
 
 

Using Art:  
A Theory of Contemporary Ceramics 

 

Erik	Scollon	
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Erik Scollon 
escollon@gmail.com 
www.erikscollon.com 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table of Contents 
Introduction	.......................................................................................	3	

Influences	on	American	Ceramics	Before	Mid-Twentieth	Century	....	9	

Bernard	Leach-	The	Art	of	Being	a	Potter	........................................	12	

William	Staite	Murray-	Pottery	as	Art	..............................................	15	

Setting	the	Stage	for	Revolution	......................................................	18	

Peter	Voulkos	...................................................................................	20	

Robert	Arneson-	No	Return	to	Utility	...............................................	23	

The	Expanded	Field	of	Ceramics	......................................................	27	

Relational	Qualities	of	Ceramics	......................................................	36	

Conclusion	........................................................................................	44	



2	
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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	 an	 “Is	 this	 art?”	
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	
and	 lacks	 critical	 rigor,	 ‘ceramics’	 as	 a	 category	does	not	 suffer	 an	
identity	 crisis.	 	 Put	 it	 in	a	 kiln,	 turn	 it	up	 to	 two	 thousand	degrees	
Fahrenheit,	and	if	there	is	nothing	left	the	next	day,	it	isn’t	ceramics.			

In	 contradistinction	 to	 other	 forms	 of	 artistic	 practice,	 no	
one	 has	 decried	 “the	 end	 of	 ceramics,”	 the	 way	 critics	 have	
wondered	 about	 the	 endgame	 of	 painting.	 	 In	 the	 seventies,	
Rosalind	 Krauss	 plotted	 out	 the	 breakdown	 of	 sculpture-as-we-
know-it	 in	her	essay	 “Sculpture	 in	 the	Expanded	Field,”	 and	 in	 the	
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.		
Maybe	“the	end	of	ceramics”	seems	so	distant	because	ceramics	is	
one	of	our	newest	art	 forms,	emerging	at	about	 the	 same	 time	as	
“happenings.”	 	 Ceramics	 hasn’t	 yet	 had	 enough	 time	 to	 work	
through	 all	 of	 its	 “problems”	 and	 arrive	 at	 the	 “end	 of	 ceramics.”		
How	can	I	claim	the	newness	of	ceramics,	when	the	Venus	of	Dolni	
Vestonice	 is	 over	 30,000	 years	 old	 and	 the	 potter’s	 wheel	 was	
created	 over	 6,000	 years	 ago?	 I’m	 going	 to	 draw	 a	 line	 between	
ceramic	practice	and	“ceramics”	as	a	category	of	art.	
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Our	 conception	 of	 “ceramics”	 as	 a	 specific	 field	 of	 artistic	
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	
Brown	 has	 noted,	 “most	 existing	 studio	 ceramics	 programs	 in	
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	
postwar	 economic	 prosperity,”	 and	 that	 “many	 of	 the	 existing	
American	 ceramics	 programs	 were	 initially	 incorporated	 into	
academia	 through	 departments	 of	 [teacher]	 education	 and	 home	
economics.”1		

                                                
1	Glen	Brown,	“Ceramics	Scientism	and	Disciplinary	Conflict,”		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	
into	 the	 earth’s	 atmosphere.	 	 But	 are	 these	 things	 “ceramics?”		
“Ceramics”	 is	more	 likely	 to	 be	 associated	with	 the	modest	 scale,	
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	
Price	 and	 Greyson	 Perry?	 	 It’s	 not	 by	 mere	 chance	 that	 the	
“ceramics	 revolution”	of	 the	1950s	 is	 coincident	with	 the	moment	
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	
Servicemen’s	Readjustment	Act,	
more	commonly	known	as	the	GI	
Bill.	

 
Figure	2.	Peter	Voulkos,	a	beneficiary	of	
the	GI	Bill,	throwing	at	the	potter’s	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	and	our	perception	of	“the	crafts.”		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	 the	 1980s	 embrace	 of	 art	 as	 commodity	 didn’t	 do	 much	 to	
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	a	“ceramics	revolution”	 in	the	 late	1950s	and	early	60s.	 	 If	
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	 to	 the	 Whitney	 Museum’s	 biennial	
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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So,	 how	 to	 understand	 “ceramics”	 and	 its	 relation	 to	 art?		
Today	it’s	easy	to	forget	that	ceramics,	and	the	wider	field	of	craft,	
was	well	represented	as	a	viable	art	form	forty	years	ago.	 	 It’s	also	
tempting	 to	 claim	 that	 a	 body	 of	 critical	 writing	 on	 ceramics	 and	
craft	 doesn’t	 exist.	 	 The	 advantage	 of	 this	 position	 is	 that	 in	 the	
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	
being	a	notable	exception.	 	Published	anthologies	of	“craft	theory”	
have	 dealt	 with	 ceramics	 either	 directly	 or	 as	 part	 of	 the	 field	 of	
craft,	 notably	 Peter	 Dormer’s	 The	 Culture	 of	 Craft,	 and	 Paul	
Greenhalgh’s	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	
“craft,”	 rather	 than	allowing	 for	 the	possibility	 they	might	 function	
better	under	the	term	“sculpture.”		Recent	conferences	have	begun	
to	 think	 more	 broadly	 and	 conceptually	 about	 craft	 and	 ceramic	
practice,	 including	 Nova	 Scotia	 College	 of	 Art	 and	 Design’s	

                                                
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	

“NeoCraft:	 Modernity	 and	 the	 Crafts”	 and	 the	 American	 Craft	
Council’s	 “Shaping	 the	 Future	 of	 Craft.”6	 	 Art	 historian	 Howard	
Risatti’s	 “A	 Theory	 of	 Craft:	 Function	 and	 Aesthetic	 Expression”	 is	
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	
promises	to	be	“the	first	peer-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	
apart	from	mass	production.”8		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	
as	equal	to	the	more	traditional	“fine	arts”	in	the	first	place.		Much	
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	 Bürger	 describes	 modernist	 artistic	 autonomy	 as	 “a	 social	
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	
8http://www.bergpublishers.com/JournalsHomepage/TheJournalofModer
nCraft/tabid/3254/Default.aspx		<accessed	March	8,	2008>	
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bourgeois	existence.”9		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	
work.		With	a	wider	distribution	of	wealth	and	potential	“patrons,”	
artists	 were	 no	 longer	 solely	 producing	 work	 commissioned	 by	
patrons,	 such	 as	 the	 church	 or	 king’s	 court.	 	 To	 generalize,	
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	
objects	 for	 the	 sake	 of	 personal	 expression.	 	 The	 idea	 of	 “art	 for	
art’s	sake”	began	to	take	hold.	 	 	As	Bürger	explains,	“Art	 [became]	
the	 objectification	 of	 the	 self	 understanding	 of	 the	 bourgeois	
class.”10		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	
(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1984[1974]).	p.10		Bürger’s	
theories	of	autonomy	draw	heavily	from	Theodor	Adorno’s	“Aesthetic	
Theory”	and	Immanuel	Kant’s	“Critique	of	Judgement”	
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	
the	 practice	 of	 art	 making	 was	 now	 free	 of	 “the	 means-end	
rationality	of	daily	bourgeois	existence,”	was	taken	up	with	broader	
implication.	 	 Earlier,	 eighteenth	 century	 German	 philosopher	
Immanuel	Kant	had	written	that	“the	delight	which	determines	the	
judgment	of	taste	is	independent	of	all	interest.”	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	
disqualify	 functional	 objects	 from	 aesthetic	 consideration.	 	 Kant’s	
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	
who	identified	strongly	with	Kant	as	“the	first	real	Modernist,”	takes	
up	these	ideas	with	force.13	[figure	3]	Greenberg’s	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	”	I	identify	Modernism	with	the	intensification,	almost	the	exacerbation,	
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	
as,	the	first	real	Modernist”		“Modernist	Painting”	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,	
“having	 been	 denied	 by	
the	 Enlightenment	 all	
tasks	 [the	 arts]	 could	
take	seriously,	 [the	arts]	
looked	 as	 though	 they	
were	 going	 to	 be	
assimilated	 to	

entertainment	pure	and	simple.”14	As	a	prominent	critic	during	the	
fifties,	 Greenberg	 was	 often	 vilified	 by	 craft	 makers	 as	 a	 point	 of	
resistance	 to	 ceramics	 and	 craft.	 	 Add	 to	 this	 Greenberg’s	 call	 for	
media	specificity	and	aesthetic	purity	which	claimed	that	“visual	art	
must	confine	itself	exclusively	to	what	is	given	in	visual	experience,”	
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-value?	 	 If	 a	 vessel	 holds	 water,	 it	 doesn’t	 need	
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,	
but	they	didn’t	really	fit.	
	
