ǊƛƎƻǊΣ ΨŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΩ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ ǎǳŦŦŜǊ ŀƴ 

identity crisis.  Put it in a kiln, turn it up to two thousand degrees 

CŀƘǊŜƴƘŜƛǘΣ ŀƴŘ ƛŦ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ƴƻǘƘƛƴƎ ƭŜŦǘ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ŘŀȅΣ ƛǘ ƛǎƴΩǘ ceramics.   

In contradistinction to other forms of artistic practice, no 

ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ŘŜŎǊƛŜŘ άǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΣέ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ŎǊƛǘƛŎǎ ƘŀǾŜ 

wondered about the endgame of painting.  In the seventies, 

Rosalind Krauss plotted out the breakdown of sculpture-as-we-

know-ƛǘ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ CƛŜƭŘΣέ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

years since, installation art and other forms of three dimensional 

practice have challenged a once stable notion of sculpture.  Even 

within the field of photography, writers have speculated about the 

ways digital media and manipulation might affect image production.  

aŀȅōŜ άǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǎƻ Řƛǎǘŀƴǘ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ƛǎ 

one of our newest art forms, emerging at about the same time as 

άƘŀǇǇŜƴƛƴƎǎΦέ  /ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ƘŀǎƴΩǘ ȅŜǘ ƘŀŘ ŜƴƻǳƎƘ ǘƛƳŜ to work 

ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀƭƭ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǊƛǾŜ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŜƴŘ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΦέ  

How can I claim the newness of ceramics, when the Venus of Dolni 

±ŜǎǘƻƴƛŎŜ ƛǎ ƻǾŜǊ олΣллл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻƭŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƘŜŜƭ ǿŀǎ 

ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ сΣллл ȅŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΚ LΩƳ ƎƻƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ŀ ƭƛƴe between 

ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ŀǎ ŀ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀǊǘΦ 
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hǳǊ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ 

practice emerged in the mid-twentieth century.   In the United 

States, in the years following World War II education and the arts 

were newly supported by the GI Bill [figure 1]. As art historian Glen 

.Ǌƻǿƴ Ƙŀǎ ƴƻǘŜŘΣ άƳƻǎǘ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳǎ ƛƴ 

American higher education were founded between the 1950s and 

the early 1970s, a period in which universities prospered through 

the combined influence of the G.I. Bill scholarships and a general 

ǇƻǎǘǿŀǊ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǇǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅΣέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ άƳŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ 

American ceramics programs were initially incorporated into 

academia through departments of [teacher] education and home 

economiŎǎΦέ1  

                                                 
1
 DƭŜƴ .ǊƻǿƴΣ ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΣέ  NCECA 

Journal  vol XXV 2004,  p.57 

 

The long history of ceramic practice includes Greek pottery 

and the terracotta army of the first Qin Emperor of China.   

Porcelain was a valuable commodity in the trade between Europe 

and the East in the 1600s.  And recently, porcelain tiles lined the 

outside of American space shuttles to protect them upon re-entry 

ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊǘƘΩǎ ŀǘƳƻǎǇƘŜǊŜΦ  .ǳǘ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΚέ  

ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ƛǎ ƳƻǊŜ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǎǘ ǎŎŀƭŜΣ 

the domestic sphere, and everyday use.  How then do we trace a 

history from the male dominated pottery guild, to granny tinged 

china painting, to the uber-masculine bravado of Peter Voulkos 

[figure 2], and then forward to contemporary ceramists like Ken 

tǊƛŎŜ ŀƴŘ DǊŜȅǎƻƴ tŜǊǊȅΚ  LǘΩǎ ƴƻǘ ōȅ mere chance that the 

άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ ƛǎ ŎƻƛƴŎƛŘŜƴǘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ 

that ceramic practice becomes an area of study within the 

university art system.  Using this as a point of origin for ceramics, 

we will be able to see how differently oriented modes of ceramic 

production were drawn together within the educational system to 

form a new concept of ceramics.  Ironically, just as a nascent 

ceramic identity was emerging, one in which the medium of clay 

was the defining component which brought together different 

modes of practice, other disciplines within the art department were 

beginning to question the very notion of media specificity.  The 

traditions of painting and sculpture began the loosening into a 

plurality of practice that would eventually become known as post-

modernism.  Almost as soon as ceramics was conceived, it already 

appeared alien within the context it was born.    

Leaving aside large scale industrial manufacture, much 

ceramic production of the early twentieth century was as an 

extension of Arts and Crafts ideology.  Crafted items were 

 
Figure 1. 1944 poster for the 
{ŜǊǾƛŎŜƳŜƴΩǎ wŜŀŘƧǳǎǘƳŜƴǘ !ŎǘΣ 
more commonly known as the GI 
Bill. 

 
Figure 2. Peter Voulkos, a beneficiary of 
the GI Bill, throwing at the ǇƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ wheel 
ca. 1959. Photograph by Henry Takemoto 
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positioned as a humanist alternative to manufactured goods, 

emphasizing either the artisanal process of unalienated labor that 

went into their making, or the unique nature of the good produced.  

Also, within the handicraft mode of making, the decoration of 

potted forms, or china painting, was something that upper class 

women of leisure could spend their time perfecting, while it also 

provided a socially acceptable form of labor for women who needed 

to work.2  These associations with commodity production, labor, 

gender, and objects of domestic utility would become part of the 

ceramics that was newly constituted in mid-century. 

A certain number of myths have been carried forward from 

that mid-century moment, some contain a nugget of truth, and 

others should be disposed of entirely.  Too often, discussion around 

ceramics and the wider field of craft (which includes wood, glass, 

fine metals, and textiles) focuses on recognition or status in relation 

to Art as if context and theory are easily transposable between the 

two.  I do not mean to imply that questions of high/low culture and 

latent prejudices against labor, gender, and domesticity do not 

affect status ŀƴŘ ƻǳǊ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ŎǊŀŦǘǎ.έ  But, if those were 

the only hurdles to surpass for an understanding of ceramic practice 

as an art practice, then the Minimalist embrace of production and 

process in the 60s, and feminist challenges to gender and material 

of the 70s should have done much to correct these perceptions.  

Even ǘƘŜ мфулǎ ŜƳōǊŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƻŘƛǘȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ 

change the common perceptions about ceramics.  There is more 

that needs be considered. 

                                                 
2
 Suzanne Baizerman. Fired by Ideals : Arequipa Pottery and the Arts and 

Crafts Movement, San Francisco, CA: Pomegranate, 2000.  p. 7 

In the wake of, or more likely because of, the mid-century 

reorganization of how ceramic practice was taught, potters-turned-

sculptors Robert Arneson and Peter Voulkos are credited with 

starting ŀ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ мфрлǎ ŀƴŘ ŜŀǊƭȅ слǎΦ  LŦ 

critical reception and exhibition records are any indicator, they had 

achieved their goal of establishing clay as a viable medium for art 

making before the close of the sixties.  In fact, throughout the 1970s 

ceramics as acceptable sculptural material was taken seriously as 

Robert Arneson, Ken Price, Richard Shaw, Joyce Kozloff,  Mary 

Frank, Jim Melchert, David Gilhooley, and Charles Simonds all 

contributed ceramic objects ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ²ƘƛǘƴŜȅ aǳǎŜǳƳΩǎ ōƛŜƴƴƛŀƭ 

exhibitions.3  Recognition and support continued through the 

seventies then began to wane in the early eighties as critical analysis 

and ceramic writing retreated into the specialized world of ceramics 

and/or craft specific publications and exhibitions.4  The irony is that 

the very publications established to promote ceramics ended up 

marginalizing it by enshrining all ceramic discourse with a ceramics 

ghetto.  Lastly, to claim that a snobbishness about clay as a material 

remains in the art world at large, is almost impossible to argue in 

the aftermath of post-modernism.  That any critic or historian could 

or would attempt to exclude any material from the making of 

contemporary art and expect to be taken seriously is too difficult to 

support. 

                                                 
3
 Whitney Muesum of American Art, Annual Exhibition/Whitney Biennial 

catalogs years 1969-1983 
4
 Included among those publications, along with founding dates, are 

Ceramics Monthly (1953), American Ceramics (1982), Ceramics Technical 
(1995), Ceramics: Art and Perception (1990), Studio Potter (1972), as well 
as American Craft (formerly Craft Horizons 1979 and 1941 respectively), 
Crafts Report (1975), and Crafts (1973).   
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{ƻΣ Ƙƻǿ ǘƻ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ŀƴŘ ƛǘǎ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀǊǘ?  

¢ƻŘŀȅ ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŦƻǊƎŜǘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƻŦ ŎǊŀŦǘΣ 

was well represented as a viable art form forty yŜŀǊǎ ŀƎƻΦ  LǘΩǎ ŀƭǎƻ 

tempting to claim that a body of critical writing on ceramics and 

ŎǊŀŦǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ŜȄƛǎǘΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

supposed absence of grounding or context, makers and writers can 

simply stake their own claims rather than wrestle with past history 

and theory.  Although much writing on ceramics tends to be 

celebratory rather than critical, it is actually quite prodigious, so it 

might be more accurate to call it fractured.  There have been few 

efforts to tie together the various conceptual models or theories of 

ceramics-as-aesthetic practice, with gallerist and critic Garth Clark 

ōŜƛƴƎ ŀ ƴƻǘŀōƭŜ ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴΦ  tǳōƭƛǎƘŜŘ ŀƴǘƘƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ƻŦ άŎǊŀŦǘ ǘƘŜƻǊȅέ 

have dealt with ceramics either directly or as part of the field of 

craft, ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ tŜǘŜǊ 5ƻǊƳŜǊΩǎ The Culture of Craft, and Paul 

DǊŜŜƴƘŀƭƎƘΩǎ Persistence of Craft. 5  Although they are more likely to 

consider the cultural context of production, and examine the ways 

objects function in the world, they tend toward an essentialist 

definition of craft, one based solely on material.  The unfortunate 

consequence is a collapsing of different strategies and motivations 

for object-making into one field that is based on materials.  It is as if 

all things made out of ceramic make more sense under the term 

άŎǊŀŦǘΣέ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƘŜȅ ƳƛƎƘǘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ 

ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǘŜǊƳ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέ  wŜŎŜƴǘ ŎƻƴŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜƎǳƴ 

to think more broadly and conceptually about craft and ceramic 

practice, including Nova Scotia College of !Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ 5ŜǎƛƎƴΩǎ 

                                                 
5
 Dormer, Peter ed. The Culture of Craft : Status and Future. Manchester ; 

New York : Manchester University Press; New York : St. Martin's Press, 
1997.    Greenhalgh, Paul ed.. The persistence of Craft : The Applied Arts 
Today. New Brunswick, N.J. : Rutgers University Press, 2003 

άbŜƻ/ǊŀŦǘΥ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ /ǊŀŦǘǎέ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ /ǊŀŦǘ 

/ƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ ά{ƘŀǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ CǳǘǳǊŜ ƻŦ /ǊŀŦǘΦέ6  Art historian Howard 

wƛǎŀǘǘƛΩǎ ά! ¢ƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ /ǊŀŦǘΥ CǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ !ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ 9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέ ƛǎ 

one of the first books to move beyond the medium essentialist 

definition, in that it takes function, or use-value, as the necessary 

property of craft.7  And finally, The Journal of Modern Craft 

ǇǊƻƳƛǎŜǎ ǘƻ ōŜ άǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇŜŜǊ-reviewed academic journal to provide 

an interdisciplinary and international forum in its subject area. It 

addresses all forms of making that self-consciously set themselves 

ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ Ƴŀǎǎ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴΦέ8  These most recent publications with 

a concern for theory, context and concept seem most likely to push 

the field of ceramics (and craft) forward. 

The application of theory to ceramic (and craft) objects is of 

course fraught with some hesitancy  by both makers and writers, in 

part it is because it was the application of theory, namely modernist 

art theory, that made it difficult for crafted objects to be recognized 

ŀǎ Ŝǉǳŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭ άŦƛƴŜ ŀǊǘǎέ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  aǳŎƘ 

of ceramic practice is concerned with, or tied to, the production of 

functional items for everyday use, while art, under the conditions of 

modernism, is set apart or autonomous from the everyday. Theorist 

Peter BüǊƎŜǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŀǎ άŀ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ 

realm that is set apart from the means-end rationality of daily 

                                                 
6
 Sandra Alfoldy ed. NeoCraft : Modernity and the Crafts Halifax, N.S. : 

Press of the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2007.   American Craft 
Council, Shaping the Future of Craft : 2006 National Leadership Conference, 
Houston, Texas, October 19-21, 2006 editors, Monica Hampton, Lily Kane. 
New York, N.Y. American Craft Council, 2007 
7
 Howard Risatti, A Theory of Craft : Function and Aesthetic Expression 

Chapel Hill : University of North Carolina Press, c2007 
8
http://www.bergpublishers.com/JournalsHomepage/TheJournalofModer

nCraft/tabid/3254/Default.aspx  <accessed March 8, 2008> 
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ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΦέ9  Said more plainly, modernist art evolving out 

of the late nineteenth century was positioned as if it were set apart 

from everyday life.    

 In the eighteenth century, shifting methods of manufacture, 

circulation of capital, and an emergent middle class and upper class 

of citizenry, or bourgeoisie, had effect on how artisans produced 

ǿƻǊƪΦ  ²ƛǘƘ ŀ ǿƛŘŜǊ ŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǿŜŀƭǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǇƻǘŜƴǘƛŀƭ άǇŀǘǊƻƴǎΣέ 

artists were no longer solely producing work commissioned by 

ǇŀǘǊƻƴǎΣ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ƻǊ ƪƛƴƎΩǎ ŎƻǳǊǘΦ  ¢ƻ ƎŜƴŜǊŀƭƛȊŜΣ 

commissioned art works usually had a specific subject matter, 

intended for a specific place and put to a specific use (to celebrate 

the church or king). But with a rise of the bourgeoisie and a freer 

circulation of capital, artists could make speculative work and enter 

it into an anonymous art market.  As a result, artists were freed of 

the constraints of commission and thus able to make images and 

ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƪŜ ƻŦ ǇŜǊǎƻƴŀƭ ŜȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴΦ  ¢ƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ άŀǊǘ ŦƻǊ 

ŀǊǘΩǎ ǎŀƪŜέ began to take holdΦ   !ǎ .ǸǊƎŜǊ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎΣ ά!Ǌǘ ώōŜŎŀƳŜϐ 

the objectification of the self understanding of the bourgeois 

ŎƭŀǎǎΦέ10  And he goes on to say, 

The advent of bourgeois art is also the decisive turning 
point as regards use or function.  Although in different 
ways, both sacral and courtly art are integral to the 
praxis of everyday life of the recipient.  As cult and 
representational objects, works of art are put to specific 
use.  This requirement no longer applies to the same 
extent to bourgeois art.  In bourgeois art, the portrayal of 

                                                 
9
 Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde , trans. Michael Shaw 
όaƛƴƴŜŀǇƻƭƛǎΥ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ aƛƴƴŜǎƻǘŀ tǊŜǎǎΣ мфупώмфтпϐύΦ ǇΦмл  .ǸǊƎŜǊΩǎ 
ǘƘŜƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳȅ ŘǊŀǿ ƘŜŀǾƛƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ¢ƘŜƻŘƻǊ !ŘƻǊƴƻΩǎ ά!ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ 
¢ƘŜƻǊȅέ ŀƴŘ LƳƳŀƴǳŜƭ YŀƴǘΩǎ ά/ǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ WǳŘƎŜƳŜƴǘέ 
10

 Bürger p. 47 

bourgeois self-understanding occurs in a sphere that lies 
outside the praxis of life.

