
	

	  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Authors note:  The original version of this text was 
presented at the National Council for Education in the Ceramic Arts 
(NCECA) in 2010, and printed in the catalog.  The content of that 
talk was repackaged and represented via Instagram on Pots In 
Action @potsinaction in the Summer of 2019.  Pots in Action is a 
platform for discussion and promotion of ceramics created by 
Ayumi Horie, @ayumihorie, and variously guest hosted by a variety 
of makers and scholars.  Those two versions have been blended 
again to create this text, which is being presented and shared as an 
iteration in zine format so that I can learn something new on the 
way to the next version. 
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Preface 

I like to describe myself as someone who was trained in the 

mid-western pottery tradition, but found his way into a San 

Francisco based, conceptually oriented art school.  That collision of 

new experiences, laid over old knowledge pathways encouraged 

new ways of thinking about ceramic practice.  It also helped me 

grapple with some nagging questions that had been hanging 

around.  Namely, I wanted to address the unease I felt around the 

dominant narratives about the relationship between ceramic 

practice and fine art.  At first, I thought that unease was the 

melancholy notes I felt when looking at wheel thrown volumes that 

had been torn apart, frankenstined back together, and “de-

functioned” in a bid for recognition as fine art.  But, ultimately there 

was something else there too. 

Strangely, my undergraduate education should have lead 

me to question some of the ‘foundational’ ideas about ceramics 

sooner. I had enthusiastically enrolled in the Art History courses 

such as “Art as Political Action” and “Women in Art.” Both of which 

were new courses that were newly created by newly hired Art 

History faculty Bille Wickre, and I owe a huge debt to her for building 

the frameworks through which I sort information.		



	

	

 

In the summer of 2018 Emmalee Hudson’s stories of sexual 

harassment by Eric Landon while working at Tortus Ceramics 

prompted me to start thinking about the original version of this 

essay again.   So many women shared their experiences in ceramics 

studios via Instagram, it made me wonder if there was something 

specific to ceramics education that fostered a kind of 

chauvinist/predatory behavior?  The original 2010 essay has been 

tweaked, and concludes with some new thoughts.  

 

 

	

Screenshot	of	@Potsinaction	posted	on	July	30,	2018	



 

 

“Ceramics” is Shaped by Educational Frameworks 

Because of its long material history, we like to think of 

Ceramics as one of the oldest art forms.  Instead, I’d like to frame it 

as one of the newest.  Ceramics as a form of artistic practice is 

younger than photography, arriving on the art scene in the mid-

twentieth century, around the same time as minimalism, 

performance art, and pop.  Ceramics as a material practice has a 

history that spans thousands of years, but ceramics practiced as a 

form of art, one that takes an “art for art’s sake” stance, similar to 

modern  painting or sculpture, is just a little bit over fifty years old.1  

Artists like Peter Voulkos and art works like Rocking Pot (1956) 

helped usher in a shift that allowed us to collectively change the 

ways that we approach and understand work in clay.   Mainly, the 

values and goals of institutional ceramic practice went from the 

domestic to the artistic, or from the table top to the gallery 

pedestal.   The 1950s also saw colleges and universities incorporate 

ceramics into their fine arts curriculum, and Ceramics Monthly 

published its first issue.  So, it is my premise that during this period, 

“ceramics” as a field of practice, the kind that is taught in U.S. 

																																																													
1 Here, I’m talking more specifically about American Ceramics.  Some parallels in 
development of ceramics as art can be drawn between my topic and what has 
happened in Europe, specifically England, but for the purposes of this paper, I’m 
looking specifically at the United States. 



	

	

colleges and universities, and “ceramics” as category of objects that 

are shown in galleries, shops and on magazine pages, began to take 

shape.2 

 “Ceramics” however, did not emerge out of nowhere.  