	 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	
notion	of	“ceramics”	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,	
Bernard	 Leach,	 Peter	 Voulkos	 and	 Robert	 Arneson,	 I’ll	 propose	 a	
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-value	and	“the	everyday”	were	once	qualities	that	needed	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)	
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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	
not	 “ceramics”	 [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	
functionality	 and	 “the	 everyday”	 are	 limiting	 factors	 of	 ceramic	
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	
in	advance	what	can	and	can’t	be	received	as	art,	 I’ll	consider	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-20th 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	
Glen	Brown’s	lecture	“Ceramics	Scientism	and	Disciplinary	Conflict,”	
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	

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

process,	but	ultimately	awarded	a	bachelor	of	science	degree,	not	a	
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	 	 This,	 however,	 was	 not	 “studio	 ceramics”	 as	 would	 be	
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	
decorators	were	often	women,	because	“in	the	late	Victorian	Period	
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	“China	painting	was	thought	to	be	fitting	for	women	of	leisure	of	the	
middle	and	upper	classes	and	for	women	whose	circumstances	forced	
them	to	work.”	Suzanne	Baizerman.	Fired	by	Ideals	:	Arequipa	Pottery	and	
the	Arts	and	Crafts	Movement,	San	Francisco,	CA:	Pomegranate,	2000.		7	

women.”	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	the	1880s	and	1890s	“it	was	assumed	that	a	professional	male	potter	
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-mechanical,	half	artistic…”	
Jessie	Poesch	with	Sally	Main,	“Newcomb	Pottery	&	Crafts:	An	Educational	
Enterprise	for	Women	1895-1940”		(PA	:	Schiffer	Pub)	2003.	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	
American	 university	 system	 as	 a	 suitable	 form	 of	 women’s	
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	
suitable	women’s	education,	and	even	as	a	part	of	Architecture	in	a	
time	when	architects	were	encouraged	to	take	responsibility	for	the	
“total	design”	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	
to	help	found	Newcomb	Pottery	on	the	idea	that	“[decoration	of]	pottery	
seemed	a	suitable	enterprise	for	young	college	trained	women.”		Poesch	
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	“About	halfway	through	the	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	
a	pottery	can	be	run.	He	said	such	things	as,	‘Any	person	should	be	able	to	
make	50	pots	easily	in	a	day’s	time,’	and,	‘Any	person	should	be	able	to	
throw	a	15-inch-tall	cylinder.’	Well,	we	couldn’t	do	any	of	those	things.”		
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>	



11	
 

 
Figure	6.	A	Potter’s	Book,	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	American	conception	of	“ceramics.”	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
22	Of	course	George	Ohr	and	others	were	working	as	potters	in	this	sense,	
but	their	work	existed	outside	of	the	arc	that	I	am	tracing.		Ohr’s	influence	
wasn’t	really	felt	until	long	after	his	death	in	1918.	

 

 

 

 

Bernard Leach – 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	
American	potters.	His	manual,	“A	
Potter’s	 Book,”	 originally	
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	
separate	roles	toward	a	more	unified	way	of	working,	Leach’s	book	
consolidated	 knowledge	 for	 the	 “potter-artist	who	 performs	 all	 or	
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Figure	7.		A	1954		photo	from	Bernard	Leach’s	tour	of	the	U.S.		left	to	
right,	unknown,	Bernard	Leach,	Rudy	Autio,	Peter	Voulkos,	Shoji	
Hamada	at	the	Archie	Bray	

nearly	all	 the	processes	of	production	with	his	own	hands.”23	 	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.		

Leach’s	sway	in	the	United	States	cannot	be	overestimated.		
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,	
Leach’s	influence	was	further	solidified	in	1954	when	he	toured	the	

                                                
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	
distinguish	his	mode	of	work	from	“the	careful	painting	of	pictures	upon	
porcelain	in	enamel	colours	was	consider	the	summig	of	ceramic	art	–	
‘applied’	art	with	a	vengeance!”	p.3	
24	According	to	MacKenzie	“In	[1953]	the	art	department…	was	much	
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	
areas,	and	they	said,	let’s	get	an	art	department”		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	November	4,	2008>		Also,	a	full	“family	tree”	of	potters	
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]	

An	understanding	of	Bernard	Leach’s	history	and	work	helps	
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	
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Figure	8.		Catalog	page	from	Bernard	Leach’s	St.Ives	Pottery	showing	a	
selection	of	his	“standard	wares.”	

he	 praised	 for	 his	 skill	 at	 the	 potter’s	 wheel.25	 	 	 	 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	
lagging	 “gallery”	 sales	 and	 switched	 tactics.	 He	 opted	 to	 produce	
more	work	at	 lower	prices	and	emphasized	 their	 functional	nature	
over	 their	 previously	 appreciated	 visual	 qualities.	 This	 pricing	
strategy,	paired	with	his	writings	which	espoused	the	“ethical	pots”	
(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,	
there	 wasn’t	 much	 about	 the	 pots	 themselves	 that	 differentiated	
between	 the	work	 Leach	 had	 shown	 in	 art	 galleries	 from	what	 he	
called	 “standard	 wares,”	 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	Bill	Marshall,	a	one	time	apprentice	of	Leach’s	was	quoted	by	Warren	
MacKenzie	(another	apprentice)	as	saying	“Bernard	can’t	throw	worth	a	
damn.	But	he	makes	better	pots	than	any	of	us.”		As	quoted	by	MacKenzie	
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	Edmund	de	Waal,	“Bernard	Leach”	London	:	Tate	Gallery	Pub.,	[1998]	p.	
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.		

The	popularity	of	Leach’s	writing,	coupled	with	his	tours	of	
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	
looking	 Asian	 aesthetic.	 	 However,	 as	 I’ll	 discuss	 later,	 this	mix	 of	
function	 with	 a	 fascination	 of	 long	 gone	 and	 far	 away	 cultures,	
would	 pose	 particular	 problems	 for	 “ceramics”	 to	 fit	 within	 an	
academic	understanding	of	“art.”	
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
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	
among	 them.	 	 Murray,	 a	 contemporary	 of	 Leach’s,	 makes	 for	 a	
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-century	America	can’t	be	as	clearly	
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.		Murray’s	work	was	grounded	in	the	
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	
was	 not	 “pottery	 as	 a	 crafts-based	 manufacture	 of	 a	 vessel	 to	
contain	 liquids	 or	 foods	 but	 as	 ‘practical	 theology,’”	meaning	 that	
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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. 