11
 [emphasis mine] 

  
Bürger is building upon the theories of Immanuel Kant and Theodor 

Adorno, who have similarly described artistic autonomy, but I think 

that Bürger makes explicit how the condition of autonomy is 

coincident with loss of function.  Although he was specifically 

considering the social function of religious and court paintings, that 

ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǿ ŦǊŜŜ ƻŦ άǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǎ-end 

Ǌŀǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ Řŀƛƭȅ ōƻǳǊƎŜƻƛǎ ŜȄƛǎǘŜƴŎŜΣέ ǿŀǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ up with broader 

implication.  Earlier, eighteenth century German philosopher 

LƳƳŀƴǳŜƭ Yŀƴǘ ƘŀŘ ǿǊƛǘǘŜƴ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜǎ ǘƘŜ 

ƧǳŘƎƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ǘŀǎǘŜ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜǇŜƴŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ ŀƭƭ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΦέ 12 This of course is 

informed the ideas that Bürger is discussing, but in relation to 

ceramics (and craft), has also been used as a position from which to 

ŘƛǎǉǳŀƭƛŦȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎ ŦǊƻƳ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  YŀƴǘΩǎ 

position that their usefulness provided a tangible benefit to the 

viewer thus impeding the possibility of unbiased judgment would 

hold sway through the twentieth century.      

Beginning in 1939, modernist art critic Clement Greenberg 

ǿƘƻ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ ǿƛǘƘ Yŀƴǘ ŀǎ άǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜŀƭ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘΣέ ǘŀƪŜǎ 

up these ideas with force.13 [figure 3] GreenberƎΩǎ fear was that any 

                                                 
11

 Bürger p. 48 
12

 Immanuel Kant, The Critique of Judgement. trans. James Creed Meredith 
(Chicago, Encyclopædia Britannica 1955, c1952) p.476 
13

 έ L ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǎƳ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜȄŀŎŜǊōŀǘƛƻƴΣ 
of this self-critical tendency that began with the philosopher Kant. Because 
he was the first to criticize the means itself of criticism, I conceive of Kant 
ŀǎΣ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜŀƭ aƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘέ  άaƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ tŀƛƴǘƛƴƎέ Modern Art and 
Modernism: A Critical Anthology Eds. Francis Frascina and Charles Harrison, 
Harper & Row, New York 1982 p. 5 
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art form too enmeshed 

within daily life runs the 

risk of losing its power 

and becoming 

trivialized.  As he said, 

άƘŀǾƛƴƎ ōŜŜƴ ŘŜƴƛŜŘ ōȅ 

the Enlightenment all 

tasks [the arts] could 

take seriously, [the arts] 

looked as though they 

were going to be 

assimilated to 

ŜƴǘŜǊǘŀƛƴƳŜƴǘ ǇǳǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǎƛƳǇƭŜΦέ14 As a prominent critic during the 

fifties, Greenberg was often vilified by craft makers as a point of 

ǊŜǎƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŀŦǘΦ  !ŘŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΩǎ Ŏŀƭƭ ŦƻǊ 

media specificity and aesǘƘŜǘƛŎ ǇǳǊƛǘȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ άǾƛǎǳŀƭ ŀǊǘ 

Ƴǳǎǘ ŎƻƴŦƛƴŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ ŜȄŎƭǳǎƛǾŜƭȅ ǘƻ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƎƛǾŜƴ ƛƴ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣέ 

and one can begin to understand the perceived antagonistic 

relationship between Greenberg and the crafts.15  The emphasis 

upon artistic autonomy, visuality, and distance from function would 

obviously challenge any potter who valued the utilitarian, haptic 

and interactive qualities of his/her work.  In the mid-century, to 

position as objects tied to function as art made for a steep 

theoretical hill to climb. 

 One could make the outrageous claim that under 

modernism art practice developed its theories because it needed 

them in a way that craft or ceramics did not.  How else to justify the 

                                                 
14

 Clement Greenberg, p. 5 
15

 Clement Greenberg, p. 8 

time and money spent on a painting that is low in use-value but 

high in exchange-ǾŀƭǳŜΚ  LŦ ŀ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ ƘƻƭŘǎ ǿŀǘŜǊΣ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ ƴŜŜŘ 

theory to justify its existence; its functional qualities will suffice.  

The lesser need for self-justification would be the reason behind a 

supposed lack of critical theory.  But at the same time, that could be 

what makes ceramic practice the most interesting: that it can bridge 

autonomous aesthetics and everyday function at the cost of 

neither.  However, under the conditions of modernism, ceramics 

(and the rest of the crafts) should have developed its own theories.  

How else to justify the excess of labor necessary to produce objects 

which could more efficiently be produced by industry?  But, instead 

of writing their own theory, what more often happened was that 

craft makers and craft writers tried to graft modernist art theory 

onto craft based objects.  The result was akin to someone trying to 

wear clothes tailored for another person.  True, they could be worn, 

ōǳǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǊŜŀƭƭȅ ŦƛǘΦ 

 

 What this paper intends to do is find some clothes that fit.  

By reexamining select parts of ceramic history we can chart how 

different kinds of ceramic production were melded into a singular 

ƴƻǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ when ceramics was incorporated into existing 

art departments. Then by comparing and contrasting the work of 

four men who (at one time) worked pottery, William Staite Murray, 

.ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΣ tŜǘŜǊ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎ ŀƴŘ wƻōŜǊǘ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴΣ LΩƭƭ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜ ŀ 

taxonomy of ceramics as a new way to understand what happened.  

This new theoretical context will then provide a better basis to 

begin evaluating what is happening now. 

 The interesting tension between art and everyday 

functional objects has fueled art discourse for almost a century.  

Use-ǾŀƭǳŜ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅέ ǿŜǊŜ ƻƴŎŜ ǉǳŀƭƛǘƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŜŜŘed to be 

 
Figure 3. Clement Greenberg with students at 
the Emma Lake Artists' Workshop, 1962 From 
the film Between the North Pole and New 
York City (Dir, Mark Wihak, Cooper Rock 
Pictures, 2004) 

http://www.cooperrock.com/between.html
http://www.cooperrock.com/between.html
http://www.cooperrock.com/between.html
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removed from an object in order for it 

to be considered as art.  This was 

demonstrated quite clearly in 1917 

when Marcel Duchamp took a urinal 

out of its utilitarian context and 

presented it as art.  Interestingly, it 

has since become one of the most 

notorious works of the twentieth 

century that is made of ceramic but is 

ƴƻǘ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ [figure 4].  I want to 

tease out some interesting 

connections between it and more 

conventional ceramic practice, ones 

that exist beyond material, in order to see some of the new ways 

ceramics as an art practice is being used today, especially in the 

realm of functional pottery.   Rather than accepting that 

ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ άǘƘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅέ ŀǊŜ ƭƛƳƛǘƛƴƎ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎ 

work, this paper intends to use them productively in order to 

expand the field.    This expansion will borrow and remix some of 

the theory and strategies of Relational Aesthetics, noting the ways 

they move beyond modernist aesthetics.  Rather than closing down 

ƛƴ ŀŘǾŀƴŎŜ ǿƘŀǘ Ŏŀƴ ŀƴŘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ ŀǊǘΣ LΩƭƭ Ŏƻƴǎƛder how 

meaning can be produced by both use-vale and context. 

Lastly, because ceramics, along with fibers (or textiles), 

wood (or furniture), fine metals (or jewelry) and glass is part of the 

conversation about craft, this paper will have some engagement 

with theories of craft both historical and contemporary.  This will 

hopefully create some productive friction about the notion of craft 

as a category of objects, but its real aim is to produce a theory and 

framework for considering ceramics in relation to function.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Influences on American Ceramics 

Before  Mid -20
th

 Century  

 
Traditional wisdom has it that in the United States many 

craft based departments, especially ceramics, were incorporated 

into university art departments in the mid 1950s with the support of 

the GI Bill.  But, as Bruce Metcalf has pointed out, craft based 

practices and knowledge did not spring forth fully formed, their 

technical knowledge bases had to come from somewhere.16   In 

DƭŜƴ .ǊƻǿƴΩǎ ƭŜŎǘǳǊŜ ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ {ŎƛŜƴǘƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ 5ƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŀǊȅ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΣέ 

he demonstrated that sometimes the practical knowledge about 

ceramics came from the more scientifically and industrially oriented 

specialist ceramics courses, ones that may have focused jointly 

upon the technical and aesthetic components of the ceramic 

process, but ultimately awarded a bachelor of science degree, not a 

                                                 
16

 Bruce Metcalf,  lecture at California College of the Arts, Oakland, CA, 
September 30

th
, 2008 

 
Figure 4.  Marcel 
Duchamp Fountain 
(1917) in The Blind Man 
No. 2, page 4.  New York, 
1917 
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Figure 5.  Mary Chase Perry 
Stratton, founder of Pewabic 
Pottery in Detroit, Michigan, circa 
1903 

bachelors of fine art.17  However, the more practically oriented 

study of ceramics science is only part of the picture.  Ceramic 

knowledge was also taught in home economics departments and 

design departments.  These associations of scientism, domesticity, 

and commodity were not stripped away once ceramic teaching was 

reorganized into existing art departments.  These connotations 

would influence both how practitioners would position their work 

as well as how others would receive it.   

 

 

In the late 19th century, the era of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement, the decoration of pottery within schools, social clubs, 

and even pottery manufactories provided both a pastime and 

sometimes a means of income for women from multiple social 

classes.18  ¢ƘƛǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ άǎǘǳŘƛƻ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ŀǎ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ 

conceived of years later.  It was not a form of ceramics where one 

potter took responsibility for the total production of the work.  In 

the Arts and Crafts model, one artist, the potter, would throw the 

forms on the wheel, and another would decorate them.  The 

ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƻǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƻƳŜƴΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ άƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ ±ƛŎǘƻǊƛŀƴ tŜǊƛƻŘ 

it was assumed that only the lighter work could be handled by 

                                                 
17

 Brown p.56  Brown further points out that after this redistricting of 
teaching that some technically oriented ceramic programs remained within 
engineering departments and were thus relieved of concerns for teaching 
aesthetics of any form, allowing for a narrower focus upon the technical 
rigors of ceramic engineering. 
18

 ά/Ƙƛƴŀ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ be fitting for women of leisure of the 
middle and upper classes and for women whose circumstances forced 
ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪΦέ {ǳȊŀƴƴŜ .ŀƛȊŜǊƳŀƴΦ Fired by Ideals : Arequipa Pottery and 
the Arts and Crafts Movement, San Francisco, CA: Pomegranate, 2000.  7 

ǿƻƳŜƴΦέ 19  Many women 

excelled within this field, usually 

referred to as china painting, and 

produced accomplished images 

that fit the style and tastes of the 

day.  Once given an area to 

flourish, a few women went 

beyond the realm of applied 

decoration and focused on glaze 

chemistry and formulation.  The 

success of American potteries like 

Rookwood in Cincinnati, and 

Pewabic Pottery in Detroit is 

attributed to the leadership and 

innovations in glaze chemistry by 

Marie Longworth Nichols and 

Mary Chase Perry Stratton 

respectively [figure 5].  

Unfortunately, these potteries suffered a fate similar to other 

companies producing handicraft under the Arts and Crafts model.  

The ideology which held that individual hand work should be 

adequately compensated naturally resulted in higher costs; this 

coupled with the economic strain of the Great Depression,  meant 

                                                 
19

 In tƘŜ муулǎ ŀƴŘ муфлǎ άƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀǎǎǳƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀƭŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊ 
would be needed to work the clay, throw the pots, fire the kiln and handle 
the glazing.  Women might do the designing and decorating, but a man 
would perform the other tasks, which were half-ƳŜŎƘŀƴƛŎŀƭΣ ƘŀƭŦ ŀǊǘƛǎǘƛŎΧέ 
WŜǎǎƛŜ tƻŜǎŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ {ŀƭƭȅ aŀƛƴΣ άbŜǿŎƻƳō tƻǘǘŜǊȅ ϧ /ǊŀŦǘǎΥ !ƴ 9ŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 
Enterprise for Women 1895-мфплέ  όt! Υ {ŎƘƛŦŦŜǊ tǳōύ нллоΦ p. 25 
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that the work was being undersold by industrially manufactured 

ware. Eventually, many of these potteries shuttered their doors.   

With the loss of handicraft as a model for commodity 

production, the educational framework that produced these 

artisans remained, and needed to be housed someplace.  What had 

been taught in Craft societies was being incorporated into the 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŀǎ ŀ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ 

education.20  Between 1900 and 1950 the teaching of various kinds 

of ceramic practice would be housed in different academic 

departments for different reasons.   In some schools it was taught 

as part of the Design department and connected to industrial 

manufacture, others as part of Home Economics as a form of 

ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ǿƻƳŜƴΩǎ ŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴΣ ŀƴŘ ŜǾŜƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇŀǊǘ ƻŦ !ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ŀ 

time when architects were encouraged to take responsibility for the 

άǘƻǘŀƭ ŘŜǎƛƎƴέ of their buildings.   

Today many schools have a dedicated track for the training 

of functional potters within ceramics, but this was not always the 

case.  At the turn of the century, schools would hire journeymen 

potters to throw forms and fire kilns.  Usually, these journeymen 

potters were trained elsewhere, as an apprentice to another and 

then employed by the schools.   The educational focus was upon 

design, form and color, while the technicalities of throwing and kiln 

firing were left solely to the hired potter.  Slowly though the 

                                                 
20

 As an example, Mary Chase Stratton Perry helped found the ceramics 
program at the University of Michigan as part of its architecture program 
in 1930 http://www.ur.umich.edu/0304/Mar01_04/20.shtml  <accessed 
on October 10, 2008>  and even earlier Mary Sheerer who was loosely 
affiliated with Rookwood in Cincinatti was recruited by Tulane University 
ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ŦƻǳƴŘ bŜǿŎƻƳō tƻǘǘŜǊȅ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ǘƘŀǘ άώŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦϐ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅ 
ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ŀ ǎǳƛǘŀōƭŜ ŜƴǘŜǊǇǊƛǎŜ ŦƻǊ ȅƻǳƴƎ ŎƻƭƭŜƎŜ ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǿƻƳŜƴΦέ  tƻŜǎŎƘ 
and Main, p. 24 

concentration started to shift, and as these potters became more 

and more a part of the system, the need to train additional  potters 

soon arose.  Even as late as 1946 schools like the Art Institute of 

Chicago were not yet in the habit of training potters.  One of its 

students, Warren MacKenzie, who would later become a 

foundational figure in American pottery and influence a generation 

of ceramics-teachers-to-be, went to England to work as an 

apprentice to Bernard Leach to complete the gaps he saw in his 

training.21  He would eventually import not only the technical 

knowledge base he learned there, but some of the ideals as well. 

Compared to ceramics in the United States, British Studio 

Pottery was a differently inflected version of Arts and Crafts 

ideology.  One could characterize the differences of British Studio 

Pottery and American handicraft pottery in two ways; first that the 

British studio potter-artist was responsible for the total production 

of the work, the roles of potter and decorator were not separated.  

Second, British Studio Pottery more self consciously set itself apart 

as an aesthetic practice.  Said more plainly, studio potters made 

                                                 
21

 ά!ōƻǳǘ ƘŀƭŦǿŀȅ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ year [1946], one of the students discovered 
a book by Bernard Leach called A Potters Book and came into the class very 
excited. And we all rushed out and bought this book, because Leach talked 
about establishing his pottery in England, his training in Japan, and the way 
ŀ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǊǳƴΦ IŜ ǎŀƛŘ ǎǳŎƘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀǎΣ Ψ!ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 
ƳŀƪŜ рл Ǉƻǘǎ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ ƛƴ ŀ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǘƛƳŜΣΩ ŀƴŘΣ Ψ!ƴȅ ǇŜǊǎƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ 
throw a 15-inch-ǘŀƭƭ ŎȅƭƛƴŘŜǊΦΩ ²ŜƭƭΣ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ Řƻ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘƘƛƴƎǎΦέ  
Warren MacKenzie, Oral history interview with Warren MacKenzie, 2002 
Oct. 29, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/macken02.ht
m <accessed on October 20, 2008> 

http://www.ur.umich.edu/0304/Mar01_04/20.shtml
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/macken02.htm
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/macken02.htm
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Figure 6. ! tƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ .ƻƻƪ, by Bernard 
Leach, 1988 edition 

pots for pedestals instead of tabletops.22  Noteworthy among this 

group was Bernard Leach and William Staite-Murray in the 1920s, 

and Lucie Rie and Hans Coper in the 1930s.  Much has been made of 

the rivalry between Bernard Leach and William Staite-Murray, two 

potters working in London between the wars.  It is important to 

realize that British Studio pottery was itself not a cohesive whole, 

with a single conceptual model as a way of working.  Even though 

there was often a great deal of visual similarity between the two, 

the conceptualization of their work was very different.  In different 

ways, their strategies and positions would eventually become part 

of the !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
22

 Of course George Ohr and others were working as potters in this sense, 
ōǳǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ǿƻǊƪ ŜȄƛǎǘŜŘ ƻǳǘǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŎ ǘƘŀǘ L ŀƳ ǘǊŀŎƛƴƎΦ  hƘǊΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ 
wasƴΩǘ really felt until long after his death in 1918. 