There was a body of knowledge and system of practices that 

preceded this shift.  In the middle of the twentieth century we 

changed the way ceramics was practiced and oriented.  As well, our 

perceptions of who it was that was doing ceramics was changing.  I 

like to identify that this was the moment in time when ceramics 

started to “get butch.” 

 Before we can consider about what happened in mid-

century, we need to understand what was happening in the United 

States at the turn of the 20th century.  At that time, American 

ceramics was principally concerned with producing domestic 

commodities (as opposed to today’s focus on creating expressive 

works for pedestals in art galleries and museums).  At the forefront 

																																																													
2 It is this notion of “ceramics” that I want to unpack. It is my assumption 
that when someone asks “What do you do?” and one answers “I do 
ceramics” that together we are confident in knowing there is a shared 
vision of what we mean.  I assume that we both envision a single person in 
the studio taking total charge of the entire process.  We do not assume that 
we we work in a factory performing just one part of the process, or that we 
are designers who are more interested utility over “expression.”  That our 
shared image of “ceramics” is of someone who works in an “artist studio” 
but using clay instead of paint.  



of American ceramics were producers like Rookwood Pottery in 

Cincinnati, Pewabic Pottery in Detroit, and Newcomb Pottery in 

New Orleans.  Ceramic production was more likely to employ 

collective multiple production.  Ceramics was engaged in creating 

works of domestic utility or decoration, which was in 

contradistinction to painting and sculpture, which exhibited an 

aesthetic detachment from the concerns of the everyday world, 

often described as an “art for art’s sake” stance.  Within ceramics 

women flourished — in contrast to the art world, which was largely 

the domain of men.  Examples of this flourishing include the 

founding of Rookwood Pottery in Cincinnati, Ohio by Maria 

Longworth Nichols Storer.   Rookwood is often identified to be one 

of the first female owned and founded manufacturers in the United 

States. 

How then do we begin to understand the changes in 

ceramics over the past one hundred plus years?  In order to follow 

the ways that we have conceived of and practiced “ceramics” it’s 

helpful to look at two things: college-level education and magazine 

publications.   

  It’s easy to forget that art education hasn’t always been a 

part of the American university system.  It wasn’t until after the Civil 

War that instruction in the Fine Arts was even thought of in the 



	

	

Liberal Arts context. 3  Early arts-related courses were more likely to 

be historical, as an appreciation of the classic themes through 

examples in painting and sculpture. Coursework did not focus upon 

the practice of art making, because the dirty labor of object 

fabrication was not something that educated men of status would 

do.  However, the few 

upper-class women that 

were admitted to higher 

education would be 

expected to prepare for 

matrimony with activities 

such as needlepoint and 

china painting, which were 

part of home economics 

courses or teacher 

education courses.  Then, 

as Jeff Schlanger and 

Toshiko Takaezu have 

noted, “ceramics [up 

through] the nineteen-

twenties in America tended to be considered either an industry or a 

																																																													
3 Arthur Efland, A History of Art Education: Intellectual and Social Currents in 
Teaching the Visual Arts. New York: Teachers College Press, c1990. p. 63 

	

Newcomb	Pottery	Students	working	with	
china	paint	on	pottery.	



hobby.”4  So, in the early twentieth century ceramics instruction was 

split between on one hand lower-class male laborers in technical 

training for industrial work, and on the other, upper-class women in 

higher education practicing their domestic refinements. Still, even 

those courses weren’t like the kind of ceramics we often teach 

within university art departments today.   Instead, they were more 

like design courses.  Ceramics education focused on design through 

color, shape, and decoration, not clay bodies, glazes or methods of 

form giving.  It would begin with the female pupil drawing up plans 

for a pot.  These plans would be handed off to a male potter hired by 

the school who would throw and fire the pot.   The pot would then 

be returned to the student so she could complete her design with 

china paint.  Numerous women’s clubs dedicated to china painting 

outside of the educational system followed a similar model.  In both, 

the emphasis was on successful design, not pottery wheels, high fire 

kilns, or total control of the process.  This network of students and 

hobbyists was connected through magazine publications rather 

than text books. 