 

his	 forms	 were	meant	 to	 “symbolize	 the	 essence	 of	 life	 itself.”	 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,	“[that]	the	making	of	useful	
wares	never	interested	[Murray]	and	his	later	one	man	shows	were	
held	 at	 Lefevre	 Galleries,	 an	 established	 center	 for	 painting	
exhibitions	of	the	best	repute.”28	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:	
“between	 1924	 and	 1930,	 studio	 pottery	 was	 at	 the	 core	 of	
Modernist	critical	developments	 in	 the	Fine	Arts,	breaking	most	of	
its	 associations	 with	 Arts	 and	 Crafts	 ideology.”30	 	 Later,	 Murray	
faced	the	same	financial	challenges	from	the	Depression	that	Leach	

                                                
27	Garth	Clark.	“Murray	and	Leach	:	A	Study	in	Contrasts,	”	in	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	Murray	said,	“the	forms	are	abstractions	and	as	such	readily	
contemplated	as	pure	forms.”		As	quoted	in	Julian	Stair,	Crafts	Magazine	
Jan/Feb	2003,	p.	42.	
30	Julian	Stair,	“Re-inventing	the	Wheel:	Origins	of	Studio	Pottery”	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	
challenge	 for	 Murray’s	 intended	 understanding	 of	 his	 work.	 As	
Leach	began	 to	preach	of	 the	“ethical	pot,”	one	 that	 is	affordable,	
utilitarian	 and	 vernacular	 in	 flavor,	 public	 perception	 of	 Murray’s	
work	 suffered	 in	 contrast.	 	His	 asking	prices	at	 the	gallery	 seemed	
decadent,	 but	 only	 if	 one	 viewed	 his	 work	 as	 being	 utilitarian;	
Murray’s	prices	were	not	outrageous	within	the	context	of	 fine	art	
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sculpture.31			The	public	perceived	the	cost	of	his	“pottery”	as	being	
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:	 “‘in	 [Murray’s]	
enthusiasm	for	form	and	colour	in	the	abstract,	he	has	lately	been	in	
some	danger	of	forgetting	that	a	pot	is	just	a	pot.’	”32			

	
Had	 it	 been	 more	 of	 Murray’s	 conceptual	 approach	 to	

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	
Murray’s	 absence,	 Leach’s	 version	 of	 ceramics	 as	 inherently	
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	
practice	 of	 “ceramics”	 within	 American	 art	 departments	 in	 mid-
century.	 	 Even	 though	 the	 china	 painting	 tradition	 from	 home	
economics	and	 the	potter	as	artist	tradition	were	both	born	out	of	

                                                
31	“Staite	Murray	never	made	pots	that	could	be	used	in	overtly	domestic	
ways.	He	saw	his	pots	as	having	the	same	value	as	sculpture,	they	were	
named	and	priced	as	such”		Edmund	de	Waal,	“A	Ceramic	History”		
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	 “ceramics”	 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	
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Setting the Stage for “Revolution” 
 

If	 we	 identify	 the	mid-century	 as	 the	 origin	 of	 “ceramics,”	
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	
“ceramics”	 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	
as	 a	 revolution	 for	 “ceramics”	 and	 has	 been	 linked	 to	 Abstract	
Expressionism	[figure	11].	

As	important	as	it	is	to	understand	the	consequences	of	the	
“Ceramic	 Revolution”	 that	 Peter	 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	 “ceramics”	 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	
Greenberg’s	influence	can	not	be	underestimated.		As	an	influential	

 
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,	
explains	it	thusly:	“[In	the	50s]	the	almost	universal	clay	aesthetic	in	
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	
made	 and	 the	 method	 by	 which	 it	 was	 formed.”35	 	 In	 this	 way,	
ceramics	could	constitute	its	own	version	of	formalism	which	would	
also	be	an	extension	of	Bernard	Leach’s	theory	of	clay	as	inherently	
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	
apart	 from	everyday	 life.	 	 “Purposiveness	without	 purpose”	was	 a	
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	
                                                
35	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	that	allowed	the	Los	Angeles	potters	of	Peter	Voulkos’	circle	that	
allowed	them	to	make	their	innovative	work	“they	acted	on	the	unspoken	
premise	that	there	was	nothing	inherent	to	their	medium	which	should	
delimit	an	artist’s	imagination.”		p.17	

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	
being	seen	as	an	“applied	art”	or	“decorative	art”	misplaced	within	
the	art	department.			

Ceramics’	 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	
have	meant	 that	 it	 would	 only	 be	 absorbed	 into	 sculpture.	 	 “The	
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	
becoming	merely	a	mode	within	the	discipline	of	sculpture.”36			

It	 is	 within	 this	 context	 that	 Peter	 Voulkos	 and	 Robert	
Arneson	 helped	 launch	 “the	 ceramics	 revolution.”	 	 Voulkos,	 who	
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	
                                                
36	Brown	p.59	
37	Susan	Peterson,	“Ceramics	in	the	West:	The	Explosions	of	the	1950s”		in	
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	
backgrounds	 to	make	 some	of	 the	most	exciting	work	 the	 “crafts”	
had	seen.	

 

 

 

Peter Voulkos  

Peter	Voulkos	is	considered	the	central	figure	in	the	ceramic	
revolution,	 largely	 through	 the	writings	 of	 John	 Coplans	 and	 Rose	
Slivka	when	each	wrote	about	the	“Abstract	Expressionist	Ceramics”	
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	Benezra,		“Robert	Arneson:	A	Retrospective”	(Des	Moines,	Iowa	:	
Des	Moines	Art	Center,	1985).		P.	21-22	and	also	see	David	Gilhooly	“Funk	
Ceramics”		http://www.davidgilhooly.com/davis/ra/index.htm	<accessed	
on		October	10,	2008>	
39	John	Coplans	“Abstract	Expressionist	Ceramics”	Art	Gallery,	University	of	
California,	Irvine,	October	1966,	Rose	Slivka,	“New	Ceramic	Presence,”	
Craft	Horizons	21/4	(July/Aug.	1961)	p.	31	

while	teaching	and	working,	he	continued	to	throw	familiar	vessel-
like	 forms	 on	 the	 potter’s	 wheel,	 but	 altered	 them	 by	 stacking,	
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	
received	 as	 “art.”	 At	 first	 he	 was	 more	 explicitly	 borrowing	 from	
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	
rings	 which	 cue	 the	 viewer	 that	 this	 was	 made	 on	 the	 potter’s	
wheel.	 	However,	the	cut	holes	and	attached	protrusions	confound	
any	 possible	 functional	 use.	 This	 piece	was	 an	 avenue	 into	 a	 new	
way	of	working,	a	way	into	“sculpture,”	that	did	not	leave	behind	his	
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roots	 in	 ceramics.	 	 It	 negotiated	 function	without	 letting	 ceramics	
be	 absorbed	 into	 “sculpture”	 as	 just	 another	 node	 of	 three	
dimensional	 practice.	 His	 work	 referenced	 the	 functional,	 without	
being	 reduced	 to	 “merely	 functional,”	 it	 referenced	 sculpture,	
without	 being	 absorbed	 into	 it.	 	 It	 was	 modernist	 in	 that	 it	
“expresses	both	the	nature	of	the	material	from	which	it	was	made	
and	 the	 method	 by	 which	 it	 was	 formed.”	 	 	 Voulkos	 had	
conceptualized	and	made	physical	what	was	necessary	to	establish	
ceramics	as	a	form	of	art.	Like	the	paintings	of	the	moment,	which	

were	paintings	about	the	condition	of	painting,	Voulkos’	work	from	
1956	was	really	a	pot	which	was	about	being	a	pot.	 	 If	as	Clement	
Greenberg	had	claimed	 that	 in	 “the	avant-garde’s	 specialization	of	
itself,	 the	fact	that	 its	best	artists	are	artists’	artists,	 its	best	poets,	
poets’	poets...”		Voulkos	had	become	a	potters’	potter.40			

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	Clement	Greenberg,	“Avant	Garde	and	Kitsch”	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	
happened	 to	 be	 made	 out	 of	 clay,	 and	 the	 potters’	 wheel	 just	
happened	 to	 be	 one	 of	 the	 tools.	 	 	 These	 works	 projected	 much	
more	 into	 the	 realm	 of	 “sculpture.”	 	 It	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	
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	
would	be	better	understood	as	“sculpture.”			