 

 

 

 

Bernard Leach ð The Art of Being a Potter  

During the 1940s and 50s 

the writing of British studio 

potter Bernard Leach began to 

influence a generation of 

!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎΦ Iƛǎ ƳŀƴǳŀƭΣ ά! 

tƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ .ƻƻƪΣέ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ 

published in 1940, and reprinted 

numerous times since, contained 

a mix of aesthetic philosophy and 

technical knowledge that fit the 

needs of ceramics programs that 

were beginning to incorporate 

the instruction of wheel throwing 

into their curricula [figure 6].  As 

American based ceramic 

instruction was gradually shifting 

from potter and decorator as 

ǎŜǇŀǊŀǘŜ ǊƻƭŜǎ ǘƻǿŀǊŘ ŀ ƳƻǊŜ ǳƴƛŦƛŜŘ ǿŀȅ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΣ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ōƻƻƪ 

ŎƻƴǎƻƭƛŘŀǘŜŘ ƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ άǇƻǘǘŜǊ-artist who performs all or 
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Figure 7.  A 1954  ǇƘƻǘƻ ŦǊƻƳ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǘƻǳǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦Φ{Φ  ƭŜŦǘ ǘƻ 
right, unknown, Bernard Leach, Rudy Autio, Peter Voulkos, Shoji 
Hamada at the Archie Bray 

nearly all ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ƻǿƴ ƘŀƴŘǎΦέ23  Not 

only did it contain the instructional knowledge necessary, it also 

advised upon proper aesthetics standards; all of it wrapped in a 

sociological imperative of the work as a continuation of the Arts and 

Crafts movement.  In that it provided both the how and the why of 

ceramics, it could be viewed as a first contemporary theory of 

ceramic practice.  His book focuses on pottery; there is almost no 

mention of historical forms of ceramic sculpture.  And although it 

aims to instruct the then modern potter, it looks to Asia and the 

past, particularly the Sung dynasty as its model of proper pottery 

production and esthetic.  

[ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǎǿŀȅ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǘŜŘ {ǘŀǘŜǎ Ŏŀƴƴƻǘ ōŜ ƻǾŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘΦ  

Many of the potters that apprenticed under Leach went on to teach 

in the American university system, notably Warren MacKenzie who 

began teaching at University of Minnesota in 1953.24  As well, 

[ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ǿŀǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ǎƻƭƛŘƛŦƛŜŘ ƛƴ мфрп ǿƘŜƴ ƘŜ ǘƻǳǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

                                                 
23

 Bernard Leach, A Potter's Book with Soyetsu Yanagi and Michael Cardew 
(New York, Transatlantic Arts , 1951), p.1  As well, he attempts to 
ŘƛǎǘƛƴƎǳƛǎƘ Ƙƛǎ ƳƻŘŜ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ŦǊƻƳ άǘƘŜ ŎŀǊŜŦǳƭ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǇƛŎǘǳǊŜǎ ǳǇƻƴ 
porcelain in enamel colours was consider the summig of ceramic art ς 
ΨŀǇǇƭƛŜŘΩ ŀǊǘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǾŜƴƎŜŀƴŎŜΗέ ǇΦо 
24

 !ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ aŀŎYŜƴȊƛŜ άLƴ ώмфроϐ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘΧ ǿŀǎ ƳǳŎƘ 
smaller than it is now. The director of the department had been hired to 
bring together a group of art offerings, which had been under different 
ŀǊŜŀǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ ƭŜǘΩǎ ƎŜǘ ŀƴ ŀǊǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘέ  hǊŀƭ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƛƴǘŜǊǾƛŜǿ 
with Warren MacKenzie, 2002 Oct. 29, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/macken02.ht
m  <accessed on November 4, 2008Ҕ  !ƭǎƻΣ ŀ Ŧǳƭƭ άŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǘǊŜŜέ ƻŦ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎ 
that apprenticed at the Leach Pottery and the potters that worked with 
those potters can be found at http://www.ceramike.com/LeachTree.asp 
<accessed on October 1, 2008> 

United States with Shoji Hamada.  This trip included a stop in 

Helena, Montana where Peter Voulkos was working.  [figure 7] 

!ƴ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǊƪ ƘŜƭǇǎ 

inform our understanding of his influence.  He was initially trained 

in the fine arts, with a focus on drawing and etching and relied upon 

these skills when he switched over to pottery.  In 1920, after 

apprenticing under Kenzan VII in Japan, he set up his own pottery in 

St. Ives, England. Like some of the other studio potters of his time, 

he initially aimed for the art gallery, with pots displayed upon 

pedestals, rather than a showroom with pots displayed as 

commodities for consumption and use.  He relied on his visual 

formal training to gain success within that context. His best pots are 

appreciated for their integration of image across form, but rarely is 

http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/macken02.htm
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/macken02.htm
http://www.ceramike.com/LeachTree.asp
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Figure 8.  /ŀǘŀƭƻƎ ǇŀƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ {ǘΦLǾŜǎ tƻǘǘŜǊȅ ǎƘƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ 
ǎŜƭŜŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ άǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǿŀǊŜǎΦέ 

ƘŜ ǇǊŀƛǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ Ƙƛǎ ǎƪƛƭƭ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƘŜŜƭΦ25    Soon, economic 

forces would shift, and so too would his focus. 

Leach switched his emphasis from pots that were displayed 

upon pedestals to pots-that-emphasized-function.  This was born 

more out of necessity than by choice.26  When times got hard during 

the Depression of the late twenties and early thirties Leach faced 

ƭŀƎƎƛƴƎ άƎŀƭƭŜǊȅέ ǎŀƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎǿƛǘŎƘŜŘ ǘŀŎǘƛŎǎΦ IŜ ƻǇǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻŘǳŎŜ 

more work at lower prices and emphasized their functional nature 

over their previously appreciated visual qualities. This pricing 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅΣ ǇŀƛǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŜǎǇƻǳǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ άŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ Ǉƻǘǎέ 

(meaning simple utilitarian ware, modestly priced and of a 

vernacular flavor) shifted the focus and trajectory of the work.  

Ware that had previously been destined for the pedestal was now 

landing on the table. Despite the shift in his attitude toward utility, 

ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ƳǳŎƘ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǘǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ 

between the work Leach had shown in art galleries from what he 

ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǿŀǊŜǎΣέ the work that he sold in his shop and 

through catalogs [Figure 8].  Because there was no radical break in 

visual style or alteration of form, it is difficult to discern the change 

in conceptual orientation.  What started off as an investigation of 

aesthetics and as a special class of object production, one where the 

functional qualities were almost vestigial, morphed into commodity 

                                                 
25 
.ƛƭƭ aŀǊǎƘŀƭƭΣ ŀ ƻƴŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŀǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǿŀǎ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ōȅ ²ŀǊǊŜƴ 
aŀŎYŜƴȊƛŜ όŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŀǇǇǊŜƴǘƛŎŜύ ŀǎ ǎŀȅƛƴƎ ά.ŜǊƴŀǊŘ ŎŀƴΩǘ ǘƘǊƻǿ ǿƻǊǘƘ a 
ŘŀƳƴΦ .ǳǘ ƘŜ ƳŀƪŜǎ ōŜǘǘŜǊ Ǉƻǘǎ ǘƘŀƴ ŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǳǎΦέ  !ǎ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ōȅ aŀŎYŜƴȊƛŜ 
to Robert Silberman October 29, 2002. Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution, Nanette L. Laitman Documentation Project for 
Craft and Decorative Arts in America, n.p. 

26
 EdƳǳƴŘ ŘŜ ²ŀŀƭΣ ά.ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘέ [ƻƴŘƻƴ Υ ¢ŀǘŜ DŀƭƭŜǊȅ tǳōΦΣ ώмффуϐ ǇΦ 

39 
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production in a sphere adjacent to the usual routes of exchange.  

One could say that the shift was from ceramics as an art practice 

back to ceramics as a social practice.  

¢ƘŜ ǇƻǇǳƭŀǊƛǘȅ ƻŦ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǿǊƛǘƛƴƎΣ ŎƻǳǇƭŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ƙƛǎ ǘƻǳǊǎ ƻŦ 

the U.S., assured that not only his practical knowledge would be 

incorporated into US based ceramics education, but so would his 

emphasis upon function, along with its heavy dose of backward 

ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ !ǎƛŀƴ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŀǎ LΩƭƭ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎ ƭŀǘŜǊΣ ǘƘƛǎ ƳƛȄ ƻŦ 

function with a fascination of long gone and far away cultures, 

would pose paǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ŦƻǊ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ to fit within an 

ŀŎŀŘŜƳƛŎ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ άŀǊǘΦέ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Staite -Murray - Pottery as Art  

 

Between the 1920s and 50s there were certainly other 

studio potters thinking about the expressive and aesthetic potential 

of pottery.  William Staite Murray, Lucie Rie, and Hans Coper were 

ŀƳƻƴƎ ǘƘŜƳΦ  aǳǊǊŀȅΣ ŀ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ƻŦ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎΣ ƳŀƪŜǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ 

useful comparison of stylistic and conceptual differences in relation 

to function and aesthetics.  While his connections and influences on 

the concept of ceramics in mid-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀ ŎŀƴΩǘ ōŜ ŀǎ ŎƭŜŀǊƭȅ 

drawn as is the case with Leach, they certainly had an impact.  

If Leach was espousing the art of being a potter, Murray 

proceeded as if pots were art.  MurǊŀȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ƎǊƻǳƴŘŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

vessel, and like Leach sometimes did, he threw his own forms and 

glazed his own designs.  But despite being well crafted and 

functionally possible, Murray did not see utility as the main purpose 

of his work. As ceramic gallerist and critic Garth Clark points out, it 

ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘ άǇƻǘǘŜǊȅ ŀǎ ŀ ŎǊŀŦǘǎ-based manufacture of a vessel to 

Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴ ƭƛǉǳƛŘǎ ƻǊ ŦƻƻŘǎ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ΨǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŀƭ ǘƘŜƻƭƻƎȅΣΩέ ƳŜŀƴƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ 
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Figure 9. William Staite Murray, The 
Bather (1930)  Stoneware, 28.5 
inches high. 

 
Figure 10. William Staite Murray, 
Wheel of Life (1939) 
Stoneware, 25 inches high. 

 

Ƙƛǎ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƻ άǎȅƳōƻƭƛȊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜǎǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦ.έ 27 

Murray did not endeavor to make vessels for actual containment, 

but instead as aesthetic objects intended to be received like visual 

art sculpture.  Critic Muriel Rose notes, άώǘƘŀǘϐ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƪƛƴƎ ƻŦ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ 

wares never interested [Murray] and his later one man shows were 

held at Lefevre Galleries, an established center for painting 

ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ǊŜǇǳǘŜΦέ28 Murray did not enter his work into 

the lineage of Arts and Crafts making as an alternative to industrial 

production, but attempted instead to place it within the context of 

fine art. 

Like Leach, Murray was initially trained as a painter, and he 

described his work through its formal visual qualities rather than by 

its utilitarian aspects.29  As well, he specifically titled his work as an 

artist would title a painting or a sculpture, note The Bather (1930) 

and Wheel of Life (1939) [figures 9 and 10].  For a time, he was 

successful and received praise from London art critics.  As 

contemporary potter and critical writer Julian Stair recently noted: 

άōŜǘǿŜŜƴ мфнп ŀƴŘ мфолΣ studio pottery was at the core of 

Modernist critical developments in the Fine Arts, breaking most of 

ƛǘǎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿƛǘƘ !Ǌǘǎ ŀƴŘ /ǊŀŦǘǎ ƛŘŜƻƭƻƎȅΦέ30  Later, Murray 

faced the same financial challenges from the Depression that Leach 

                                                 
27

 DŀǊǘƘ /ƭŀǊƪΦ άaǳǊǊŀȅ ŀƴŘ [ŜŀŎƘ Υ ! {ǘǳŘȅ ƛƴ /ƻƴǘǊŀǎǘǎΣ έ ƛƴ Shards: Garth 
Clark on Ceramic Art  edited by John Pagliaro (New York, N.Y. : Distributed 
Art Publications, 2003), p. 123. 
28

 Muriel Rose, Artist-Potters in England (London, Faber and Faber, 1955), 22. 
29

 aǳǊǊŀȅ ǎŀƛŘΣ άǘhe forms are abstractions and as such readily 
contemplated as pure forƳǎΦέ  !ǎ ǉǳƻǘŜŘ ƛƴ Wǳƭƛŀƴ {ǘŀƛǊΣ Crafts Magazine 
Jan/Feb 2003, p. 42. 
30

 Wǳƭƛŀƴ {ǘŀƛǊΣ άwŜ-inventing the Wheel: hǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƻŦ {ǘǳŘƛƻ tƻǘǘŜǊȅέ in 
Greenhalgh Persistance of Craft: The Applied Arts Today, London Victoria 
and Albert Museum, 2002 p. 52 

did, but he did not change his pricing strategy or conceptual stance.   

When Leach switched his tactics and began to emphasize function 

and affordability over aesthetics and contemplation, this posed a 

ŎƘŀƭƭŜƴƎŜ ŦƻǊ aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ !ǎ 

Leach began to ǇǊŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ άŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ ǇƻǘΣέ ƻƴŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ŀŦŦƻǊŘŀōƭŜΣ 

ǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŀƴŘ ǾŜǊƴŀŎǳƭŀǊ ƛƴ ŦƭŀǾƻǊΣ ǇǳōƭƛŎ ǇŜǊŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ 

work suffered in contrast.  His asking prices at the gallery seemed 

decadent, but only if one viewed his work as being utilitarian; 

MurǊŀȅΩǎ ǇǊƛŎŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ƻǳǘǊŀƎŜƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŜ ŀǊǘ 
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sculpture.31   The public perceived tƘŜ Ŏƻǎǘ ƻŦ Ƙƛǎ άǇƻǘǘŜǊȅέ ŀǎ ōŜƛƴƎ 

out of line with what appeared to be utilitarian ware.  Garth Clark 

notes that this change caused one art critic who had previously 

reviewed his work favorably to turn on him: άΨƛƴ ώaǳǊǊŀȅΩǎϐ 

enthusiasm for form and colour in the abstract, he has lately been in 

some danger of forgetting that a pot is just a potΦΩ έ32   

 

IŀŘ ƛǘ ōŜŜƴ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ǘƻ 

studio pottery as a pedestal based form of autonomous abstract 

sculpture that was imported into the United States university 

system, the concepts and theories out of which ceramics was built 

might have been slightly different.  But, in 1939 Murray traveled to 

Rhodesia and ended up staying there, and giving up pottery.33  In 

aǳǊǊŀȅΩǎ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜΣ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ŀǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ 

functional, which he promoted until his death in 1979, was what 

gained greater exposure in both Britain and the U.S.  This idea of 

ceramics as studio pottery mixed with the china painting tradition of 

ceramics as domestic design, and thrown into the blend was 

ceramics as science.  All of this informed the newly reorganized 

ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ !ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ ŀǊǘ ŘŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘǎ in mid-

century.  Even though the china painting tradition from home 

economics and the potter as artist tradition were both born out of 

                                                 
31

 ά{ǘŀƛǘŜ aǳǊǊŀȅ ƴŜǾŜǊ ƳŀŘŜ Ǉƻǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƻǾŜǊǘƭȅ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ 
ways. He saw his pots as having the same value as sculpture, they were 
ƴŀƳŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛŎŜŘ ŀǎ ǎǳŎƘέ  9ŘƳǳƴŘ ŘŜ ²ŀŀƭΣ ά! /ŜǊŀƳƛŎ IƛǎǘƻǊȅέ  
http://www.ruffordceramiccentre.org.uk/ceramic/history/hist2.htm , 
<accessed on September 22, 2008> 
32

 Garth Clark, The Potter's Art: A Complete History of Pottery in Britain  
(London: Phaidon Press, 1995), p. 142. 
33

 Tanya Harrod, The Crafts in Britain in the 20th Century. Yale University 
Press (New Haven]1999). p.35 

the Arts and Crafts movement, they had grown in different ways in 

their separate contexts.  And since the aesthetic qualities of ceramic 

production had always been an essential part of the total picture, 

reconstituting the more technically oriented programs within art 

departments seemed almost natural.34   We also know that these 

threads were knitting together in a moment when the art world was 

in the thrall of modernism as influenced by Clement Greenberg and 

his championing of Abstract Expressionism.  Out of this mix, the idea 

of άceramicsέ emerged, and the conditions for what has been 

labeled "The Ceramics Revolution" developed. 