																																																													
4 Jeff Schlanger, Toshiko Takaezu “Maija Grotell: Works Which Grow From 
Belief.” http://www.studiopotter.org/articles/art0006.htm  <accessed on 
September 9, 2009> 



	

	

Adelaide Alsop Robineau and her husband bought the 

magazine China Decorator in 1899, and changed its name to Keramic 

Studio.  In early issues, the magazine focused on china painting, and 

readers were given 

advice about color, 

technique, and 

were provided 

designs to copy.  

Magazines like 

Keramic Studio were 

an influential force 

in the determining 

our conception of 

what ceramics was.  

As art education 

historian Arthur 

Efland has pointed out, “magazines played an important role in 

shaping popular perceptions of the arts and crafts movement in the 

United States because in the U.S., as opposed to Europe, city 

centers were further spread apart, and information flowed freely via 

print, where distance might have otherwise hindered it.”5   

																																																													
5 Efland, p. 155 

	
Adelaide	Alsop	Robineau,	the	publisher	of	Keramic	
Studio/Design-Keramic	Studio/DESIGN	and	maker	

of	many	pots,	including	Scarab	Vase:	Apotheosis	of	
the	Toiler	(1910)	



 

As a record of early twentieth century ceramics, Keramic 

Studio reflected what was going on in both education and practice.  

The early focus on china painting later begins to give way to articles 

about throwing and form giving, although the language tends to be 

more descriptive than instructional. Then in 1924, Keramic Studio 

was changed to Design-Keramic Studio, which reflected the then 

emerging conception of design practice.  The change also signaled 

the importance of ceramics as a key material within design practice 

in an era when plastics had not yet taken over.   

For a while, it seemed as if ceramic teaching might become 

aligned with Design.  In 1931, the Keramic Studio portion was 

dropped, and the magazine became known as DESIGN.  The lead 

article under the new name, “Design Problems of the Tableware 

Industry,” really sets the tone for the kind of topics the magazine 

would cover.   The title change implied that conception and planning 

of made objects was of importance, rather than a limited focus upon 

a single material.  Yet there was still a wealth of information about 

ceramics within its pages.  DESIGN was thinking through ceramics 

as a process that would intersect with industry and commodity 

production.  Before World War II, ceramics, both in education and in 

print, was focused on making multiply produced utilitarian ware for 

table tops, not singular art-pots for pedestals.  And ceramics was 

more likely to be seen as a feminine pursuit, taught and practiced in 

design-like collective production, not singular artist authorship. 



	

	

Then, as with so many other things, World War II really changed 

ceramics. 

 Educational opportunities in ceramics were greatly 

expanded in the post-war years.  The Servicemen’s Readjustment 

Act of 1944, or G.I. Bill as it is popularly known, supported college 

education for returning veterans.6  The influx of students 

necessitated reorganization.  To illustrate how this expansion played 

out I’ll use two of the United States most influential ceramics artists, 

Peter Voulkos and Warren Mackenzie.  Both returned to college 

with the support of the GI Bill.  Both aspired to be painters, and both 

“accidently” fell into ceramics when they couldn’t get into painting 

classes.  Both excelled in ceramics, yet found their education did not 

cover the parts of the process that interested them, and sought out 

further education through apprenticeships and other training 

outside of their existing university course work.   