Then	 in	 1959,	 while	 still	 working	 through	 a	 construction,	
deconstruction	 and	 reconstruction	 of	 form	 off	 the	 potter’s	wheel,	
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	 function	and	the	 idea	of	“ceramics.”	 	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,	
Voulkos	returned	to	clay	and	started	on	the	“stacks”	that	he	is	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	
had	 been	 accused	 of	 forgetting	 “a	 pot	 is	 just	 a	 pot,”	 Voulkos’	

manipulation	of	form,	which	permanently	augmented	functionality,	
made	it	impossible	to	level	the	same	accusations.		
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure	 15.	 	 Photo	 spread	 from	 Conrad	 Brown’s	 article	 on	 Peter	
Voulkos	in	Craft	Horizons	September/October	1956.	p.18	
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Robert Arneson – 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	
relegated	 to	 the	 “merely	 decorative”	 realm	 of	 figurines	 and	
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.	Back	then,	the	conception	of	“ceramics”	
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	
“Funk.”41	 	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	
catalog,	Selz	describes	“Funk	is	hot	rather	than	cool;	it	is	committed	rather	

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	
sculpture	in	the	context	of	ceramics	was	more	so.		Today,	Arneson’s	
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	
embodied	and	“funky”	than	detached	or	
intellectual.			But,	Arneson’s	avenue	into	
this	 world	 was	 through	 functional	
pottery.	 	 In	 fact	 “Arneson	 describes	
himself	 in	 1957	 as…	 a	 believer	 in	 the	
‘clean	pot’	ethic	that	was	still	very	much	
in	 vogue.”42	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	
frequently	it	is	quite	ugly	and	ungainly.”		The	implied	opposite	of	each	of	
those	qualities	are	the	qualities	usually	used	to	describe	modernist	art	of	
the	time.	Peter	Selz,	“Funk”	University	of	California,	Berkeley.	University	
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	 the	 text	 “No	
Deposit,	No	Return”		[figure	16].		What	began	as	an	off-handed	joke	
turned	 into	 something	 more.	 This	 piece’s	 assertion	 of	 sculptural	
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	
ceramics	 as	 “only	 craft”	 into	 a	 viable	 sculptural	medium.	 	 	 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	
weren’t	things	and	that	was	ceramic.43	
	

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.		

                                                
43	Gwen	Stone,	“Robert	Arneson	in	Conversation	with	Gwen	Stone,”	Visual	
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	
Johns’	 Ale	 Cans	 (1960),	 or	
Andy	 Warhol’s	 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	–	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	 –	 but	 none	 of	 them	 were	
actually	 utilitarian.	 I	 don’t	 mean	 to	 imply	 that	 this	 took	 up	 the	
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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built	 “a	 vessel	 [that]	 express[ed]	 both	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 material	
from	which	it	was	made	and	the	method	by	which	it	was	formed.”44		
But	 his	 removal	 of	 actual	 function	 was	 different	 than	 Voulkos’.		
Arneson’s	work	was	constructed	as	a	mimetic	representation	of	the	
objects	 he	 depicted,	 his	 pieces	 referenced	 the	 functional	 while	
never	 suggesting	 that	 anything	about	 them	could	be	 functional.	 In	
contradistinction,	Voulkos’	 large	 vessels	 that	have	been	 torn	apart	
and	reassembled	shows	traces	of	objects	that	once	were	functional	
and	 have	 been	 transformed	 through	 the	 efforts	 of	 the	 artist.	 We	
might	 read	 Voulkos’	 work	 as	 broken	 pots,	 deconstructed	 pots	 or	
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	
“ceramics”	 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	
                                                
44	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	
that	allowed	the	Los	Angeles	potters	of	Peter	Voulkos’	circle	that	allowed	
them	to	make	their	innovative	work	“they	acted	on	the	unspoken	premise	
that	there	was	nothing	inherent	to	their	medium	which	should	delimit	an	
artist’s	imagination.”	P17	

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:	 “Maybe	 they	 ought	 to	 outlaw	 straight	 [functional]	 ware	
from	shows	because	who	wants	to	look	at	it?”45		And	scientism	–	“I	
don’t	 think	 I’ve	 compounded	 a	 glaze	 since	 [1953].	 	Now	 I	 use	 any	
glaze	I	can	find.	 	Any	glaze	works	if	you	use	it	right.	 	 I	don’t	have	a	
glaze	 notebook,	 or	 anything.”46	 	 And	 Soldner	 evokes	 the	
associations	 with	 the	 decorative/hobbyist	 side:	 “You	 [Voulkos]	
suggested	I	go	to	S.	Paul	since	they	have	all	those	bright	colors	in	a	
book	 on	 the	 shelf-	 old	 lady	 colors	 and	 glazes.”47	 	 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	
College	 of	 the	 Arts	 due	 to	 instructor	 Edith	 Heath’s	 focus	 on	
industrial	 production.	 49	 	 His	 conflicted	 position	 about	 his	 chosen	
medium	 is	 best	 expressed	 in	 his	 aphorism	 that	 ceramics	 “is	 the	
world’s	most	fascinating	hobby.”50	

                                                
45	Peter	Voulkos	and	Paul	Soldner,	“Ceramics:	West	Coast”	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>	
50Robert	Arneson	illustration		from	Visual	Dialogue,	Vol	2.	No	1	(1975)	Back	
cover	
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Figure	18.	“New	Ceramic	Presence”	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 

“New	 Ceramic	 Presence”	 by	 Rose	 Slivka	 appeared	 in	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	
from	 action	 painting.	 	 “Contemporary	 painting	 [sic]	 has	 expanded	
the	 vocabulary	 of	 abstract	 decoration	 and	 given	 fresh	meaning	 to	
the	 accidental	 effects	 of	 dipped,	 dripped,	 poured	 and	 brushed	
glazes	 and	 slips	 on	 the	 pot	 in	 the	 round.”51	 	 She	 also	 links	 the	

                                                
51	Slivka,	Rose.	“The	New	Ceramic	Presence,”	Craft	Horizons,	vol.	21	no.	4,	
July/August	1961.		p.33	

spontaneity	she	sees	 in	the	ceramic	work	to	 jazz,	another	uniquely	
American	art	form.52		To	today’s	reader,	her	passages	might	seem	a	
tad	nationalistic,	but	to	read	between	the	lines	one	can	see	that	this	
is	 a	 rebuttal	 of	 Bernard	 Leach’s	 influence.	 	 Leach	 had	 famously	
asserted	 that	 American	 potters	 did	 not	 have	 an	 authentic	 pottery	
tradition,	 or	 ‘tap	 root,’	 to	 draw	 from,	 and	 in	 the	 absence	 of	 that,	

                                                
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	
between	“ceramics”	and	art.	
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looking	to	ancient	Korea	was	a	proper	reparative.53	 	Slivka’s	article	
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	
work,	and	downplay	the	functional	ones.	 	She	writes:	“The	current	
pull	 of	 potters	 into	 sculpture…	 is	 a	 phenomenon	 of	 the	 past	 five	
years…	 	 Manipulating	 form	 as	 far	 as	 it	 could	 go	 to	 project	 the	
excitement	 of	 surface	 values,	 the	 potter	 found	 even	 the	 slightest	
concession	too	function	to	limiting.”54		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	 his	 theory	 that	 advocated	 for	 “ethical	