                                                 
34

 See Glen Brown p.57 and the epilogue of  Jessie Poesch, Newcomb 
Pottery and Crafts as a case study 

http://www.ruffordceramiccentre.org.uk/ceramic/history/hist2.htm
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Setting the Stage for òRevolutionó 

 
If we identify the mid-ŎŜƴǘǳǊȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΣέ 

then the practice of ceramics would be at a disadvantage in relation 

to other disciplines like painting, or even photography.  As newly 

founded, there was no formal history or theory to draw upon, and 

άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ as a practice, with its close ties to function and the 

decorative arts, would have a hard time fitting into the dominant 

modernist theories of what art was.  And, in the absence of a 

foundation, newly minted theories would seem to hold more 

gravitas.  To this end the writing of Rose Slivka and John Coplans 

were foundational and successful in establishing ceramic practice as 

a form of artistic practice.  This shift in perspective has been hailed 

aǎ ŀ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ and has been linked to Abstract 

Expressionism [figure 11]. 

As important as it is to understand the consequences of the 

ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎ wŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴέ ǘƘŀǘ tŜǘŜǊ Voulkos and Robert Arneson 

helped to instigate, it is just as important to look at the conditions 

that made it possible.  As I mentioned earlier, it was in the mid-

fifties that our notions of what άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ was was taking shape 

within university art departments.  It must also be noted that in the 

1950s abstract expressionist painting was hailed as a unique form of 

American painting and signaled the rise of New York City in its 

dominance over Paris as the center of the art world.  Critic Clement 

DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ Ŏŀƴ ƴƻǘ ōŜ ǳƴŘŜǊŜǎǘƛƳŀǘŜŘΦ  !ǎ ŀƴ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴǘƛŀƭ 

 
Figure 11.  Exhibition Catalog for Abstract Expressionist Ceramics, at the 
University of California, Irvine 1966. curated by John Coplans 
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writer on modernist art practices he advocated that each artistic 

medium must express the properties inherent to the medium itself.  

Newly housed within art departments, the idea of ceramics would 

be expected to identify and display those inherent properties.  Critic 

Helen Giambruni, writing in 1966 about the previous decade, 

ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴǎ ƛǘ ǘƘǳǎƭȅΥ άώLƴ ǘƘŜ рлǎϐ ǘƘŜ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ Ŏƭŀȅ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎ ƛƴ 

the U.S. held that a good pot was a useful object, a vessel, and 

should express both the nature of the material from which it was 

ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘΦέ35  In this way, 

ceramics could constitute its own version of formalism which would 

also ōŜ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ƻŦ Ŏƭŀȅ ŀǎ ƛƴƘŜǊŜƴǘƭȅ 

utilitarian.  This position could almost fit squarely within the 

modernist expectations of medium specificity, except that the 

dominant conception of modernism as inherited from Immanuel 

Kant via Clement Greenberg was that art was expected to stand 

ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜΦ  άtǳǊǇƻǎƛǾŜƴŜǎǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜέ ǿŀǎ ŀ 

criterion for identifying and evaluating something as art.  A state of 

disinterested contemplation was required in order to consider 

beauty or evaluate aesthetics; disinterestedness meant that the 

object under consideration could provide no other benefit for the 

viewer than to be considered.  Through a Kantian influenced 

modernism via Greenberg, pottery would be disqualified from the 

start if it maintained its ties to function.  William Staite Murray had 

attempted to position pottery-as-art earlier, but without a 
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 IŜƭŜƴ DƛŀƳōǊǳƴƛΣ ά!ōǎǘǊŀŎǘ 9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴƛǎǘ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΣ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
/ƭŀƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ LǊǾƛƴŜΦέ  /ǊŀŦǘ IƻǊƛȊƻƴǎΣ bƻǾŜƳōŜǊκ5ŜŎŜƳōŜǊ мффсΣ ±ƻƭΦ ··±L 
No. 6  pp. 17 &61  p.17  Later she explains that it was a break from this 
ǘƘƛƴƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǎ !ƴƎŜƭŜǎ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ 
ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ άǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǎǇƻƪŜƴ 
premise that there was nothing inherent to their medium which should 
ŘŜƭƛƳƛǘ ŀƴ ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  ǇΦмт 

permanent alteration to the functional qualities of his work, it could 

not sustain that understanding once removed from the gallery 

pedestal.  The question then remained as to how ceramics would 

self identify its field of inquiry within an art department without 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǎŜŜƴ ŀǎ ŀƴ άŀǇǇƭƛŜŘ ŀǊǘέ ƻǊ άŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀǊǘέ ƳƛǎǇƭŀŎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ 

the art department.   

CeramicsΩ connection to sculpture and the plastic arts was 

another way in which clay had been used historically. But, as Glen 

Brown has pointed out, were ceramics to have renounced function 

and existed solely as a three-dimensional sculptural object, it would 

ƘŀǾŜ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƻƴƭȅ ōŜ ŀōǎƻǊōŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦ  ά¢ƘŜ 

discipline of sculpture, another unit within the university art 

department, claimed sculpture as is central object.  Clearly, studio 

ceramics could not do the same with disappearing entirely, without 

ōŜŎƻƳƛƴƎ ƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŀ ƳƻŘŜ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŎƛǇƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέ36   

It is within this context that Peter Voulkos and Robert 

Arneson helped launch άǘƘŜ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦέ  ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΣ ǿƘƻ 

had been working as a potter focusing on functional forms, was 

recruited in 1954 to join the Los Angeles County Art Institute (later 

renamed Otis College of Art and Design) specifically to build a 

ceramics department.37  In 1962 Arneson, who had begun his 

training as a potter under Antonio Prieto in the design school at 

Mills College in Oakland, California, was hired by the University of 

California at Davis to start a ceramics program.  At that time, Davis 
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 Brown p.59 
37

 {ǳǎŀƴ tŜǘŜǊǎƻƴΣ ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ²ŜǎǘΥ ¢ƘŜ 9ȄǇƭƻǎƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎέ  ƛƴ 
Color and Fire: Defining Moments in Studio Ceramics, 1950-2000 , Jo Lauria 
ed. (Los Angeles County Museum of Art and Rizzoli International,  New 
York, 2000) also interesting to note that five years later, when he was 
recruited to Berkeley to help with their ceramics program, it was, at the 
time housed within their design department, not art department.  p. 110   
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was primarily an agricultural school, but with a budding Design 

Department which happened to be housed within the Home 

Economics Department.38  Both Voulkos and Arneson were 

developing their ideas from within the context of the university 

system, both began as potters, both had aspirations toward their 

work being received as art, but each of them saw a different way 

out.  Each of them worked with and against their context and 

ōŀŎƪƎǊƻǳƴŘǎ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ŜȄŎƛǘƛƴƎ ǿƻǊƪ ǘƘŜ άŎǊŀŦǘǎέ 

had seen. 

 

 

 

Peter Voulkos  

Peter Voulkos is considered the central figure in the ceramic 

revolution, largely through the writings of John Coplans and Rose 

{ƭƛǾƪŀ ǿƘŜƴ ŜŀŎƘ ǿǊƻǘŜ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ά!ōǎǘǊŀŎǘ 9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴƛǎǘ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ 

movement.39  Voulkos was initially trained as, and received much 

praise and many awards as a functional potter. Because of his 

notoriety as a potter the Los Angeles County Art Institute recruited 

him to help establish their ceramics program.  In the late fifties, 

                                                 
38

 Neal .ŜƴŜȊǊŀΣ  άwƻōŜǊǘ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴΥ A RŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘƛǾŜέ ό5Ŝǎ aƻƛƴŜǎΣ Lƻǿŀ Υ 
Des Moines Art Center, 1985).  P. 21-нн ŀƴŘ ŀƭǎƻ ǎŜŜ 5ŀǾƛŘ DƛƭƘƻƻƭȅ άCǳƴƪ 
/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ  http://www.davidgilhooly.com/davis/ra/index.htm <accessed 
on  October 10, 2008> 
39 
WƻƘƴ /ƻǇƭŀƴǎ ά!ōǎǘǊŀŎǘ 9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴƛǎǘ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ !Ǌǘ DŀƭƭŜǊȅΣ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ 
/ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ LǊǾƛƴŜΣ hŎǘƻōŜǊ мфссΣ wƻǎŜ {ƭƛǾƪŀΣ άbŜǿ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎ tǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΣέ 
Craft Horizons 21/4 (July/Aug. 1961) p. 31 

while teaching and working, he continued to throw familiar vessel-

ƭƛƪŜ ŦƻǊƳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƘŜŜƭΣ ōǳǘ ŀƭǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜƳ ōȅ ǎǘŀŎƪƛƴƎΣ 

cutting, ripping, and punching through his forms and then 

reassembling the pieces.  His new forms retained traces of the 

vessel and pottery production, but subverted their utility by their 

deconstruction and reconstruction.  His work is most often 

described by its similarity to abstract expressionist painting, and 

Voulkos often talked about being influenced by those New York 

painters.  But, I think it is far more interesting to think about his 

work in terms of what he was working against rather than to simply 

position his work as a latent manifestation of abstract 

expressionism in plastic form. 

For Voulkos the position of a potter in an art school was 

tenuous to be sure.  Although he had inherited the Leach model of a 

single artist potter responsible for the entire work, the emphasis 

upon function was certain to be a challenge if his work was to be 

ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀǎ άŀǊǘΦέ !ǘ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƘŜ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ŜȄǇƭƛŎƛǘƭȅ ōƻǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ ŦǊƻƳ 

abstract expressionism in his surface treatments of his functional 

pottery forms.  In the early 50s the decorations of his pots were 

looser and gestural and his surfaces visually mimicked abstract 

expressionist drips and splatters.  Then in 1956 a radical shift 

occured when he began to physically alter, but not completely 

obliterate, the functionality of his pots [figures 12 and 15].     

This important move is best seen in a piece like Rocking Pot 

(1956). Aside from its title, which clearly identifies it as a pot, one 

can see both the initial vessel shape as well as the telltale throw 

ǊƛƴƎǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ŎǳŜ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ 

wheel.  However, the cut holes and attached protrusions confound 

any possible functional use. This piece was an avenue into a new 

way of ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎΣ ŀ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΣέ that did not leave behind his 

http://www.davidgilhooly.com/davis/ra/index.htm
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roots in ceramics.  It negotiated function without letting ceramics 

ōŜ ŀōǎƻǊōŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜέ as just another node of three 

dimensional practice. His work referenced the functional, without 

ōŜƛƴƎ ǊŜŘǳŎŜŘ ǘƻ άƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭΣέ it referenced sculpture, 

without being absorbed into it.  It was modernist in that it 

άexpresses both the nature of the material from which it was made 

ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘΦέ   ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎ ƘŀŘ 

conceptualized and made physical what was necessary to establish 

ceramics as a form of art. Like the paintings of the moment, which 

ǿŜǊŜ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎǎ ŀōƻǳǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΣ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŦǊƻƳ 

1956 was really a pot which was about being a pot.  If as Clement 

GrŜŜƴōŜǊƎ ƘŀŘ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴ άǘƘŜ ŀǾŀƴǘ-ƎŀǊŘŜΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭƛȊŀǘion of 

itself, the fact that itǎ ōŜǎǘ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΩ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎΣ ƛǘs best poets, 

ǇƻŜǘǎΩ ǇƻŜǘǎΦΦΦέ  ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎ ƘŀŘ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ŀ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎΩ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΦ40   

Many writers have described his tireless production and the 

voluminous quantity of work he produced.  I think this momentum 

carried him quickly past what I would consider his most important 

work and on into other forms.  He soon broke from function all 

together.  The interior spaces are sealed off, and when appraised 

visually, the forms could just as easily be solid as they could be 

hollow. To read any reference to utility in works like Soleares II 

(1958) or Untitled (1958) would rely more upon an intimate 

                                                 
40

 /ƭŜƳŜƴǘ DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΣ ά!Ǿŀƴǘ DŀǊŘŜ ŀƴŘ YƛǘǎŎƘέ Art and Culture: Critical 
Essays. Beacon Press, 1965 p.8 

 
Figure 12. Peter Voulkos,  Rocking Pot (1956) stoneware,  13 x 121 x 17 in.  
Smithsonian American Art Museum 

 

 
Figure 13. Peter Voulkos, Soleares II 
(1958), stoneware, 30.5 x 16 x 14 in. 

 
Figure 14. Peter Voulkos,  
Untitled (1958), ceramic with 
colored slips,  
28 1/2 in. x 21 in. x 7 1/2 in 
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knowledge of his working methods and his history than any 

objective interpretation of the resulting object [figures 13 and 14].  

It is almost impossible to read a relationship to function; it just 

ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƳŀŘŜ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ŎƭŀȅΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎΩ ǿƘŜŜƭ Ƨǳǎǘ 

happened to be one of the tools.   These works projected much 

ƳƻǊŜ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƳ ƻŦ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέ  Lǘ ƛǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

though this work is generated through a similar process to Rocking 

Pot, it does not take the same conceptual position.  Voulkos moved 

beyond what would have been considered craft into something that 

ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǳƴŘŜǊǎǘƻƻŘ ŀǎ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέ   

Then in 1959, while still working through a construction, 

ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǊŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƳ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ ǿƘŜŜƭΣ 

overt references to the vessel and utility returned to the final work. 

Although a radical deconstruction of the vessel, most of this work 

with its loose radial symmetry, open top with access to interior 

volume and the suggestion of containment, shows that Voulkos was 

still interested in the vessel, and by extension, some notion of 

utility.  In fact, I think they become more interesting when thought 

of in relation to ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛŘŜŀ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΦέ  Voulkos was 

investigating the vessel, utility and the possibility of maintaining a 

sustained reading of ceramic vessels as art.   

After a brief foray into bronze sculpture in the early 60s, 

±ƻǳƭƪƻǎ ǊŜǘǳǊƴŜŘ ǘƻ Ŏƭŀȅ ŀƴŘ ǎǘŀǊǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ άǎǘŀŎƪǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƛǎ now 

most famous for.  These pick up where his 1956 work left off.  The 

stacks are an investigation of the vessel through radical alteration of 

shape, scale, deconstruction and reconstruction.  The expressionist 

brush work has gone missing, and the more subtle effects of ash 

from a wood firing activate the surfaces.  If William Staite Murray 

ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀŎŎǳǎŜŘ ƻŦ ŦƻǊƎŜǘǘƛƴƎ άŀ Ǉƻǘ ƛǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ǇƻǘΣέ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ 

manipulation of form, which permanently augmented functionality, 

made it impossible to level the same accusations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 15.  Photo spread from /ƻƴǊŀŘ .ǊƻǿƴΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ ƻƴ tŜǘŜǊ 
Voulkos in Craft Horizons September/October 1956. p.18 
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Robert Arneson ð No Return to Utility  

Today, it seems strange that the thought of putting clay to 

the task of representational sculpture could seem radical, as if the 

huge swaths of the history of sculpture had been forgotten.  But, in 

the 1950s clay was more likely to be thought of as an intermediate 

step on the way to producing a sculpture in a different medium, or 

ǊŜƭŜƎŀǘŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ άƳŜǊŜƭȅ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛǾŜέ ǊŜŀƭƳ ƻŦ ŦƛƎǳǊƛƴŜǎ ŀƴŘ 

architectural ornament, than to be thought of as sculpture in and of 

itself.  The sculptural tradition was still tied to the classic materials 

of bronze, stone, and steel. Bacƪ ǘƘŜƴΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ 

was linked to the production of functional work.   It is through 

function that Robert Arneson started his work with clay. 