																																																													
6 I would like to thank Namita Wiggers for reminding me “When we say the 
GI Bill brought craft in to the academy, here is yet another set of systemic 
issues that didn’t bring African Americans into the new prosperity and 
access to education.” Also, anti-Japanese sentiment certainly kept 
qualified candidates like Isamu Noguchi from being hired to start a 
ceramics program.  Imagine what the relationship between ceramics and 
design might have looked like if his influence had been felt in academia? 
Erin Blakemore, “How the GI Bill's Promise Was Denied to a Million Black 
WWII Veterans” History.com, June 21,2019 
https://www.history.com/news/gi-bill-black-wwii-veterans-benefits 



Voulkos and Mackenzie weren’t the only guys who were 

discovering ceramics.  Gradually, educated men became interested 

in what had previously been women’s work, or industrial labor.  Two 

important factors contributed to this shift.  First was that in a post-

industrial revolution manufacturing market, the local potter was 

squeezed out by mass production.  Yet, for a while, potters could 

find work being employed by schools like Newcomb Pottery or the 

School of the Art Institute of Chicago, where the journeymen 

potters would throw and fire the designs drawn up by the pupils.  So 

as potter’s knowledge, specifically wheel throwing and kiln firing 

skills, was dying out in the real world, it was being (artificially) kept 

alive and supported within our educational systems.   Then, as time 

passed, fewer potters were available for employment, and the 

schools began to realize that they had to start training their own, 

and slowly (along with Bernard Leach’s overseas influence) wheel 

throwing and kiln firing was 

incorporated into higher education.  

Had this not happened, nobody 

would have had the skills necessary 

to assist in the china painting 

design courses.  This also meant 

that large tools and big fire were 

now incorporated into the teaching 

of “ceramics,” instead of just being 

the dirty labor that occurred behind 

the scenes.  Like the chicken or egg 

Paul	Soldner	advertisement	
for	a	wheel	that	can	handle	
a	large	load.	



	

	

argument, it becomes difficult to discern if it was the incorporation 

of big tools and big fire was what attracted more men to ceramics, 

or if the existing ceramics coursework changed in order to 

accommodate the influx of men pouring into the colleges and 

universities.  Either way, it is certain that the fine control of china 

painting, collective production, and a feminine association with the 

material was giving way to more macho gestures and total control 

of the process. 

The other factor that contributed to the change in ceramics 

was a shift in university departments.   In the decades following 

World War II schools went through structural reorganization to 

accommodate the swell the new students.  This reorganization 

meant that ceramics courses were moved from Home Economics 

and Teacher Education into Art Departments.  Ceramics as a new 

area of study within the Art Department would need new 

instructors.  For example, in 1953 Warren Mackenzie was asked to 

help found ceramics within the University of Minnesota’s new art 

department, and in 1954 Peter Voulkos was asked to found the 

ceramics department at the Los Angeles County Art institute.  This 

marks a shift in that they were the first generation of university-

trained potters now reincorporated back into the institution, not 

potter-laborers from the outside.   And, to be clear, ceramics was up 

until this point still oriented toward tabletop commodity production 

of utilitarian vessels.  This shift in educational practice- moving 



ceramics into Art Departments, alongside Painting and Sculpture- 

meant a new set of concerns would be brought to bear on ceramic 

practice- a tension of ceramic making, with its concerns on the 

domestic and the utilitarian, was contrasting to the “art for art’s 

sake” stance of painting and fine art.  It is also important to note, 

that it was not the existing female instructors that were asked 

establish these new programs, despite the fact that there were 

many qualified candidates which include Edith Heath, Frances 

Senska, or Marguerite Wildenhain.   

In the 1950s New York City was also being recognized as an 

art capital and any art department would have been heavily 

influenced by it and the specific brand of modernism that made New 

York art famous.  One can only imagine the difficulty of reconciling 

ceramics as feminine gendered material practice with its valuing of 

function and utility, against the macho swagger of abstract 

expressionist painting and modernist aesthetics, or art for art’s sake, 

which is explicitly non-utilitarian.  It’s not much of stretch to 

understand why one might over-perform their own masculinity in 

this environment. As well, a certain amount of size comparison 

would have been likely, as potters measured the prices of their 

pieces against their painting based contemporaries (who might have 

put less actual labor into their work). 