                                                
53	“Americans	have	the	disadvantage	of	having	many	roots,	but	no	tap	
root,	which	is	almost	the	equivalent	of	no	root	at	all.”	Bernard	Leach,	
“American	Impressions,”	Craft	Horizons	10	winter	1950	p.	18		
“[The	studio	potter]	is	indeed	constrained	to	look	to	the	best	of	the	earlier	
periods	for	inspiration	and	may,	so	far	as	stoneward	and	porcelain	are	
concerned,	accept	the	Sung	standard	without	hesitation.”		Bernard	Leach,	
A	Potter’s	Book,		Transatlantic	Arts	Inc,,	Hollywood-by-the-Sea,	Florida	p.5			
54	Slivka	p.35	

pots,”	 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	
utilitarian.	 In	 relation	 to	 the	 concept	of	 “craft”	 she	writes,	 “At	 the	
point	 that	 all	 links	with	 the	 idea	of	 function	have	been	 severed,	 it	
leaves	 the	world	 of	 crafts.”56	 	 Early	 in	 the	 history	 of	 ceramics	 she	
voiced	 an	 opinion	 that	 would	 be	 taken	 up	 by	 the	 larger	
establishment;	 most	 notably	 John	 Coplans’	 exhibition	 of	 new	
“Abstract	 Expressionist	 Ceramics”	 at	 the	 University	 of	 California	
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	
she	began	to	consider	the	history	of	sculpture	itself.			“Sculpture,	as	
every	area	of	the	plastic	arts,	is	re-evaluating	the	very	idea	that	gave	
it	 birth	 –	 monumentality.”57	 	 Seventeen	 years	 later,	 art	 historian	
Rosalind	 Krauss	 would	 return	 to	 this	 notion	 in	 an	 essay	 about	
potter-turned-sculptor	 John	 Mason.	 	 Krauss’	 essay,	 “John	 Mason	
and	 Post-Modernist	 Sculpture:	 New	 Experiences,	 New	 Worlds,”	
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	 in	 1978.	 	 In	 it	 Krauss	 too	 observes,	 “sculpture	 has	
                                                
55	Furthering	the	assertation	that	Slivka	was	working	to	gain	critical	
distance	from	Leach	she	later	writes	“in	marked	contrast	to	the	artist-
potters	of	European	countries	who	leave	the	technology	and	execution	to	
the	peasant	potter	and	do	only	the	designing	and	finishing.”	(p.	35)			Here	
she	skewers	the	oft	repeated	claim	that	Bernard	Leach	merely	decorated	
the	pots	that	other	anonymous	workshop	potters	had	formed.	
56	Slivka	p.36	
57	Slivka	p.35	
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conventionally	been	seen	within	 the	 logic	of	 the	monument.”58	 	 In	
the	 following	 year	 she	 condensed	 another	 version	 of	 this	 same	
essay	 as	 “Sculpture	 in	 the	 Expanded	 Field”	 for	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	
Rosalind	Krauss’	“Sculpture	in	the	Expanded	Field”	as	a	lens	through	
which	 to	 understand	 three-dimensional	 art.	 	 I’ll	 borrow	 her	
strategies	as	a	way	to	examine	the	practice	of	“ceramics.”	Because	
of	its	origins	in	the	analysis	of	John	Mason’s	work,	who	could	easily	
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	
“sculpture”	 she	 exposed	 again	 some	 of	 the	 conditions	 that	 mid-
century	ceramists	were	working	against	in	recognition	of	their	work:	

…to	be	a	ceramicist-sculptor	in	the	1950s	and	‘60s	
was	in	some	essential	way	to	be	marginal	to	
“sculpture.”…It	was	that	the	medium	itself	had	craft	
associations.		And	these	associations	are	intolerable	
to	sculpture…Ceramics	retained	too	much	of	the	
landscape	(in	its	material)	and	too	much	of	the	
architectonic	(in	its	usage)	for	it	to	be	acceptable	as	

                                                
58	Rosalind	Krauss,	“John	Mason	and	Post-Modernist	Sculpture:	New	
Experiences,	New	Worlds”,	Art	in	America,	vol.	67,	no.	3,	May-June,	1978,	
p.	120	
59	Rosalind	Krauss,	“Sculpture	in	the	Expanded	Field”	October,	Vol.	8.	
(Spring,	1979),	p.30	

“sculpture.”…And	in	the	semantic	associations	to	
pottery,	ceramics	speaks	for	that	branch	of	culture	
which	is	too	homey,	too	functional,	too	archaic,	for	
the	name	“sculpture”	to	extend	to	it.60	
 

For	 Krauss,	 a	 ceramics	 connected	 to	 its	 “crafty”	 roots	 in	 home	
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	essay	“Art	and	Objecthood.”61	Written	
in	1967	it	is	a	direct	response	to	forms	of	minimalist	sculpture	of	the	
early	sixties,	and	Donald	Judd’s	essay	“Specific	Objects.”		There	is	an	
easy	 line	 to	 draw	 between	 Fried’s	 “Art	 and	 Objecthood”	 and	
Greenberg’s	 “Recentness	of	Sculpture.”62	 	Both	make	an	argument	
against	minimalist	sculpture,	Greenberg	calls	it	“non-art”	while	Fried	
calls	 it	 “literalist	art.”	 In	his	essay	Fried	sets	up	a	binary	difference	
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.			

                                                
60	Rosalind	Krauss,	“John	Mason…,”	p.	120	
61	"Art	and	Objecthood",	Michael	Fried,	Artforum	5	(June	1967):	12-23.	
Also	in:	Minimal	Art:	A	Critical	Anthology,	eds.	Battcock	(New	York,	1968),	
pp.	116-147	
62	Clement	Greenberg,	“Recentness	of	Sculpture”	from	Design	and	Art,	ed.	
Alex	Coles,	MIT	Press,	Cambridge	MA	2007	p.26	
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I	 think	 also	 that	 it	 is	 illuminating	 to	 use	 Fried’s	 thoughts	
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	
Judd	proposed	“specific	objects”	that	take	up	the	“real”	space	that	
the	viewer	is	in	and	that	the	there	is	“an	objectivity	to	the	obdurate	
identity	of	the	material...	[and]	the	work	of	art	and	its	materials	are	
closely	 related.”63	 	 These	 conditions	 of	 real	 space	 and	 material	
presentness	 could	 describe	 Voulkos’	 work,	 and	 Arneson’s	 early	
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-up	 of	 Krauss’	 and	 Fried’s	 ideas	 in	 order	 to	 sketch	 out	 an	
expanded	field	of	ceramics.	

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

crisis	 in	 the	 practice	 of	 sculpture,	 that	 it	 was	 “something	 whose	
positive	content	was	increasingly	difficult	to	define,	something	that	
was	possible	to	locate	only	in	terms	of	what	it	was	not,”	I	think	the	
same	could	be	said	of	Peter	Voulkos’	work	of	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	

                                                
63	Donald	Judd,	“Specific	Objects”	in	Theories	and	Socuments	of	
Contemporary	Art:	A	Sourcebook	of	Artists'	Writings,	eds.	Kristine	Stiles	
and	Peter	Selz,	(Berkeley,	University	of	California	Press,	1996),	117.	
64	Krauss,	“Sculpture….”	p.34	

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	
relation	 to	 “art,”	 he	would	have	had	 to	wrestle	with	 its	 functional	
and	 object-like	 quality	 that	 excluded	 it	 from	 modernist	
consideration.		Voulkos’	most	successful	work,	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.			

The	 purest	 example	 of	 this	 double	 negative	 is	 Voulkos’	
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	 vessel—an	 interior	
volume	 and	 the	 idea	 of	 containment—but	 destabilized	 each	 as	 he	
drew	 attention	 to	 them.	With	 its	 title,	 he	 states	 unequivocally:	 “I	
claim	 this	 as	 a	 pot.”66	 	 	 So	 then,	 how	 should	 we	 understand	 this	
piece?	 	 One	 could	 say	 that	 it	 does	 work	 by	 being	 simultaneously	
not-functional	and	not-an-object.		