Arneson had also begun working on the same problems as 

Voulkos, he sought recognition of ceramic practice as artistic 

practice, and he too is credited with starting his own style, namely 

άCǳƴƪΦέ41  What I would like to highlight however, is how Arneson 

                                                 
41

 The term Funk Art was coined by curator Peter Selz in 1967 for a show at 
the Berkeley Art Museum which featured Arneson and some of his 
students.  Besides making compariosons to Jazz and earthiness in the 
ŎŀǘŀƭƻƎΣ {ŜƭȊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ άCǳƴƪ ƛǎ Ƙƻǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŎƻƻƭΤ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘǘŜŘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

negotiated the transition from ceramics as overdetermined by its 

functional and domestic associations into a way of making 

sculptural objects of aesthetic consideration.  That he made 

sculpture out of clay was nothing radical, but that he made 

ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǿŀǎ ƳƻǊŜ ǎƻΦ  ¢ƻŘŀȅΣ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴΩs 

best known works are his sculptural portrayals that act and speak 

like monuments or portrait busts. His stately representations are 

undercut with humor; overt references to more bodily functions 

override cerebral concerns, and the 

treatment of surface reads more 

ŜƳōƻŘƛŜŘ ŀƴŘ άŦǳƴƪȅέ ǘƘŀƴ ŘŜǘŀŎƘŜŘ ƻǊ 

ƛƴǘŜƭƭŜŎǘǳŀƭΦ   .ǳǘΣ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴΩǎ ŀǾŜƴǳŜ ƛƴǘƻ 

this world was through functional 

ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅΦ  Lƴ ŦŀŎǘ ά!ǊƴŜǎƻƴ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ 

ƘƛƳǎŜƭŦ ƛƴ мфрт ŀǎΧ ŀ ōŜƭƛŜǾŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ΨŎƭŜŀƴ ǇƻǘΩ ŜǘƘƛŎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǾŜǊȅ ƳǳŎƘ 

ƛƴ ǾƻƎǳŜΦέ42 However, this concern with 

function and the everyday would send 

him off in interesting directions.  

Arneson received his MFA from 

Mills College in 1961, trained as a potter 

under Antonio Prieto.  As the oft told 

story goes, while demonstrating wheel-

                                                                                                       
than disengaged; it is bizarre rather than formal; it is sensous; and 
ŦǊŜǉǳŜƴǘƭȅ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳƎƭȅ ŀƴŘ ǳƴƎŀƛƴƭȅΦέ  The implied opposite of each of 
those qualities are the qualities usually used to describe modernist art of 
ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜΦ tŜǘŜǊ {ŜƭȊΣ άCǳƴƪέ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀΣ .ŜǊƪŜƭŜȅΦ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ 
Art Museum. 1967 p. 3 
42

 Neal David Benezra,  Robert Arneson: A Retrospective (Des Moines, Iowa,  
Des Moines Art Center, 1985), p. 15 

 
Figure 16. Robert 
Arneson, No Return 
(1961),  Stoneware, 10.5 
inches high 
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throwing techniques at the 1961 California State Fair, he topped a 

wheel-thrown bottle with a bottle cap and added ǘƘŜ ǘŜȄǘ άbƻ 

Deposit, No Returnέ  [figure 16].  What began as an off-handed joke 

ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ǇƛŜŎŜΩǎ ŀǎǎŜǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŀƭ 

objecthood coupled with a denial of function is an important point 

of development for the artist as the beginning of a long 

investigation of sculpture. For numerous writers this story has 

served as a marker of turning away from function and beginning to 

emphasize the sculptural possibilities of ceramics, or turning from 

ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ŀǎ άƻƴƭȅ ŎǊŀŦǘέ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ǾƛŀōƭŜ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŀƭ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΦ   But for 

Arneson it was another way to push clay that was not aligned with 

what Voulkos was doing.  From an interview with Gwen Stone: 

Arneson: I threw a handsome, sturdy bottle about quart 
size and then carefully sealed it with a clay bottle cap and 
stamped NO RETURN.  It really upset other people because 
it was such sacrilege.  How could a piece of mud upset 
anybody? 
Stone: So you joined the revolution? 
Arneson:  I did.  But then, there was this other option.  That 
you could actually make things that represented things that 
ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎΦ43 
 

No Return (1961) becomes a representational sculptural object at 

the cost of utility. Its utility was permanently removed, once that 

cap sealed it shut.  Because Arneson would eventually teach at UC 

Davis alongside painter Wayne Thiebaud, and because he engaged 

with objects of mass production (like soda bottles), his work is 

sometimes read within the context of Pop.   However, I think his 

early work proposes something more complex than that.  
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 DǿŜƴ {ǘƻƴŜΣ άwƻōŜǊǘ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴ ƛƴ /ƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿƛǘƘ DǿŜƴ {ǘƻƴŜΣέ ±ƛǎǳŀƭ 
Dialog: Works in Clay, Vol 2. No 1. 1975 p.6 

The momentum that 

was started with No Deposit 

was continued with Six Pack 

16oz. (1964) and Funk John 

(1963) [figure 17]. To 

contextualize them with 

other work of that era, they 

are conceptually similar to 

but not identical to Jasper 

WƻƘƴǎΩ Ale Cans (1960), or 

!ƴŘȅ ²ŀǊƘƻƭΩǎ Brillo Boxes 

(1964). Johns and Warhol 

recreated objects of mass 

production out of artistic 

materials- a can is cast in 

bronze and painted, a 

wooden cube is painted and 

silkscreened with ink. 

Arneson goes one step further in that he recreated the objects out 

of the material of which they are made ς a toilet or bathroom tile is 

made again out of clay, a clay brick is remade out of clay, a clay 

flower pot becomes a clay flower pot ς but none of them were 

ŀŎǘǳŀƭƭȅ ǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴΦ L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƳŜŀƴ ǘƻ ƛƳǇƭȅ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻƻƪ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ 

entirety of his attention at the time, but that these works should be 

seen as some of the most significant. It is important to note that 

these were representations of functional, everyday objects.  In order 

to a modernist aesthetic paradigm, he was playing functional 

ceramics against itself. 

Arneson created vessels (i.e. bottles and toilets) that bore 

the marks of their hand fabrication across their surface.  He too 

 
Figure 17. Robert Arneson, Funk John 
(1963), stoneware 36 inches high 
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ōǳƛƭǘ άŀ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ [that] express[ed] both the nature of the material 

ŦǊƻƳ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƳŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘ ōȅ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊƳŜŘΦέ44  

But his removal of actual function was different than VoulkosΩ.  

!ǊƴŜǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ƳƛƳŜǘƛŎ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴtation of the 

objects he depicted, his pieces referenced the functional while 

never suggesting that anything about them could be functional. In 

ŎƻƴǘǊŀŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ǘƻǊƴ ŀǇŀǊǘ 

and reassembled shows traces of objects that once were functional 

and have been transformed through the efforts of the artist. We 

ƳƛƎƘǘ ǊŜŀŘ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ǇƻǘǎΣ ŘŜŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ Ǉƻǘǎ ƻǊ 

defunctioned pots, but they are always seen as pots, not mimetic 

representations of pots.  Arneson was playing with these same ideas 

in a different way.  He embraced the hobbyist or domestic side of 

άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ by using store bought glazes, and the industrially 

manufactured by remaking that which is industrially manufactured 

and then placing all within the context of art by making mimetic 

representational objects.  Arneson was masterfully remixing the 

three converging threads of function, the domestic, and art 

ceramics.   

 

 

As ceramics was being rethought, it is difficult to speculate 

about exactly how Voulkos and Arneson felt about this admixture of 

ideas that were converging to form ceramics within the academic 
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 Helen Giambruni, Abstract Expressionist Ceramics, At the University of 
Claifornia, Irvine.  Craft Horizons, November/December 1996, Vol. XXVI No. 
6  pp. 17 &61  p.17  Later she explains that it was a break from this thinking 
ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ ǘƘŜ [ƻǎ !ƴƎŜƭŜǎ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ŎƛǊŎƭŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀƭƭƻǿŜŘ 
ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƛƴƴƻǾŀǘƛǾŜ ǿƻǊƪ άǘƘŜȅ ŀŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǳƴǎǇƻƪŜƴ ǇǊŜƳƛǎŜ 
that there was nothing inherent to their medium which should delimit an 
ŀǊǘƛǎǘΩǎ ƛƳŀƎƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΦέ tмт 

setting that they were enmeshed within, but they were certainly 

aware of them.   In a published interview/conversation with Paul 

Soldner from 1966 Voulkos mentions his ambivalence about 

function: άaŀȅōŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƻǳƎƘǘ ǘƻ ƻǳǘƭŀǿ ǎǘǊŀƛƎƘǘ ώŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭϐ ǿŀǊŜ 

ŦǊƻƳ ǎƘƻǿǎ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǿƘƻ ǿŀƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŀǘ ƛǘΚέ45  And scientism ς άL 

ŘƻƴΩǘ ǘƘƛƴƪ LΩǾŜ ŎƻƳǇƻǳƴŘŜŘ ŀ ƎƭŀȊŜ ǎƛƴŎŜ ώмфроϐΦ  bƻǿ L ǳǎŜ ŀƴȅ 

glaze I can find.  Any glazŜ ǿƻǊƪǎ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜ ƛǘ ǊƛƎƘǘΦ  L ŘƻƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ 

ƎƭŀȊŜ ƴƻǘŜōƻƻƪΣ ƻǊ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎΦέ46  And Soldner evokes the 

associations with the decorative/hobbyist side: ά¸ƻǳ ώ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎϐ 

suggested I go to S. Paul since they have all those bright colors in a 

book on the shelf- old ƭŀŘȅ ŎƻƭƻǊǎ ŀƴŘ ƎƭŀȊŜǎΦέ47  Arneson reacted 

against the scientific side of ceramic through his embrace of store 

bought glazes rather than mixing his own.48  He had mixed feelings 

about the design/production side of ceramics once commenting 

that many students ended their study of ceramics at California 

/ƻƭƭŜƎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ !Ǌǘǎ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ ƛƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƻǊ 9ŘƛǘƘ IŜŀǘƘΩǎ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ 

industrial production. 49  His conflicted position about his chosen 

medium is best expressed in Ƙƛǎ ŀǇƘƻǊƛǎƳ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ άƛǎ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƻǊƭŘΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ fascinating ƘƻōōȅΦέ50 
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 tŜǘŜǊ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎ ŀƴŘ tŀǳƭ {ƻƭŘƴŜǊΣ ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΥ ²Ŝǎǘ /ƻŀǎǘέ Craft Horizons, 
June 1966 Vol. XXVI No. 3 p.26  
46

 Voulkos Soldner p. 27 
47

 Voulkos Soldner p. 28 
48

 Stone, p. 8 
49

 Robert Arneson interviews, 1981 Aug. 14 - 15, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/arneso81.htm 
<accessed on October 22, 2008> 
50

Robert Arneson illustration  from Visual Dialogue, Vol 2. No 1 (1975) Back 
cover 

http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/arneso81.htm
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Figure 18. άbŜǿ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎ tǊŜǎŜƴŎŜέ by Rose Slivka in Craft Horizons, July/August 
1961 

Voulkos and Arneson staked out a space of practice that fit 

the time in which they worked, and even though ceramics had a 

long material history, they were in a position to write the rules for 

ceramics as an art practice.  They worked both with and against the 

context of their chosen medium and the moment.  In the decades 

since, many artists have repeated those strategies, with continually 

diminishing returns, but before we can consider that, we need to 

consider the field they constituted. 

  

 

 

 

 

The Expanded Field of Ceramics  

άbŜǿ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎ tǊŜǎŜƴŎŜέ ōȅ wƻǎŜ {ƭƛǾƪŀ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ Craft 

Horizons in 1961 [figure 18].  Slivka was writing about the work of 

Peter Voulkos, Robert Arneson and John Mason among others.  In 

describing this new work, she made clear that she saw it as a 

distinctly American form of ceramic practice that drew inspiration 

ŦǊƻƳ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎΦ  ά/ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ǇŀƛƴǘƛƴƎ ώǎƛŎϐ Ƙŀǎ ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ 

the vocabulary of abstract decoration and given fresh meaning to 

the accidental effects of dipped, dripped, poured and brushed 

ƎƭŀȊŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǎƭƛǇǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ Ǉƻǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǊƻǳƴŘΦέ51  She also links the 

                                                 
51

 {ƭƛǾƪŀΣ wƻǎŜΦ ά¢ƘŜ bŜǿ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎ tǊŜǎŜƴŎŜΣέ /ǊŀŦǘ IƻǊƛȊƻƴǎΣ Ǿƻƭ. 21 no. 4, 
July/August 1961.  p.33 

spontaneity she sees in the ceramic work to jazz, another uniquely 

American art form.52  ¢ƻ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ǊŜŀŘŜǊΣ ƘŜǊ ǇŀǎǎŀƎŜǎ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŜŜƳ ŀ 

tad nationalistic, but to read between the lines one can see that this 

ƛǎ ŀ ǊŜōǳǘǘŀƭ ƻŦ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜΦ  [ŜŀŎƘ ƘŀŘ ŦŀƳƻǳǎƭȅ 

asserted that American potters did not have an authentic pottery 

ǘǊŀŘƛǘƛƻƴΣ ƻǊ ΨǘŀǇ ǊƻƻǘΣΩ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ŦǊƻƳΣ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŀǘΣ 

                                                 
52

 Slivka 36.  That she linked this visual style with decoration certainly 
would have put a Greenbergian modernist into a fit and inadvertently 
would have provided an impetus for other critics to maintain a distance 
ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ŀƴŘ ŀǊǘΦ 
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looking to ancient Korea was a proper reparative.53  {ƭƛǾƪŀΩǎ ŀǊǘƛŎƭŜ 

situates this new work as a proper American form, nurtured and 

influenced by an America that is industrial, pioneering, and multi-

cultural.  In essence she advocates that the same conditions that 

produced Abstract Expressionism as a superior form of American 

painting are the same ones that produced abstract expressionist 

ceramics as an avant-garde form of ceramic practice. 