While the after-effects of World War II influenced ceramics-

as-art, World War II also influenced ceramics-as-design.  What had 

been likely to be a strong collaboration between art and design, was 



	

	

gradually switching an affinity towards fine art.  Edith Heath, the 

San Francisco potter-turned-designer, is a good case study.  She was 

trained in the nineteen thirties at the School of the Art Institute of 

Chicago as part of the teacher education program.  She later 

supplemented this by training with potter Vivika Heino, doing some 

class work at San Francisco Art Institute, and by petitioning the 

University of California at Berkeley to run a year-long intensive on 

Peter	Voulkos,	John	Mason,	and	Paul	Soldner	at	Otis	Art	Institute,	1956	



ceramic chemistry.7  She practiced a blend of American Modernism 

and New Bauhaus design principles as she explored hand thrown 

studio pottery.  The clean lines of her pots were appreciated by 

fashionable, design minded customers.  Then, during World War II, 

home ware retailers who usually relied on foreign imports had 

difficulty obtaining new product from overseas and they had to turn 

to domestic potters.  Heath’s work garnered an explosive new 

domestic fan base.  Heath was a committed ceramist in every sense- 

except she lacked a blind 

allegiance to the potter’s 

wheel.  When she and her 

assistants could no 

longer keep up with the 

orders pouring in, she 

switched tactics and 

began using jigger jollies 

and slip casting noting 

that “Good design 

doesn’t depend on 

whether [an object] is 

																																																													
7 “Oral history interview with Otto and Vivika Heino, March 4, 1981” 
Conducted by Elaine Levin 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/heino81.htm 
<accessed on October 21, 2009> and Amos Klausner, “The Legacy of Edith 
Heath and Heath Ceramics.”  Heath Ceramics, The Complexity of Simplicity, 
San Francisco: Chronicle Books, 2007. p.23 

Edith	Heath	with	a	jigger	jolly	



	

	

made by hand.”8  Today, this sentiment might sound decidedly un-

ceramicsy.  But in 1953, the year that Ceramics Monthly began its 

publication, it wouldn’t have sounded like a sell-out. 

As ceramics was being established as an art practice within 

the art departments of colleges and universities, it was still more 

closely linked to design.  An article addressing “Ceramics in the Art 

Program,” by Florence Forst, from an issue in Ceramics Monthly’s 

first year (1953), praises a close connection between ceramics and 

design.  But articles like this, and the overall thrust of the magazine, 

would be radically different only two 

decades later.   

One way to track the 

sentiments of “ceramics” and its 

practitioners is to look closely at the 

advertisements in early issues of 

Ceramics Monthly.  In the 50s, they 

are mostly for commercial glazes 

and china paint- still the ceramics of 

																																																													
8 Tableware and Tile for the World: Heath Ceramics, 1944-1994: oral history 
transcript from 1995.  Rosalie Ross interviewer, Julie Gordon Shearer and 
Germaine LaBerge eds. 
http://www.archive.org/stream/tablewaretile00heatrich/tablewaretile00he
atrich_djvu.txt <accessed on October 21, 2009> 

Florence	Forst	



teacher education and women’s hobby.  Yet only twenty years later 

advertisements for which brand of pottery wheel can throw the 

biggest pots and whose kiln can take the biggest load dominated 

the advertising pages.  Also gone is a link between ceramic practice 

and design practice.   

An examination of those advertisements reveals something 

else.  Although Ceramics Monthly never explicitly attempted to be a 

scholarly magazine, nor was it’s intended demographic the college 

ceramic artist, those teachers and students were still a large part of 

their actual audience.  This is in part because colleges and 

universities were likely to be the biggest customers for wheels, 

mixers and kilns.  So, it is instructive to examine how people are 

portrayed in those advertisement.  The messaging of social norms 

will come through, whether intentional or not.  From today’s 

vantage point it’s easy to look at the ads from the 50s and see 

women and their artistic endeavors portrayed as typically feminine 

and domestic and then pass judgment.  Which I’m not sure is 

appropriate.  But, another set of ads becomes very problematic with 

the benefit of distance. 