	

 
                                                
65	Krauss,	“John	Mason…”	p.	120	
66	Garth	Clark,	“Subversive	Majesty:	Peter	Voulkos’s	‘Rocking	Pot’”	
American	Art,	Vol.	6,	No.	4.	(Autumn,	1992),	110.	
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		Here,	 I	 use	 the	 term	 functional	 to	 refer	 to	 works	
specifically	 intended	 for	 use	 (like	 Leach’s	 pottery).	 	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	 would	 be	 the	 other	 side	 of	 Fried’s	 binary,	 or	 something	
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	
been	labeled	as	both	“sculpture”	and	“craft,”	but	 it	does	not	really	
seem	to	fit	comfortably	under	either	term.	 	Here	I	will	strategically	
appropriate	Krauss’	words,	and	call	this	work	an	“axiomatic	vessel.”	
Comparing	 it	 to	 Krauss’	 description	of	 axiomatic	 architecture	 from	
“Sculpture	 in	 the	 Expanded	 Field,”	 we	 might	 say:	 “The	 possibility	
explored	 in	 this	 category	 is	 a	 process	 of	 mapping	 the	 [given]	
features	 of	 the	 [vessel	 form]—the	 abstract	 condition	 of	 openness	
and	 closure—onto	 the	 reality	 of	 a	 given	 space.”67	 In	 this	 way,	
Voulkos’	 investigation	and	creation	of	an	axiomatic	vessel	matches	
Krauss’	description	of	axiomatic	architecture.	

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	
positive	 version	 of	 those	 two	 ideas?	 Borrowing	 Krauss’	 words,	
“Once	 one	 is	 able	 to	 think	 one’s	 way	 into	 this	 expansion,	 there	
are—logically—three	other	 categories	 that	one	 can	envision,	 all	 of	
                                                
67	Krauss,	“Sculpture…”	p.41.	
68	Rose	Slivka,	The	Art	of	Peter	Voulkos.	(New	York	:	Kodansha	International	
in	collaboration	with	the	Oakland	Museum	,1995)		p.14.	and	Clark,	p.110.	

them	a	condition	of	the	field	itself,	and	none	of	them	assimilable	to	
[the	 original	 term].	 And	 one	 has	 gained	 the	 ‘permission’	 to	 think	
these	other	forms.	So	our	diagram	fills	in	as	follows:”	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.	 	 Betty	 Woodman’s	 vessels	 with	 their	
sculptural	“handles”	and	slab	like	extensions	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.		

                                                
69	Krauss,	“Sculpture…”	p.	38	
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Arneson	exploited	clay’s	ability	to	mimic	any	shape,	and	take	on	any	
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	
began	 as	 a	 potter,	 the	 “problem”	 of	 the	 everyday	 object	 was	 an	
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	 Robert	 Arneson’s	 influence	 are	 a	 vast	
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	
simply	identified	as	“ceramic	sculpture,”	could	range	from	the	work	
of	Richard	Shaw	who	assembles	all	manner	of	slip	cast	objects	into	
figurative	and	still	 life	sculptures.		Or	Marilyn	Levine’s	trompe	l’oeil	
leather	 jackets,	 bags,	 and	 belts.	 	 Kristin	Morgin’s	 constructions	 of	
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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commentary	of	Greyson	Perry’s	 image	encrusted	 vessels	which	do	
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-ying	 Ho’s	 vessels	 which	 remix	
ancient	and	contemporary	culture	or	Edmund	de	Waal’s	site	specific	
vessel	installations,	which	act	like	minimalist	sculptures	set	into	the	
“homescape”	but	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-mimetic,	 “real”	 objectness.	 To	
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	 expanded	 field	 is	 generated	 “by	 problematizing	 a	 set	 of	
oppositions…	And	once	this	has	happened,	once	one	is	able	to	think	
one’s	way	into	this	expansion,	there	are	three	other	categories	that	
one	can	envision,	all	of	them	a	condition	of	the	field	itself,	and	none	
of	them	assilimable	to	[the	original	term]…	and	one	has	gained	the	
‘permission’	 to	 think	 these	other	 forms.”71	 	 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	
                                                
70	Hanssen	Pigott,	Gwyn;	The	Rightness	of	Form;	Ceramic	Review	207	
May/June	2004	
71	Krauss,	“Sculpture”	p.	38	

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.		



32	
 

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	
though	she	was	a	student	of	MacKenzie’s,	the	monochromatic	work	
of	 Sandy	 Simon’s	 utilitarian	 forms	 seems	 to	 fit	 in	 better	 with	 her	
California	surroundings.		Jeff	Oestreich	has	focused	on	a	certain	kind	
of	 glazed	 geometric	 abstraction	 combined	 with	 angular	 potted	
forms,	while	Julia	Galloway’s	pots	indulge	in	a	generous	decoration	
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	aren’t	 short	on	 the	 running	 room	necessary	 for	
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	
conditions	of	a	particular	medium.	…	It	is	organized	instead	
through	a	universe	of	terms	that	are	felt	to	be	in	opposition	
within	a	cultural	situation…[and	that]	any	single	artist	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	
                                                
72	Krauss,	“Sculpture...”	p.42.	
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relationships	they	pose	between	the	object	and	the	viewer	and	the	
kind	of	space	within	the	objects	exist.	
	 One’s	 relationship	 to	 modernist	 ideas	 about	 art,	 and	 the	
conceptual	 relationship	 to	 function	 and	 aesthetic	 autonomy	 will	
determine	one’s	ability	to	accept	this	taxonomy	of	ceramic	practice	
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	
consider	 an	 unexplored	 thought	 in	 Glen	 Brown’s	 “Ceramics	
Scientism	and	Disciplinary	Conflict.”		On	his	way	to	other	topics,	he	
quickly	 mentions	 that	 “the	 last	 so-called	 revolution	 in	 American	
ceramics	 seems	 to	 me	 to	 be	 precisely	 the	 cause	 of	 the	 field’s	
contemporary	conservativism.”73	 	To	think	of	Voulkos	and	Arneson	
as	 avant-garde	 practitioners	 would	 mean	 that	 they	 expanded	 the	
category	of	art	to	include	something	new,	thus	their	“revolutionary”	
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	
suggested,	it	begins	to	work	in	the	opposite	sense.	“The	neo-avant-
garde	 institutionalizes	 the	 avant-garde	 as	 art	 and	 thus	 negates	

                                                
73	Glen	Brown,	Ceramics	Scientism	and	Disciplinary	Conflict,		NCECA	
Journal		vol	XXV	2004,	pp	51-61	p	52	

genuinely	avant-gardiste	 intentions.”74	 	 Thus,	 to	 continually	 repeat	
“revolutionary”	 strategy	 to	 ceramic	 practice	 decades	 later	 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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(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1984[1974]).	p.58	
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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.		
Thus	“craft,”	and	by	extension	ceramics,	 is	displayed	as	a	pluralism	
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	
movement	 fought	 for	 a	 way	 to	 combat	 workers’	 alienation	 in	
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-

                                                
75	The	New	Oxford	American	Dictionary,	Oxford	University	Press,	2001,	s.v.	
“craft.”	
76	Larry	Shiner,	“The	Fate	of	Craft,”	in	Neocraft:	Modernity	and	the	Crafts,	
ed.	Sandra	Alfoldy	NSCAD	Press	(2007)	p.	34.	
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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	 one’s	 work.	 	 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.	

                                                
77	“The	new	craft	movement	encourages	people	to	make	things	themselves	
rather	than	buy	what	thousands	of	others	already	own.”	Carla	Sinclair,	
“The	Crafting	of	Craft:	welcome	to	the	new	magazine	for	the	new	craft	
movement,”	Craft:	Transforming	Traditional	Crafts,	v.1	October	2006,	p.	7.	