Slivka was doing more than just navigating away from Leach 

in an attempt to simply connect the project of these artists to a 

contemporary artistic style.   She also had to negotiate with the 

ideas of Clement Greenberg, the figurehead of modernist art 

criticism, who was closely tied to Jackson Pollock and Abstract 

Expressionism, the supposed visual precursor for this new ceramic 

work.  Her main task was to emphasize the aesthetic qualities of the 

ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƻǿƴǇƭŀȅ ǘƘŜ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƻƴŜǎΦ  {ƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΥ ά¢ƘŜ ŎǳǊǊŜƴǘ 

Ǉǳƭƭ ƻŦ ǇƻǘǘŜǊǎ ƛƴǘƻ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΧ ƛǎ ŀ ǇƘŜƴƻƳŜƴƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ǉŀǎǘ ŦƛǾŜ 

ȅŜŀǊǎΧ  aŀƴƛǇulating form as far as it could go to project the 

excitement of surface values, the potter found even the slightest 

concession too function to limitingΦέ54  This emphasis upon the visual 

qualities of the work over its functional and haptic possibilities then 

also becomes a second attack upon the theories inherited from 

Leach.  She was rejecting Ƙƛǎ ǘƘŜƻǊȅ ǘƘŀǘ ŀŘǾƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ άŜǘƘƛŎŀƭ 
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 ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴǎ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƘŜ ŘƛǎŀŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ Ƴany roots, but no tap 
ǊƻƻǘΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ǘƘŜ ŜǉǳƛǾŀƭŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƴƻ Ǌƻƻǘ ŀǘ ŀƭƭΦέ .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΣ 
ά!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴ LƳǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴǎΣέ Craft Horizons 10 winter 1950 p. 18  
άώ¢ƘŜ ǎǘǳŘƛƻ ǇƻǘǘŜǊϐ ƛǎ ƛƴŘŜŜŘ ŎƻƴǎǘǊŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ 
periods for inspiration and may, so far as stoneward and porcelain are 
ŎƻƴŎŜǊƴŜŘΣ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘŜ {ǳƴƎ ǎǘŀƴŘŀǊŘ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƘŜǎƛǘŀǘƛƻƴΦέ  .ŜǊƴŀǊŘ [ŜŀŎƘΣ 
! tƻǘǘŜǊΩǎ .ƻƻƪΣ  ¢ǊŀƴǎŀǘƭŀƴǘƛŎ !Ǌǘǎ LƴŎΣΣ IƻƭƭȅǿƻƻŘ-by-the-Sea, Florida p.5   
54

 Slivka p.35 

ǇƻǘǎΣέ that existed primarily for function.55  It was a conflicted 

position to be sure; she was writing for Craft Horizons yet still 

desiring a certain distance from work that is hobbyist, domestic or 

ǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴΦ Lƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŎŜǇǘ ƻŦ άŎǊŀŦǘέ ǎƘŜ ǿǊƛǘŜǎΣ ά!ǘ ǘƘŜ 

point that all links with the idea of function have been severed, it 

ƭŜŀǾŜǎ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊƭŘ ƻŦ ŎǊŀŦǘǎΦέ56  Early in the history of ceramics she 

voiced an opinion that would be taken up by the larger 

ŜǎǘŀōƭƛǎƘƳŜƴǘΤ Ƴƻǎǘ ƴƻǘŀōƭȅ WƻƘƴ /ƻǇƭŀƴǎΩ ŜȄƘƛōƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ƴŜǿ 

ά!ōǎǘǊŀŎǘ 9ȄǇǊŜǎǎƛƻƴƛǎǘ /ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎέ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ¦ƴƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ƻŦ /ŀƭƛŦƻǊƴƛŀ 

Irvine in 1996.    

 

For Slivka this was not simply a matter of artistic style.  She 

was also working through some of the conceptual positions of 

ceramics and its possible engagement with sculpture. In doing so 

ǎƘŜ ōŜƎŀƴ ǘƻ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘƛǎǘƻǊȅ ƻŦ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛǘǎŜƭŦΦ   ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΣ ŀǎ 

every area of the plastic arts, is re-evaluating the very idea that gave 

it birth ς ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘŀƭƛǘȅΦέ57  Seventeen years later, art historian 

Rosalind Krauss would return to this notion in an essay about 

potter-turned-ǎŎǳƭǇǘƻǊ WƻƘƴ aŀǎƻƴΦ  YǊŀǳǎǎΩ ŜǎǎŀȅΣ άWƻƘƴ aŀǎƻƴ 

and Post-Moderniǎǘ {ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΥ bŜǿ 9ȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜǎΣ bŜǿ ²ƻǊƭŘǎΣέ 

appeared as part of a museum catalog for a Mason exhibition, and 

an extended version of the same essay was published later in Art in 

America ƛƴ мфтуΦ  Lƴ ƛǘ YǊŀǳǎǎ ǘƻƻ ƻōǎŜǊǾŜǎΣ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ Ƙŀǎ 
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 Furthering the assertation that Slivka was working to gain critical 
ŘƛǎǘŀƴŎŜ ŦǊƻƳ [ŜŀŎƘ ǎƘŜ ƭŀǘŜǊ ǿǊƛǘŜǎ άƛƴ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘ-
potters of European countries who leave the technology and execution to 
ǘƘŜ ǇŜŀǎŀƴǘ ǇƻǘǘŜǊ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘƛƴƎΦέ όǇΦ орύ   IŜǊŜ 
she skewers the oft repeated claim that Bernard Leach merely decorated 
the pots that other anonymous workshop potters had formed. 
56

 Slivka p.36 
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 Slivka p.35 
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conventionally been ǎŜŜƴ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƎƛŎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘΦέ58  In 

the following year she condensed another version of this same 

Ŝǎǎŀȅ ŀǎ ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ CƛŜƭŘέ ŦƻǊ October.59  In this 

version, John Mason, the once central artist is reduced to a passing 

mention. 

For almost thirty years, art schools have widely circulated 

wƻǎŀƭƛƴŘ YǊŀǳǎǎΩ ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ CƛŜƭŘέ ŀǎ ŀ ƭŜƴǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ 

which to understand three-ŘƛƳŜƴǎƛƻƴŀƭ ŀǊǘΦ  LΩƭƭ ōƻǊǊƻǿ ƘŜǊ 

ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŜȄŀƳƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƻŦ άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΦέ .ŜŎŀǳǎŜ 

of iǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŀƭȅǎƛǎ ƻŦ WƻƘƴ aŀǎƻƴΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΣ ǿƘƻ ŎƻǳƭŘ Ŝŀǎƛƭȅ 

be identified as a potter, a ceramist and a minimalist sculptor, there 

is a certain beauty and logic to strategically appropriating parts of 

her essay as a way to analyze the array of ceramic practice we have 

discussed thus far. As well, her structuralist approach to 

understanding the pluralism of sculptural practices can help unpack 

the pluralism of ceramic practice we have been considering.  And 

finally, because while on her way to opening up the field of 

άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜέ ǎƘŜ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƳƛŘ-

century ceramists were working against in recognition of their work: 

Χǘƻ ōŜ ŀ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎƛǎǘ-ǎŎǳƭǇǘƻǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ мфрлǎ ŀƴŘ Ψслǎ 
was in some essential way to be marginal to 
άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέΧLt was that the medium itself had craft 
associations.  And these associations are intolerable 
ǘƻ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΧ/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǊŜǘŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƻƻ ƳǳŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 
landscape (in its material) and too much of the 
architectonic (in its usage) for it to be acceptable as 
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 wƻǎŀƭƛƴŘ YǊŀǳǎǎΣ ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ CƛŜƭŘέ October, Vol. 8. 
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άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέΧ!ƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎŜƳŀƴǘƛŎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ 
pottery, ceramics speaks for that branch of culture 
which is too homey, too functional, too archaic, for 
ǘƘŜ ƴŀƳŜ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜέ to extend to it.60 

 
CƻǊ YǊŀǳǎǎΣ ŀ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ŎƻƴƴŜŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ άŎǊŀŦǘȅέ Ǌƻƻǘǎ ƛƴ ƘƻƳŜ 

economics or a ceramics with a functional history and prevailing 

Leach style born out of an Asian past was too much to tolerate, 

even in the late 70s.   

Rosalind Krauss was a student of Clement Greenberg, and 

although she would eventually break from him, her ideas are 

certainly inflected with a kind of Greenbergian modernism.  Another 

student of his was Michael Fried, famous for his argument against 

minimalist art in his Artforum Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά!Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ hōƧŜŎǘƘƻƻŘΦέ61 Written 

in 1967 it is a direct response to forms of minimalist sculpture of the 

ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎƛȄǘƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ 5ƻƴŀƭŘ WǳŘŘΩǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ ά{ǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ hōƧŜŎǘǎΦέ  There is an 

Ŝŀǎȅ ƭƛƴŜ ǘƻ ŘǊŀǿ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ CǊƛŜŘΩǎ ά!Ǌǘ ŀƴŘ hōƧŜŎǘƘƻƻŘέ ŀƴŘ 

DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎΩǎ άwŜŎŜƴǘƴŜǎǎ ƻŦ {ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΦέ62  Both make an argument 

against minimalist sculpture, Greenberg caƭƭǎ ƛǘ άƴƻƴ-ŀǊǘέ while Fried 

Ŏŀƭƭǎ ƛǘ άƭƛǘŜǊŀƭƛǎǘ ŀǊǘΦέ Lƴ Ƙƛǎ Ŝǎǎŀȅ CǊƛŜŘ ǎŜǘǎ ǳǇ ŀ ōƛƴŀǊȅ Řƛfference 

between art works and objects.  Art works have an internal 

coherence, or autonomy from the everyday world, while objects are 

imbricated within the mundane daily fabric.  For him, the former 

was worthy of aesthetic consideration as art, the latter was not.   
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L ǘƘƛƴƪ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘ ƛǎ ƛƭƭǳƳƛƴŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ CǊƛŜŘΩǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘǎ 

because the work that he was responding to was contemporary 

with the work that Voulkos and Arneson were producing.  Certainly, 

their work in clay bears no visual stylistic resemblance to 

Minimalism, but there is an affinity in the kind of space proposed 

and the interaction between the object and the spectator.  Donald 

WǳŘŘ ǇǊƻǇƻǎŜŘ άǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ƻōƧŜŎǘǎέ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜ ǳǇ ǘƘŜ άǊŜŀƭέ ǎǇŀŎŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊ ƛǎ ƛƴ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ άŀƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛǾƛǘȅ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƻōŘǳǊŀǘŜ 

identity of the material... [and] the work of art and its materials are 

ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ǊŜƭŀǘŜŘΦέ63  These conditions of real space and material 

presentƴŜǎǎ ŎƻǳƭŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ǿƻǊƪΣ ŀƴŘ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴΩǎ ŜŀǊƭȅ 

important work.  Both depended upon a strong identity of their 

material and they made work that insisted on being in the same 

space with the viewer, not an autonomous detached from.   Using 

these ideas as a jumping off point, I would like to do a creative 

mash-ǳǇ ƻŦ YǊŀǳǎǎΩ ŀƴŘ CǊƛŜŘΩǎ ƛŘŜŀǎ ƛƴ ƻǊŘŜǊ ǘƻ ǎƪŜǘŎƘ ƻǳǘ ŀƴ 

expanded field of ceramics. 

 

If, as Krauss suggests, that in the 1950s there was a certain 

crisis in the practice of sculpture, that it waǎ άǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǿƘƻǎŜ 

positive content was increasingly difficult to define, something that 

ǿŀǎ ǇƻǎǎƛōƭŜ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀǘŜ ƻƴƭȅ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƴƻǘΣέ L ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜ 

ǎŀƳŜ ŎƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǎŀƛŘ ƻŦ tŜǘŜǊ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ the late 1950s.64  But 

he chose to work on a different set of terms than the ones she 

outlines. Frustrated that his vessel-based work was marginalized 

from the galleries and museums in New York, he chose to 
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interrogate the conventions under which his work was excluded.  

Krauss herself has noted that the condition of marginality can be 

useful because it makes available the problems of assimilation as a 

fertile ground from which to draw inspiration. Artists working in the 

margins are forced to think about the conditions of their 

exclusion.65  Thus, to consider how his early pottery worked in 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ άŀǊǘΣέ ƘŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ƘŀǾŜ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ǿǊŜǎǘƭŜ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

and object-like quality that excluded it from modernist 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀǘƛƻƴΦ  ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭ ǿƻǊƪ, then comes about as 

a double negative, or something that was wheel produced but still 

manages to simultaneously both reject its functional and object-like 

qualities- it was not-functional and not-an-object.   

¢ƘŜ ǇǳǊŜǎǘ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻǳōƭŜ ƴŜƎŀǘƛǾŜ ƛǎ ±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ 

Rocking Pot (1956) [figure 12].  While recognizably a vessel, this pot 

seems to be at war with itself, with cut holes, added protrusions, 

and strange rockers where the foot of the vessel would normally be. 

Voulkos engaged with the conventions of the vesselτan interior 

volume and the idea of containmentτbut destabilized each as he 

ŘǊŜǿ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜƳΦ ²ƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǘƛǘƭŜΣ ƘŜ ǎǘŀǘŜǎ ǳƴŜǉǳƛǾƻŎŀƭƭȅΥ άL 

ŎƭŀƛƳ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǘΦέ66   So then, how should we understand this 

piece?  One could say that it does work by being simultaneously 

not-functional and not-an-object.  
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  Here, I use the term functional to refer to works 

ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎŀƭƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎŜ όƭƛƪŜ [ŜŀŎƘΩǎ ǇƻǘǘŜǊȅύΦ  Not-functional 

would mean anything lacking use value.  The quality of objecthood 

would refer to something that is part of everyday life, and to be not-

object ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜ ƻŦ CǊƛŜŘΩǎ ōƛƴŀǊȅΣ ƻǊ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ 

autonomous from daily existence, like modernist art is autonomous.  

Because its functional qualities were presented but not realized, it is 

not-functional, as well this alteration removed it from the everyday, 

and its object-like qualities are subverted.  In the past, his work has 

ōŜŜƴ ƭŀōŜƭŜŘ ŀǎ ōƻǘƘ άǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜέ ŀƴŘ άŎǊŀŦǘΣέ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ŘƻŜǎ ƴƻǘ really 

seem to fit comfortably under either term.  Here I will strategically 

appropriate KraussΩ wordsΣ ŀƴŘ Ŏŀƭƭ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴ άŀȄƛƻƳŀǘƛŎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭΦέ 

ComparƛƴƎ ƛǘ ǘƻ YǊŀǳǎǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀȄƛƻƳŀǘƛŎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ 

ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 9ȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ CƛŜƭŘΣέ ǿŜ ƳƛƎƘǘ ǎŀȅΥ ά¢ƘŜ Ǉƻǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅ 

explored in this category is a process of mapping the [given] 

features of the [vessel form]τthe abstract condition of openness 

and closureτƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀƭƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ƎƛǾŜƴ ǎǇŀŎŜΦέ67 In this way, 

±ƻǳƭƪƻǎΩ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƛƎŀǘƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ŎǊŜŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀȄƛƻƳŀǘƛŎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ ƳŀǘŎƘŜǎ 

YǊŀǳǎǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀȄƛƻƳŀǘƛŎ ŀǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŜΦ 

The critics Rose Slivka and Garth Clark have identified 

Rocking Pot as an important moment of transition in the pottery/art 

dialogue. It is also a good point to begin expanding the field of 

ceramics.68 If we begin, as Krauss did, with a double negative, of 

not-functional and not-object, what happens when we project the 

ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǘǿƻ ƛŘŜŀǎΚ .ƻǊǊƻǿƛƴƎ YǊŀǳǎǎΩ ǿƻǊŘǎΣ 

άhƴŎŜ ƻƴŜ ƛǎ ŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ 

areτlogicallyτthree other categories that one can envision, all of 
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them a condition of the field itself, and none of them assimilable to 

ώǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǘŜǊƳϐΦ !ƴŘ ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ΨǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ 

ǘƘŜǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎΦ {ƻ ƻǳǊ ŘƛŀƎǊŀƳ Ŧƛƭƭǎ ƛƴ ŀǎ ŦƻƭƭƻǿǎΥέ 69 

 
Within the category opened by Peter Voulkos, the axiomatic vessel, 

we can see how other artists continued work within this category 

during the past fifty years.  .Ŝǘǘȅ ²ƻƻŘƳŀƴΩǎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŀƭ άƘŀƴŘƭŜǎέ ŀƴŘ ǎƭŀō ƭƛƪŜ ŜȄǘensions that project into space 

begin to signal the uselessness, or not-function of her vessels.  Also 

in this category could be some of the work of Leopould Foulem who 

takes familiar pottery forms and then seals off the interior volume 

without every obscuring the original functional reference, thus 

giving them a strange not-object like quality.  Also, some of the 

color saturated work of Kathy Butterly whose vessel forms bear the 

decorative impulse past the point of collapse fit in here, as does the 

blinged out to the point of grotesqueness pots of Nicole Cherubini. 

These artists all defunction the vessel form in order to make it 

autonomous from the everyday. 