Paul Soldner was famously known as Peter Voulkos’ first 

student.  As such he would have had a front row seat for the kind of 

macho posturing of throwing huge forms and manipulating them 

into sculptural ends.9  As the first student, Soldner struggled along 

																																																													
9 Saying of Voulkos and his students in those early years at Otis, Lucy 
Harvey notes- “He surrounded himself with an all-male posse of students 



	

	

with Voulkos to find adequate equipment for their studio.  That 

experience of adapting, fixing, and tinkering with studio equipment 

lead him to develop his own line of wheels and mixers and a 

successful company, 

supplying equipment to 

potters and schools.  

It only makes sense 

that the Soldner Pottery 

Equipment Corporation 

would need to advertise 

their products, and naturally 

turned to widely read 

publications like Ceramics 

Monthly and promotion via 

the Commercial Exhibitors Resource Hall at NCECA (National 

Council for Education in the Ceramic Arts).  Over the years, Soldner 

produced many “humorous” advertisements to promote his 

																																																													
and colleagues who would work through the night, fueled by coffee, beer, 
cigarettes (and possibly other smoked substances) as jazz or flamenco 
guitar blared in the background.” 
Lucy Harvey, SMITHSONIAN.COM, APRIL 19, 2017 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smithsonian-institution/ceramicist-
who-punched-his-pots-180962930/#1JA39wlYy71XtCPZ.99 
 
	

	



equipment.  Those ads brag about how strong his wheel is, how big 

the pots are, and how tough the clay mixers are.  However, in order 

to show of his equipment, he made some questionable choices and 

problematic depictions.  A few examples of those ads are included: 

		 	

		 	



	

	

That a man born is his time 

had a problematic attitude 

toward women is not 

surprising, nor is it the main 

point of my critique.  Instead, 

what I want to point out is the 

ways that institutions 

condoned this behavior.  That 

Ceramics Monthly repeatedly 

ran those ads, and that 

NCECA allowed him to 

distribute those posters at 

their annual conference is the focus of my critique.  Those 

advertisements were seen by students studying pottery who were 

looking for information in magazines, and those posters were 

tacked up in communal studio spaces.  That is what I find most 

problematic.  That this insidious form of sexual harassment is 

presented as humor allows the underlying messaging to be easily 

absorbed by the guys, while acting as a weapon against any 

woman’s complaint by way of “C’mon, its just a joke.” 

Advertisements, conferences and studio culture broadcast 

the received ideas about what to make, how to make it, and how to 

behave in a ceramics studio.  What I want to make explicit is that 

these notions are paired- the sexism and harassment comes along 

	



with the huge performative pot.  Building your own woodfire kiln, 

smoking out the neighborhood with raku, and a blind allegiance to 

cone ten reduction over electric kilns and “hobby” glazes are all 

things that reinforce the hierarchy of one kind of ceramics over the 

other- of one style of work over the other- of the mythic genius 

alone in the studio over the collaborative, communal, designerly 

qualities of the other.  

We won’t really know what might have motivated artists like 

Peter Voulkos to push ceramic practice beyond pottery into 

pedestal based sculpture through a kind of aggression toward the 

vessel. But I will note that any educator who was recruited to start a 

ceramics programs within a university art department would have 

been aware of his colleagues’ associations of ceramics with women 

and domestic wares.  A healthy dose of overly masculine bravado 

borrowed from abstract expressionist painting, and a focus on big 

tools and big fire certainly couldn’t have hurt.  Also, as the fifties 

turned into the sixties and Avant grade artists increasingly 

expressed anxiety about the commodification of the art object 

through non object-based actions like Fluxus, or a pointed critique 

of commodity culture through forms of Pop Art, a certain cool 

distance between ceramics and commodity-oriented design would 

have certainly helped ceramics teachers feel more comfortable in 

their new-found homes within the Art Department. 