All	of	this	sounds	well	and	good,	but	the	danger	with	this	is	
that	as	Glen	Adamson	has	pointed	out	–	

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			
 

If	we	again	apply	Peter	Bürger’s	critique	of	the	neo-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	
defined	this	kind	of	work	as	“art	that	takes	as	its	theoretical	horizon	

                                                
78	Adamson	140	
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the	sphere	of	human	interactions	and	its	social	context,	rather	than	
the	assertion	of	an	autonomous	and	private	symbolic	space.”79		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	
speaks.		It	has	also	been	called	“social	sculpture,”	because	the	artist	
works	 to	 “sculpt”	 social	 relationships.	 	 This	 is	 not	 practiced	 in	 the	
autonomous	space	of	modernist	aesthetics,	but	instead	within	“the	
existing	 real”	where	 artists	 are	 “learning	 to	 inhabit	 the	world	 in	 a	
better	 way.”80	 	 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.		CCA’s	website	describes	it	
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	 schools	 teach	 similar	 content	 under	 the	 heading	 of	 “New	
Genre”	or	“New	Media.”			

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.		I’d	like	to	tease	out	

                                                
79	Nicolas	Bourriaud,	“Relational	Aesthetics”	in	Participation,	edited	by	
Claire	Bishop,	MIT	Press,	Cambridge,	MA	(2006)		p.	160	
80	Nicolas	Bourriaud,	Relational	Aesthetics,	trans.	Simon	Pleasance	&	
Fronza	Woods,	Dijon	:	Presses	du	réel,	2002	p	13	
81	http://www.cca.edu/academics/graduate/finearts/socialpractices	
<accessed	on	October	10,	2006>	

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	
“Antagonism	 and	 Relational	 Aesthetics.”	 	 Her	 main	 objection	 was	
that	we	 not	 let	 critical	 aesthetic	 judgments	 be	 ignored	 in	 favor	 of	
the	 feel	good	ethical	assistance	these	kinds	of	projects	quite	often	
provide.	 	 	 One’s	 position	 on	 the	 strategies,	 problematics	 and	
intersections	 of	 art,	 function	 and	 everyday	 life,	 will	 undoubtedly	
reflect	one’s	position	 in	 regard	 to	modernist	autonomy.	 	But	 if	we	
consider	the	ways	 in	which	that	autonomy	has	been	questioned	 in	
“the	 art	 world”	 we	 can	 consider	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 it	 is	 similarly	
questioned	by	“ceramics.”	

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	
gallery	visitors.		By	destabilized	one’s	expectations	of	an	“art	show,”	
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.	 “Tirivanija	describes	his	work	at	 this	 time	
as	 comparable	 to	 reaching	 out,	 removing	 Marcel	 Duchamp’s	
[Fountain]	 from	 its	 pedestal,	 reinstalling	 it	 back	 on	 the	 wall,	 and	
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Figure	20.		An	iteration	of	the	Empty	Bowls	Project	from	summer	of	2006.	

then,	 in	 an	 act	 of	 return	 to	 its	 original	 use,	 pissing	 into	 it.”	 82	 	 If	
Duchamp	 brought	 the	 everyday	 into	 art	 at	 the	 cost	 of	 function,	
Tirivanija	demonstrates	that	you	no	longer	need	sacrifice	function.	

		I’d	 like	 to	 compare	 and	 contrast	 Tirivanija’s	 project	 to	 a	
different	 “project”	 from	 the	 early	 1990s.	 	 As	 a	 visual	 rhyme	 to	
Tirivanija’s	work	 is	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	

                                                
82	Rirkrit	Tirivanija,	“No	Ghost	in	the	Wall,”	in	Participation	edited	by	Claire	
Bishop,	MIT	Press,	Cambridge,	MA	(2006)		p.150		this	is	taken	from	the	
script	of	an	audioguide	where	Tiravanija	presents	a	discussion	of	his	work	
in	third	person.	

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	
Tirivanija’s	work	 and	 the	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:	
“The	implication	is	that	this	work	inverses	the	goals	of	Greenbergian	
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	
relationship	 between	 work	 of	 art	 and	 viewer…”83	 	 Bishop	 also	

                                                
83	Bishop	p.54	

	
Figure	19.		Rirkrit	Tirivanija		Untitled	(pad	thai)	1990	mixed	media,	dimensions	
variable	
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identified	 another	 key	 aspect	 when	 she	 noted	 that	 “relational	 art	
works	 insist	 on	 use	 rather	 than	 contemplation.”84	 	 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	
life,	because	to	do	so	runs	the	risk	of	 losing	art’s	powerful	position	
of	critique	as	it	stands	apart	from	the	everyday.		Or,	another	danger	
as	Nikos	Papastergiadis	has	pointed	out	is	that	“bringing	art	and	life	
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	 art.”	 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	the	conditions	of	lived	experience,	I’d	
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	
teacup	wouldn’t	 seamlessly	 integrate	 into	 his	 working	 life.	 	While	

                                                
84	Bishop	p.55	
85	Nikos	Papastergiadis	‘Everything	That	Surrounds’:	Art,	Politics	and	
Theories	of	the	Everyday,	p.	68	in	The	Everyday	ed	Stephen	Johnstone		
Documents	of	Contemporary	Art		11th	Biennale	of	Sydney	(Sydney:	
Biennale	of	Sydney,	1998)	p.21-7	

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	
“everyday	life”	through	function.		
	

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.		

Tool’s	practice	involves	throwing	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	“Betty	Woodman:	Storm	in	a	Teacup	–	An	Anecdotal	
Discussion	of	Function,”	(DAP:	Distributed	Art	Publications)	2003	p.	252	
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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	everyday	 lives	 in	turn	affect,	or	don’t	affect	the	
military	machine.		Tool’s	work	is	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	
putting	it	in	people’s	hands,	he	involves	the	audience	in	the	creation	
of	 meaning.	 	 Significance	 unfolds,	 through	 use,	 over	 time.	 	 The	
comfortable	weight	of	the	cup	in	one’s	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	
media,	and	disposed	of	as	“old	news”	almost	as	quickly	as	they	are	
produced	and	consumed.			

By	 collaging	 these	 images	 across	 functional	 objects	 with	
overt	domestic	associations	he	 is	metaphorically	 “bringing	 the	war	
home.”	 	 	 His	 clever	 crossing	 of	 an	 everyday	 object	 with	 images	
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	
Tool’s	 words:	 “images	 that	 would	 be	 intolerable	 in	 other	 formats	
sneak	into	our	domestic	lives	on	a	cup	and	we’re	compelled	to	live	
with	 them,	 just	 as	 the	 soldier-witness	 must	 live	 with	 their	
nightmares.”87		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	 they	 are	metaphorically	 “bringing	 the	
troops	home.”	

                                                
87	Ehren	Tool,	Ceramics	Monthly		2008-05	Volume:	56		Issue:	5	p.65	

 
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	
is	Tool’s	signature	collage	of	images	and	in	the	center	is	the	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	
wall.	Only	these	plates	haven’t	been	turned	over	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	
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Tool	 has	 also	 treated	 the	 cup	 in	 a	 variety	 of	 ways.	 	 In	 his	

installation	 video	 piece	 393	 (2006),	 you	 see	 the	 same	 scenario	
repeated	 endlessly.	 	 A	 cup	 appears	 on	 a	 pedestal	 and	 is	 almost	
instantly	shot	and	shatters.		Seconds	later	this	repeats	with	another	
cup.		Seconds	later	it	happens	again	with	anther	cup	[figures	23	and	
24].	In	fact,	it	happens	three	hundred	and	ninety-three	times	in	the	
span	 of	 fifty	 minutes,	 equal	 to	 the	 number	 of	 US	 soldiers	 killed	
during	the	first	year	of	the	Iraq	war.		Here	we	see	function	as	central	
to	meaning.		He	explains	"Each	of	the	393	cups	could	have	remained	
unbroken	for	thousands	of	years…	[and]	each	of	the	393	dead	could	
have	 gone	 on	 to	 affect	 changes	 that	 could	 have	 changed	 the	
world."88	Again	we	see	 the	presence	or	absence	of	actual	 function	

                                                
88	Ehren	Tool,	as	quoted	in	“From	Jarhead	to	Bowl	Maker”	Bonnie	Azab	
Powell	

as	an	important	component	for	informing	content.		Here	the	loss	of	
function	creates	meaning;	it	is	not	just	a	strategy	for	the	work	to	be	
recognized	as	art.	