Within this expanded field of ceramics, other possible 

combinations exist.  The mix of object and not-object might be a 

different way to describe the ceramic work of Robert Arneson.  
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Arneson exploited clayΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ƳƛƳƛŎ ŀƴȅ ǎƘŀǇŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǘŀƪŜ ƻƴ ŀƴȅ 

appearance, in order to create expressive, albeit funky objects. In a 

strange twist of logic, by recreating everyday objects out the 

materials of which they are already made, he placed them beyond 

the everyday into the realm of autonomous art.  Given that Arneson 

ōŜƎŀƴ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƻǘǘŜǊΣ ǘƘŜ άǇǊƻōƭŜƳέ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ŀƴ 

issue that he was ready to investigate and grapple with, but not 

necessarily to avoid entirely.  His pieces, like Funk John (1963), 

represented an everyday functional object, which allowed him to 

foreground the troubling object-like quality of his work, while 

simultaneously subverting it and turning it into something else.  He 

remade bottles, toilets, and bricks out of clay- everyday items that 

are traditionally made of ceramic- but he placed them beyond the 

context of the everyday.  As sculpture, works like Funk John are 

simultaneously an object and not an object. Arneson was carving 

out new space for clay artists to work within.   

Working outward from RoōŜǊǘ !ǊƴŜǎƻƴΩǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜ ŀǊŜ ŀ Ǿŀǎǘ 

number of ceramic sculptors, and any list could only hope to collect 

a small sampling. This category, which I think is best served by being 

ǎƛƳǇƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦƛŜŘ ŀǎ άceramic ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΣέ ŎƻǳƭŘ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǿƻrk 

of Richard Shaw who assembles all manner of slip cast objects into 

ŦƛƎǳǊŀǘƛǾŜ ŀƴŘ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƭƛŦŜ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜǎΦ  hǊ aŀǊƛƭȅƴ [ŜǾƛƴŜΩǎ ǘǊƻƳǇŜ ƭΩƻŜƛƭ 

ƭŜŀǘƘŜǊ ƧŀŎƪŜǘǎΣ ōŀƎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ōŜƭǘǎΦ  YǊƛǎǘƛƴ aƻǊƎƛƴΩǎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ 

everyday objects in a state of continual decomposition could also fit 

here as well. 

Returning to other points on the field, the combination of 

function and not-functional is, I believe, a more helpful way to 

understand work like that of William Staite-Murray. Although he 

was working in forms that were functionally possible he did not 

intend his work to be put in the service of function.  It was work that 

showed itself as functional, even though it was not intended to be 

so, in this way it is both functional and not-functional.  His strategy 

allowed the viewer to more fully appreciate the formal visual 

qualities of the work by isolating it on the pedestal and maintaining 

the distance usually assumed in autonomous modernist artistic 

contemplation.  Many other potters have followed in this vein and 

focused on the expressive qualities of their vessels over the 

functional ones.  One might call this kind of work Art Pottery, or 

Studio Pottery in that it is pottery that intends to behave like 

modernist art does at an aesthetic distance.  It is the practice of 

making pots intended for the museum, not the kitchen. 

Many other art potters have followed in the vein of Art 

Pottery as exampled by Murray.  By looking beyond style and 

considering the conceptual position of the work, we can draw new 

connections between the reductive simplicity of pottery as still life 

of Australian potter Gwyn Hanssen Pigott, and the social 
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ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƻŦ DǊŜȅǎƻƴ tŜǊǊȅΩǎ ƛƳŀƎŜ ŜƴŎǊǳǎǘŜŘ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ Řƻ 

their work on pedestals not, and although they reference the 

domestic, are not intended for tabletop use. 70   Other potters 

working in this vein include Sin-ȅƛƴƎ IƻΩǎ ǾŜǎǎŜƭǎ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǊŜƳƛȄ 

ŀƴŎƛŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜ ƻǊ 9ŘƳǳƴŘ ŘŜ ²ŀŀƭΩǎ ǎƛǘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ 

vessel installations, which act like minimalist sculptures set into the 

άƘƻƳŜǎŎŀǇŜέ ōǳǘ are not intended to be functional.  

Lastly, within this field, the combination of functionality and 

objectness would go by the obvious name, Pottery, as it 

incorporates both utility and non-ƳƛƳŜǘƛŎΣ άǊŜŀƭέ ƻōƧŜŎǘƴŜǎǎΦ ¢ƻ 

describe this work one would use the positive projection, or 

complex combination, of those two negative terms worked on by 

Peter Volukos.  Pottery is both functional and object based, two 

terms that would be prohibited from modernist artistic 

consideration.  To borrow from Krauss once again we can see that 

the ŜȄǇŀƴŘŜŘ ŦƛŜƭŘ ƛǎ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ άōy problematizing a set of 

ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘƛƻƴǎΧ !nd once this has happened, once one is able to think 

ƻƴŜΩǎ ǿŀȅ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ŜȄǇŀƴǎƛƻƴΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘǊŜŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

one can envision, all of them a condition of the field itself, and none 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳ ŀǎǎƛƭƛƳŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ώǘƘŜ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǘŜǊƳϐΧ ŀƴŘ ƻƴŜ Ƙŀǎ ƎŀƛƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ΨǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴΩ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŜǎŜ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŦƻǊƳǎΦέ71  This kind of expansion 

might not be possible for a committed modernist, and this working 

space really only becomes available after the post-modern moment.  

I do not mean to imply that all potters (like Bernard Leach for 

example) were necessarily working in this way, but that this 

expansion does provide a way for us to reconsider their work, given 

our current perspective.  To consider pottery within the expanded 
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 YǊŀǳǎǎΣ ά{ŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜέ ǇΦ оу 

field is to combine the functional and everyday object qualities. If 

one needed to return to art discourse, it would be possible to apply 

a language of 4D formalism to objects of everyday use. Functional 

pots can produce meaning by playing on color and shape and 

balance as sensed with the eyes and hands and lips, through use, 

over time. One could say that pottery has the potential to carve 

aesthetic experiences out of everyday situations.    

 

 
The last category, pottery, is certain to be the most 

theoretically difficult to grapple with.  The relationships between 

handicraft production, industrial production, art, design, and craft 

are complex.  There is always a risk of mistaking the social and 

economic conditions that produce the work for a kind of artistic 

expression.  I do not think that hand work necessarily produces 

meaning, sometimes it is just an alternative form of commodity 

production.  Those issues I intend to discuss further in the next 

chapter, but for now the task is to example the kind of work I think 

fits in this category.  Of course Warren MacKenzie comes to mind.  
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His home spun look and basic forms are informed by Leach, but his 

color palette seems born out of daily life in the rust belt of the 

Midwest, and his work is always intended for the tabletop. Even 

ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎǘǳŘŜƴǘ ƻŦ aŀŎYŜƴȊƛŜΩǎ, the monochromatic work 

ƻŦ {ŀƴŘȅ {ƛƳƻƴΩǎ ǳǘƛƭƛǘŀǊƛŀƴ ŦƻǊƳǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ Ŧƛǘ ƛƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ 

California surroundings.  Jeff Oestreich has focused on a certain kind 

of glazed geometric abstraction combined with angular potted 

ŦƻǊƳǎΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ Wǳƭƛŀ DŀƭƭƻǿŀȅΩǎ Ǉƻǘǎ ƛƴŘǳƭƎŜ ƛƴ ŀ ƎŜƴŜǊƻǳǎ ŘŜŎƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ 

across almost pillowy forms.  This is just a small sample of the rich 

stylistic differences, but they all work from the same conceptual 

place of function as an important part of their work.  And although 

the emphasis on function certainly places a few limitations upon 

form, these artists ŀǊŜƴΩǘ ǎƘƻǊǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǊƻƻƳ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊȅ ŦƻǊ 

their own personal expression. 

 

These four points, expanding the field of ceramics, 

demonstrate how many possibilities there can be within a single 

material choice. This field splits open the reductive dichotomy of 

vessel/figure usually employed in ceramic conversations and 

articulates a more nuanced version of vessel practices. Just as 

Krauss noted and described a diversity of sculptural practice, this 

describes a diversity of ceramic practice, most notably broadening 

the notion of vessel investigations into a wider array of theoretical 

positions. Each of these points working in different combinations of 

function and objectness contains different viewer/object 

relationships. 

 

To borrow from Krauss:  

[This] field provides both for an expanded but finite set of 
related positions for a given artist to occupy and explore, 

and for an organization of work that is not dictated by the 
ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊ ƳŜŘƛǳƳΦ Χ Lǘ ƛǎ ƻǊƎŀƴƛȊŜŘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ 
through a universe of terms that are felt to be in opposition 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ŀ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ ǎƛǘǳŀǘƛƻƴΧώŀƴŘ ǘƘŀǘϐ ŀƴȅ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ŀrtist might 
occupy, successively, any one of those positions.72 
  

In the context I offer here, the specific meaning of those words 

undoubtedly changes, but we can see how this text also describes 

the way that many ceramists have often worked. Although 

dedicated to clay, they easily shift between positions within their 

field. True that no tool could efficiently encapsulate all possible 

form of ceramic practice, but it does describe some of the 

important differences between the four artists we have discussed 

thus far.  By describing these four points we can consider the place 

or conceptual position of many contemporary ceramic artists, 

thinking beyond style or expressive content to consider the kind of 
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relationships they pose between the object and the viewer and the 

kind of space within the objects exist. 

 hƴŜΩǎ relationship to modernist ideas about art, and the 

conceptual relationship to function and aesthetic autonomy will 

ŘŜǘŜǊƳƛƴŜ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ǘƻ ŀŎŎŜǇǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘŀȄƻƴƻƳȅ ƻŦ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ 

as an expansion of the field of art.  To understand this field of 

expanded artistic practice is to accept a rupture in modernist 

thought, which in itself is nothing new.  Now armed with a more 

nuanced conception of vessel practice within ceramics, it becomes 

easier to see how some of those ideas continue to be expressed 

today.    

Before moving forward, and discussing more about what is 

happening in regard to function and ceramics today, I want to 

ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ŀƴ ǳƴŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƛƴ DƭŜƴ .ǊƻǿƴΩǎ ά/ŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ 

Scientism and DisciplinŀǊȅ /ƻƴŦƭƛŎǘΦέ  hƴ Ƙƛǎ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǘƻǇƛŎǎΣ ƘŜ 

quickly ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƘŀǘ άǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ǎƻ-called revolution in American 

ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎ ǎŜŜƳǎ ǘƻ ƳŜ ǘƻ ōŜ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƛŜƭŘΩǎ 

ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛǾƛǎƳΦέ73  To think of Voulkos and Arneson 

as avant-garde practitioners would mean that they expanded the 

ŎŀǘŜƎƻǊȅ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ǘƻ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ƴŜǿΣ ǘƘǳǎ ǘƘŜƛǊ άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅέ 

status (and others might also extend this status to Leach and 

Murray).  But, after a point, to repeat those same gestures makes 

someone a member of a neo-avant-garde not the avant-garde, and 

the repeated gesture becomes stale.  Or, as Peter Bürger has 

ǎǳƎƎŜǎǘŜŘΣ ƛǘ ōŜƎƛƴǎ ǘƻ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ǎŜƴǎŜΦ ά¢ƘŜ ƴŜƻ-avant-

garde institutionalizes the avant-garde as art and thus negates 
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genuinely avant-ƎŀǊŘƛǎǘŜ ƛƴǘŜƴǘƛƻƴǎΦέ74  Thus, to continually repeat 

άǊŜǾƻƭǳǘƛƻƴŀǊȅέ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ǘƻ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ŘŜŎŀŘŜǎ ƭŀǘŜǊ then 

merely becomes a conservative repetition on well trodden ground.   

Viewed in terms of avant-garde practice we can then account for 

the waning positive reception of repeated gestures within the art 

world in the eighties and nineties.  Ceramics has struggled for a 

proper fit of form, theory, and practice.  By describing and 

theorizing what has been done in the past, it then becomes easier 

to consider what is being done today. 
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Relational Qualities of Ceramics  and Craft  

Despite its name the Arts and Crafts Movement existed 

more as a form of social practice than an artistic one.  The work 

produced was not so much a self conscious expressive activity by 

the makers, as it was learning to inhabit the world in a better way, 

or a different way to produce and circulate goods.  Today, the 

meaning of the word craft has been augmented, but some of the 

positions of the Arts and Crafts Movement are being taken up again 

by Relational Aesthetics, and it is interesting to consider them in 

relation to ceramics and ceramic practice.   

Today, within an arts context, the term craft usually refers 

to a category of objects made of certain materials, but the focus is 

on more self consciously incorporating the aesthetic/expressive 

concerns of the individual maker rather than holding to the tenants 

of an entire movement.  A quick newsstand survey of periodicals 

dedicated to the promotion of craft suggests some cohesion and a 

unified style revolving around woven fabric, fine woodworking, 

jewelry, ceramics, or glass. Once one probes a little deeper into 

each publication, however, a more complex picture emerges. 

American Craft and Craft: The Magazine for Contemporary Craft 

claim almost every object made of the materials mentioned above, 

both functional and sculptural, and discusses them within an arts 

context. The Crafts Report aims to help object makers working with 

these materials market their work and navigate the tricky waters of 

commerce. The new kid on the block, Craft: Transforming 

Traditional Crafts is a do-it-yourself smorgasbord of step-by-step 

instructions, covering activities ranging from knitting an iPod case to 

describing how one would extract squid ink for printing or cooking.  

¢Ƙǳǎ άŎǊŀŦǘΣέ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛƻƴ ŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΣ ƛǎ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅŜŘ ŀǎ ŀ ǇƭǳǊŀƭƛǎƳ 

of art, commerce, method, and theory. 

To call something crafted usually means that it is well made, 

or skillfully created. This usage has its roots in the history of 

artisanal guilds, in which people spent a lifetime perfecting their 

skills at a specialized form of labor in order to produce objects and 

images at a level that others could not hope to emulate.75 Our 

contemporary sense of the term crafts is strongly associated with 

the last years of the nineteenth century, when the Arts and Crafts 

ƳƻǾŜƳŜƴǘ ŦƻǳƎƘǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿŀȅ ǘƻ ŎƻƳōŀǘ ǿƻǊƪŜǊǎΩ ŀƭƛŜƴŀǘƛƻƴ ƛƴ 

production.76 The term crafts then came to extend beyond the skill 

with which something was made and to stand for a resistance to the 

dehumanizing forces of industrialization. A century later, crafting 

has again been mobilized as a social force, positioned as a hand-
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made alternative to the marketplace monotony of big-box stores 

and rampant consumerism.  If the Arts and Crafts movement was a 

reaction to alienation in production, DIY craft acts as a resistance to 

alienation in consumption.77 In a mere one hundred years, craft has 

shifted from a lifetime of training in the guild system, to an activity 

involving a spare afternoon, a few instructional magazine pages and 

tools commonly found in the kitchen.  

The original conceptualization of the Arts and Crafts 

Movement of William Morris and John Ruskin was a rally against the 

dehumanizing aspects of the capitalist industrial complex.  Despite 

its name, it was really more of a social practice, meaning that it set 

out to change the social conditions by which objects are 

manufactured and circulate.  It may have focused on methods of 

manufacture that are concerned with the beautiful and even had a 

particular style, but the movement itself was not the self conscious 

expression of the individual artist.   Today, the practice of making 

objects by hand is again enjoying resurgence.  New magazines like 

Craft: Transforming Traditional Crafts behaves like Craft Horizons 

once did (before it became American Craft). Craft Horizons featured 

articles on makers, their work, a how-to section for artists 

interested in improving their skills, as well as advice about how best 

to market oneΩǎ ǿƻǊƪΦ  Craft has updated the look of craft by 

running its own website and blog, sponsoring events like the Maker 

Faire, and staying linked to alternative routes of commerce through 

websites like Etsy. 
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All of this sounds well and good, but the danger with this is 

that as Glen Adamson has pointed out ς 

From a strict Marxist perspective, hobby craft is the very 
embodiment of false consciousness: when fashioning a Christmas 
ornament or end table by hand, amateurs believe themselves to 
be exercising creativity, or at least creating something that is 
more authentic than what can be bought at the local mall.  But in 
fact, the effect of such activity is exactly the reverse.  Precisely 
because they are made so lovingly, homemade crafts betray the 
degree to which their makers are integrated into the larger 
structure of capitalist ideology, in which commodity forms are the 
primary carriers of meaning.

78
   

 
LŦ ǿŜ ŀƎŀƛƴ ŀǇǇƭȅ tŜǘŜǊ .ǸǊƎŜǊΩǎ ŎǊƛǘƛǉǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƴŜƻ-avant-garde we 

can see how a craft based DIY ethos preached from a publication 

that is structured for subscriptions and advertising revenue recoups 

for the establishment that which had once hoped to exist outside 

of. 