The narrative of how artists like Peter Voulkos, Paul Soldner 

and John Mason “saved” ceramics and elevated it to Fine Arts status 



	

	

is problematic in that it reinforces the modernist narrative of one 

style triumphing over the other, but it also contains the double 

edged sword of reinforcing the hierarchy of one thing framed as 

progress, and the other as regressive. It simultaneously marginalizes 

all the other histories that are always happening concurrent to the 

dominant narrative.  As well, it puts the power in the wrong place, 

because “revolutions” within institutions like the “artworld” require 

the consent of those institutions in order to change.  Martin Irvine 

sums it up: 

The	primary	function	of	the	Artworld	is	continually	to	define,	
validate,	maintain,	and	reproduce	the	cultural	category	of	
art,	and	to	produce	the	consent	of	the	entire	society	in	the	
legitimacy	of	the	artworld's	authority	to	do	so.	The	Artworld	
is	distributed	through	a	network	of	institutions	(schools,	
museums,	galleries,	commercial	market	systems,	and	
professions),	all	of	which	participate	in	constructing	a	global,	
international	system	or	network	of	networks	for	Art…	As	in	
all	institutions	as	interdependent	networks,	you	don't	need	
to	know	you	are	participating	in	the	Artworld,	or	in	the	
function	of	one	of	its	nodes,	to	be	carrying	out	its	primary	
cultural	function.10 

																																																													
10	Martin Irvine “The Institutional Theory of Art and the 
Artworld” Georgetown University 
https://faculty.georgetown.edu/irvinem/visualarts/Institutional-theory-
artworld.html	
 
	



What I want to do is redirect our attention to the community we are 

always continually creating as a way to come to a better 

understanding of how change happens. Peter Voulkos could not 

have “revolutionized” ceramics if  “ceramics” and the “artworld” and 

other institutions had chosen not to recognize it.  He made radical 

and interesting new work, but so much of his recognition hinges on 

his role as revolutionary. When in fact, the revolution is something 

that everyone participated in. 

 

Conclusion- What Can “Ceramics” Become? 

Which brings me back to one of the foundational assertions 

of this paper- that “ceramics” is really only sixty years old, even 

though it is constantly being described as ancient and universal.  It is 

striking to note the gap between the wide material history of 

ceramics, which covers cooking, storage, ritual, architecture, design, 

sanitation, irrigation, electricity, funerary practice and even the 

origins of writing with the very narrow version of ceramics that is 

practiced by studio artists today. In the gap between what we say 

we are doing, and what we are actually doing, a lot of people, and 

multiple ways of working, can fall through that gap and be lost.  It is 

worth taking more time to consider this.  

When this paper was first written, the aim of it was to 

identify that this gender switch happened.  That in 1940s and after, 

we collectively participated in radical shift in the way that ceramics 

was taught, who taught it, who it was taught to, and the methods 

that it emphasized.   Ceramics in education which had been almost 



	

	

the exclusive domain of women, suddenly had a lot of men in the 

mix.  It is not my intention to diminish the accomplishments of any 

of these artists- in fact, I quite often get very excited about a work 

by Peter Voulkos and John Mason’s large geometric sculptures 

continue to be a source of inspiration. But instead I want to point out	

that our collective conception of what ceramics is has been heavily 

influenced by our educational system and our popular publications.  

It is important to recognize this fact so that educators can take 

agency and make sure they are doing all they can to help expand the 

field, but more importantly, make space for ALL the different 

newcomers and their interests and create possibility for all the new 

things that “ceramics” can become.  

Erik	Scollon	is	an	artist	and	(sometimes)	writer	based	in	San	Francisco,	
California.		He	is	an	Associate	Professor	at	California	College	of	the	Arts.	His	
ceramic	work	has	been	found	in	venues	as	diverse	as	art	galleries,	craft	
fairs,	museum	shows,	design	blogs	and	gay	biker	bars.	



 