Suffice to say, that is why some makers have turned to art 

as a means of escape.  The making of useful objects and exploring 

alternative ways in which capital, production and commodities can 

circulate seems to be granted more freedom under the sign of art.   

Also, in the late nineties new theories of an art form that exists 

beyond the limits of modernism were newly penned.  Referred to 

relational aesthetics, it shares formal and conceptual similarities to 

certain forms of craft.  Like the Arts and Craft movement, it seeks to 

repair the social bond, but through services and events, rather than 

through commodity forms and methods of manufacture.   

Nicholas Bourriard, in his 1998 book, Relational Aesthetics 

ŘŜŦƛƴŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƪƛƴŘ ƻŦ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǎ άŀǊǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘŀƪŜǎ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ǘƘŜƻǊŜǘƛŎŀƭ ƘƻǊƛȊƻƴ 
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the sphere of human interactions and its social context, rather than 

the assertioƴ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜ ǎȅƳōƻƭƛŎ ǎǇŀŎŜΦέ79  Said 

another way, relational art is an art practice that takes the social as 

both the form of which it is made, and the content of which it 

ǎǇŜŀƪǎΦ  Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōŜŜƴ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǎŎǳƭǇǘǳǊŜΣέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ŀrtist 

ǿƻǊƪǎ ǘƻ άǎŎǳƭǇǘέ ǎƻŎƛŀƭ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇǎΦ  ¢Ƙƛǎ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 

ŀǳǘƻƴƻƳƻǳǎ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƻŦ ƳƻŘŜǊƴƛǎǘ ŀŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴǎǘŜŀŘ ǿƛǘƘƛƴ άǘƘŜ 

ŜȄƛǎǘƛƴƎ ǊŜŀƭέ ǿƘŜǊŜ ŀǊǘƛǎǘǎ ŀǊŜ άlearning to inhabit the world in a 

better wayΦέ80  This kind of work has also been labeled social 

practice or relational form.  Even art schools like the California 

College of the Arts have recently created specific departments to 

teach this kind of work as a form of art.  //!Ωǎ ǿŜōǎƛǘŜ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ ƛǘ 

as  

Social practices incorporates art strategies as 
diverse as urban interventions, utopian proposals, 
guerrilla architecture, "new genre" public art, social 
sculpture, project-based community practice, 
interactive media, service dispersals, and street 
performance.81   

 
Other ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎ ǘŜŀŎƘ ǎƛƳƛƭŀǊ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘ ǳƴŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ƘŜŀŘƛƴƎ ƻŦ άbŜǿ 

DŜƴǊŜέ ƻǊ άbŜǿ aŜŘƛŀΦέ   

Beyond posing a post-modernist rupture of aesthetic 

distance there is also an emphasis upon functional services, even if 

it renders the resulting reception problematic.  LΩŘ like to tease out 
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some of the similarities between relational aesthetics and 

contemporary ceramic practice as a way to suggest space for new 

work within the field of ceramics. 

 

The projects of artist Rirkrit Tirivanija have been 

championed by Bourriaud, and in 2004 Tirivanija won the coveted 

Hugo Boss Prize awarded by the Guggenheim Museum.  His work 

was also furiously criticized by Claire Bishop in her October essay 

ά!ƴǘŀƎƻƴƛǎƳ ŀƴŘ wŜƭŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ !ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎǎΦέ  IŜǊ Ƴŀƛƴ ƻōƧŜŎǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ 

that we not let critical aesthetic judgments be ignored in favor of 

the feel good ethical assistance these kinds of projects quite often 

ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜΦ   hƴŜΩǎ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΣ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳŀǘƛŎǎ ŀƴŘ 

intersections of art, function and everyday life, will undoubtedly 

ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘ ƻƴŜΩǎ position in regard to modernist autonomy.  But if we 

consider the ways in which that autonomy has been questioned in 

άǘƘŜ ŀǊǘ ǿƻǊƭŘέ ǿŜ Ŏŀƴ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅǎ ƛƴ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ is similarly 

questioned by άŎŜǊŀƳƛŎǎΦέ 

For the run of his 1992 show at the 303 Gallery in New York 

City, artist Rirkrit Tirivanija cooked Thai Curry and served it to 

ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎΦ  .ȅ ŘŜǎǘŀōƛƭƛȊŜŘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ŀƴ άŀǊǘ ǎƘƻǿΣέ 

he prompted visitors to stay, eat and be social.  In a sense, one 

could say that he was taking the space of real life, the social act of 

cooking, the social act of eating, and introducing it to the 

autonomous space of the gallery [figure 19].  Tirivanija has linked 

his work back to the concerns of Marcel Duchamp and the historical 

avant-garde by investigating the relationships between autonomous 

aesthetics, everyday life. ά¢ƛǊƛǾŀƴƛƧŀ ŘŜǎŎǊƛōŜǎ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƛƳŜ 

ŀǎ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŀōƭŜ ǘƻ ǊŜŀŎƘƛƴƎ ƻǳǘΣ ǊŜƳƻǾƛƴƎ aŀǊŎŜƭ 5ǳŎƘŀƳǇΩǎ 

[Fountain] from its pedestal, reinstalling it back on the wall, and 

http://www.cca.edu/academics/graduate/finearts/socialpractices
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Figure 20.  An iteration of the Empty Bowls Project from summer of 2006. 

then, in an act of returƴ ǘƻ ƛǘǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ǳǎŜΣ ǇƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƛƴǘƻ ƛǘΦέ 82  If 

Duchamp brought the everyday into art at the cost of function, 

Tirivanija demonstrates that you no longer need sacrifice function. 

  LΩŘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǘǊŀǎǘ ¢ƛǊƛǾŀƴƛƧŀΩǎ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǘƻ a 

different άǇǊƻƧŜŎǘέ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭȅ мффлǎΦ  !ǎ ŀ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ǊƘȅƳŜ ǘƻ 

¢ƛǊƛǾŀƴƛƧŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ The Empty Bowls Project started in Michigan in 

1990.  Like many types of relational art, the Empty Bowls Project is 

collaboratively made.  Here, ceramists or groups of ceramists, make 

bowls intended to serve food, usually soup.  Then, in an event with 

many guests invited, the bowls of food are exchanged for monetary 

donations [figure 20].  The total funds raised are earmarked for a 
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hunger charity of the organizers choosing, and the bowls that travel 

home with the attendees are intended to serve as a reminder of the 

fact that there are still many more people in need. Since 1990, 

numerous iterations have taken place all across the world, and they 

have happened in many spaces both inside and outside the gallery.   

Appraised visually, the resemblances and overlap between 

¢ƛǊƛǾŀƴƛƧŀΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ Empty Bowls Project is striking.   Both of 

these works would be excluded from aesthetic consideration within 

the traditional modernist framework.  As Claire Bishop points out: 

ά¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛƴǾŜǊǎŜǎ ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀƭǎ ƻŦ DǊŜŜƴōŜǊƎƛŀƴ 

modernism. Rather than a discrete, portable, autonomous work of 

art that transcends its context, relational art is entirely beholden to 

the contingencies of its environment and audience. Moreover, the 

audience is envisaged as a community, rather than a one-to-one 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǿƻǊƪ ƻŦ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΧέ83  Bishop also 
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Figure 19.  Rirkrit Tirivanija  Untitled (pad thai) 1990 mixed media, dimensions 
variable 
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identified another key aspect when she noted ǘƘŀǘ άrelational art 

works insist on use rather tƘŀƴ ŎƻƴǘŜƳǇƭŀǘƛƻƴΦέ84  As if the two 

could not be done simultaneously. 

To be fair, Bishop is criticizing relational art for what I 

suspect are the same reasons that Greenberg carefully laid out the 

difference between avant-garde and kitsch.  Namely, that neither of 

them wants to risk abolishing the divide between art and everyday 

ƭƛŦŜΣ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƻ Řƻ ǎƻ Ǌǳƴǎ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ƭƻǎƛƴƎ ŀǊǘΩǎ ǇƻǿŜǊŦǳƭ Ǉƻǎƛǘƛƻƴ 

of critique as it stands apart from the everyday.  Or, another danger 

as Nikos Papastergiadis has pointed out is that άōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ƭƛŦŜ 

as close together as possible can be a healthy antidote to some of 

the academicist approaches emerging in the late 1980s.  However, it 

can also lead to the idiocies and banalities of life being reproduced 

under the name of arǘΦέ 85  What he hints at is the differences 

between whether the artist imports the everyday into art, or 

exports art into the everyday.  The flow of movement might have an 

effect on how the viewer appraises the work.   

 As an example of how functional ceramics can do work as 

relational form and augment ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴŘƛǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ƭƛǾŜŘ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΣ LΩŘ 

like to turn to a simple account by ceramic gallerist and writer Garth 

Clark.  He gives an insightful description of his experience with a 

functional tea cup by Betty Woodman.  The cup, visually pleasing 

with a flared lip, wide mouth, dainty tapered foot and a delicate 

handle looked so right, but at first felt so wrong.  He found that this 

ǘŜŀŎǳǇ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŀƳƭŜǎǎƭȅ ƛƴǘŜƎǊŀǘŜ ƛƴǘƻ Ƙƛǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎ ƭƛŦŜΦ  ²ƘƛƭŜ 
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focused on his computer, if he were to absent-mindedly reach for it 

while staying focused on the screen, he ran the risk of accidentally 

spilling it from its delicate balance.  The flared lip caused it to spill 

easily if he were to rush from room to room with cup in hand.  The 

wide mouth caused the tea to cool quicker than he was accustomed 

to and might be too cold if it were not attended to.86  What he 

realized with this cup was that it would not seamlessly and invisibly 

blend into his rushed and focused work schedule.  Instead, to use it 

he was forced him to take time out and quietly and contemplatively 

enjoy the tea.  This cup broke from the mundane and inserted itself 

and the user/viewer some place new.  It carved out space from 

άŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƭƛŦŜέ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΦ  

 

A powerful example of functional ceramics behaving like art 

without surrendering function is in the work of Ehren Tool.  In fact 

the meaning in his work is dependent upon its function. I want to 

emphasize how his choice of functional ceramics as a form of 

investigation that incorporates both objectness and functionality, 

lets his work behave as a kind of social practice.  Coincidently, like 

Voulkos he became involved in pottery after returning home from 

the war, the Gulf War of 1991.  

¢ƻƻƭΩǎ ǇǊŀŎǘƛŎŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ ǘƘǊowing thousands of ceramic cups 

and giving them away.  Collaged in a jumble across the surfaces of 

these cups are images of war and its cultural representations.  The 

sources of these images are archival military documents, the news 

media, high art, entertainment, fashion, advertising, porn, 

toys, and the Internet [figure 21].  By overloading us with war 

                                                 
86

 Garth Clark, Shards ά.Ŝǘǘȅ ²ƻƻŘƳŀƴΥ {ǘƻǊƳ ƛƴ ŀ ¢ŜŀŎǳǇ ς An Anecdotal 
5ƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ ƻŦ CǳƴŎǘƛƻƴΣέ ό5!tΥ 5ƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ !Ǌǘ tǳōƭƛŎŀǘƛƻƴǎύ нлло ǇΦ нрн 



39 
 

themed imagery across objects of everyday use, his work asks us to 

examine and question the effects of the military on our everyday 

lives, and how our everȅŘŀȅ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴ ŀŦŦŜŎǘΣ ƻǊ ŘƻƴΩǘ ŀŦŦŜŎǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƳƛƭƛǘŀǊȅ ƳŀŎƘƛƴŜΦ  ¢ƻƻƭΩǎ ǿƻǊƪ ƛs oriented toward everyday function, 

but with a conceptual twist. The result is that his work is more than 

simple critique from the detached realm of art.  It asserts itself as an 

object of utility within the everyday.  It derives its conceptual punch 

from the fact that it is a both a cup in your hand, and a 

representation of powers beyond your grasp. 

Only viewing the cup is not enough for the meaning of the 

work to unfold.  By making his work more than just images, and 

ǇǳǘǘƛƴƎ ƛǘ ƛƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ƘŀƴŘǎΣ ƘŜ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜǎ the audience in the creation 

of meaning.  Significance unfolds, through use, over time.  The 

comfortable weight of the cup in oneΩs hand, paired with the sense 

knowledge that this thing is also breakable, lets it act like a 

surrogate for human life; knowing that in war time, people are 

cared for and vibrant, or used up and shattered beyond repair.  To 

drink out of one of these cups creates a sustained intimate 

relationship with it, making one responsible for it, in an opposite 

fashion to the images of war which are usually seen through the 

ƳŜŘƛŀΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎǇƻǎŜŘ ƻŦ ŀǎ άƻƭŘ ƴŜǿǎέ ŀƭƳƻǎǘ ŀǎ ǉǳƛŎƪƭȅ ŀǎ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ 

produced and consumed.   

By collaging these images across functional objects with 

ƻǾŜǊǘ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƘŜ ƛǎ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ άōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǿŀǊ 

ƘƻƳŜΦέ   Iƛǎ ŎƭŜǾŜǊ ŎǊƻǎǎƛƴƎ ƻŦ ŀƴ ŜǾŜǊȅŘŀȅ ƻōƧŜŎǘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ 

sourced from pop culture, fashion, porn and images of violence and 

death not usually available in American media creates a powerful 

and inescapable critique upon our relationship to this trauma.  In 

¢ƻƻƭΩǎ ǿƻǊŘǎΥ άƛmages that would be intolerable in other formats 

ǎƴŜŀƪ ƛƴǘƻ ƻǳǊ ŘƻƳŜǎǘƛŎ ƭƛǾŜǎ ƻƴ ŀ ŎǳǇ ŀƴŘ ǿŜΩǊŜ ŎƻƳǇŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ƭƛǾŜ 

with them, just as the soldier-witness must live with their 

ƴƛƎƘǘƳŀǊŜǎΦέ87  As well, the representational link between each cup 

and a soldier acts like a silent prayer- when he gives a cup away, and 

people take one with them ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ƳŜǘŀǇƘƻǊƛŎŀƭƭȅ άōǊƛƴƎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ 

ǘǊƻƻǇǎ ƘƻƳŜΦέ 
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Figure 21.  Ehren Tool, First Platoon, 2007 (detail), Cup dimensions 4.5 x 3.5 x 
3.5", Porcelain with luster and decals 
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Figure 23.   Ehren Tool, Untitled (2007) detail 

 

 

In various projects, the conceptual importance of function is 

emphasized in different ways.  Take for instance, his plates from his 

2007 show at Braunstein/Quay gallery in San Francisco [image 22 

and 23].  Here, he presents a row of industrially produced plain 

white porcelain plates, hung on the wall, their blank white surfaces 

face outward.  In the center of this row, a single plate is overturned 

and hung with its underside displayed.  Across the back of the plate 

ƛǎ ¢ƻƻƭΩǎ ǎƛƎƴŀǘǳǊŜ ŎƻƭƭŀƎŜ ƻŦ ƛƳŀƎŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŜƴǘŜǊ ƛǎ ǘhe United 

States seal.  As you approach to inspect the overturned plate, you 

also realize that the backside of every other plate is similarly 

collaged and just barely visible when you step close enough to the 

ǿŀƭƭΦ hƴƭȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǇƭŀǘŜǎ ƘŀǾŜƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘǳǊƴŜŘ ƻǾŜr yet.   Here again, 

we can see the importance of use.  Even though displayed in a 

gallery, as fully functional plates, they do not sit in the same 

position as vessels that live on pedestals.  The installation of the 

plates references the practice of soldiers in the mess hall.  When a 

comrade has died, his or her plate is turned upside down at the 

place that he or she would usually sit.  But these are not the metal 

plates of the mess hall, they are the standard porcelain ones of any 

American home.  To imagine these in use at the dinner table is to 

understand that Tool is pointing to violence just under the surface 

of our everyday lives and implies our own responsibilities to the 

war.  This is meaning only accessed when actual use is considered. 
 

Figure 22.  Ehren Tool, Untitled (2007) found porcelain plates with decals, each 
plate 11 inches in diameter 