Another	 piece,	 at	 first	 appears	 to	 be	 one	 of	 his	 signature	
cups	 intact,	 with	 the	 images	 collaged	 across	 it.	 	 Closer	 inspection	
reveals	 that	 the	 cup	 has	 been	 shot	 and	 shattered,	 only	 to	 be	
reassembled.	 Instead	 of	 glue,	 a	 bright	 red	 glaze	 holds	 the	 pieces	
back	 into	 their	 original	 form.	 	 The	 resulting	 effect	 is	 of	 cup	 that	
bears	 its	battle	 scars	as	a	 soldier	would.	 	This	 reassembly	not	only	
restores	 the	 object,	 it	 also	 restores	 its	 utility	 i.e.	 its	 possibility.	 	 In	
contrast,	 another	 cup	 is	 presented	 with	 a	 delicate	 porcelain	
American	 flag	 draped	 across	 the	 top.	 	 Immediately,	 the	 visual	
comparison	 is	 to	 a	 flag	 draped	 casket	 of	 a	 fallen	 soldier	 returning	
home	 from	war.	 	 The	 flag	 precludes	 the	 possibility	 of	 use	 for	 the	
cup,	 and	 the	 symbolic	 loss	 of	
function	 again	 represents	 a	 loss	
of	life.	

Tool’s	 work	 provides	 a	
powerful	example	of	how	actual	
function	 within	 the	 work	 is	 not	
something	 that	 needs	 to	 be	
ignored	or	removed,	but	instead	
becomes	 integral	 to	 the	
production	 of	 meaning	 within	
the	 work.	 	 	 One	 needs	 to	
consider	more	than	just	its	visual	
qualities,	 its	 haptic	 and	

                                                                                                    
http://www.berkeley.edu/news/media/releases/2004/10/27_tool.shtml	
<accessed	on	September	10,	2008>	

 
Figure	23.		Ehren	Tool,	393		(2006)	
installation	with	projected	video	and	
three	hundred	and	ninety-three	
shattered	ceramic	cups	
 

 
Figure	24.		Ehren	Tool,	393		(2006)	Detail	

 

 
Figure	25	Ehren	Tool,		One	of	
Thousands	(2007),	porcelain	with	
decal,		4.5	x	3.5	x	3.5"	inches	
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functional	qualities	are	just	as	important.		As	individual	pieces	of	the	
total	work	are	distributed	amongst	a	 large	and	shifting	audience,	a	
different	 relationship	 between	 artist,	 object,	 and	 audience	 also	
emerges.	 	He	moves	beyond	 the	one	 to	one	 relationship	between	
viewer	 and	 art	 work.	 	 His	 audience	 can	 only	 be	 considered	
collectively,	yet	the	functionality	and	relationship	between	cup	and	
user	is	determined	individually.	

	
I	 use	 this	 work	 as	 a	 case	 study	 to	 describe	 how	work	 like	

Ehren	Tool’s	or	the	Empty	Bowls	Project	can	embrace	function	as	a	
central	 to	 the	meaning	 of	 the	work.	 	 I	 also	 use	 it	 to	 illustrate	 the	
ways	in	which	this	work	is	similar	to	Relational	Aesthetics	 in	that	 it	
emphasizes	 collectivity,	 collaboration,	 participation	 and	 steps	
beyond	the	idea	that	art	must	remain	autonomous.	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion  

Contemporary	 ceramic	 practice	 has	 and	 will	 continue	 to	
cross	 and	question	 the	boundaries	 of	 art,	 craft	 and	design.	 	 There	
are	ceramic	examples	that	will	fit	squarely	and	easily	within	one	of	
the	 above	 listed	 categories,	 others	 will	 bridge	 them,	 while	 still	
others	 will	 insistently	 flicker	 between	 categories,	 refusing	 to	 be	
pinned	down.	 	 	 	The	aim	of	 this	paper	 is	not	so	much	to	argue	 for	
dissolution	of	categories,	but	 to	demonstrate	how	the	presence	or	
function	or	use-value	can	and	does	inform	meaning.		The	conditions	
of	modernism	and	aesthetics	are	not	the	same	today	as	they	were	
one	hundred,	or	even	fifty,	years	ago.		Contemporary	art	practices,	
like	 relational	 aesthetics,	 are	 reconsidering	 the	 relationships	
between	 function	 and	 the	 everyday,	 and	 in	 some	 ways	 these	 are	
very	similar	to	the	strategies	and	positions	that	studio	potters	have	
been	 taking.	 	 For	 some,	 this	 may	 feel	 like	 a	 validation,	 or	 even	
vindication,	 but	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 this	 should	 not	 be	 cause	 to	
uncritically	 rest	 upon	 one’s	 laurels.	 	 Stasis	 eventually	 leads	 to	
conservatism.	 	 As	 well,	 there	 is	 a	 certain	 danger	 that	 need	 be	



43	
 

avoided.	 	 Handicraft	 making	 in	 and	 of	 itself	 is	 not	 a	 sufficient	
condition	 for	 the	 production	 of	 meaning.	 It	 is	 more	 than	 just	
methods	of	production	that	distinguish	craft	and	art	from	design.		A	
brief	return	to	Peter	Bürger	can	help	illustrate	this.	

Advancements	 in	 industrial	 production	 of	 the	 early	 to	mid	
twentieth	century,	 lead	to	a	separation	between	the	producer	and	
his	 means	 of	 production.	 	 Artistinal	 production	 largely	 remained	
outside	 of	 this	 progression,	 which,	 as	 Bürger	 noted,	 still	 required	
“the	 handicraft	mode	 of	 production	 after	 the	 historical	 division	 of	
labor	 had	 set	 in.	 	 Being	 arrested	 at	 the	 handicraft	 stage	 of	
production	 within	 a	 society	 where	 the	 division	 of	 labor	 and	 the	
separation	 of	 the	 worker	 from	 his	 means	 of	 production	 becomes	
increasingly	 the	 norm	 would	 thus	 be	 the	 actual	 precondition	 for	
seeing	 art	 as	 something	 special.”89	 	 Here,	 Bürger	 is	 referring	
specifically	 to	 the	practice	of	painting,	or	 the	 individualistic	modes	
by	 which	 sculpture	 was	 produced.	 	 But,	 this	 could	 also	 describe	
crafted	functional	objects.		Thus,	dinnerware	produced	on	a	potter’s	
wheel,	 or	 blankets	 hand	 woven	 on	 loom,	 done	 in	 a	 time	 of	
industrialization	(or	post-industrialization),	could	easily	be	mistaken	
as	 art	 or	 art-like,	 since	 in	 neither	 case	 was	 the	 worker	 separated	
from	his	means	of	production.		If	the	handicraft	mode	of	production	
is	 part	 of	 what	 makes	 painting	 "special,"	 then	 it	 is	 easy	 to	
mistakenly	assume	that	all	forms	of	handicraft	production	will	make	
any	object	special.		I	don’t	believe	that	to	be	the	case.	Hand	crafted	
work	 can	 certainly	be	 interesting,	but	 I	 don’t	 think	 its	handcrafted	
quality	alone	is	what	does	that.		I	think	the	most	interesting	work	is	

                                                
89	Peter	Bürger,	Theory	of	the	Avant-Garde	,	trans.	Michael	Shaw	
(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1984[1974]).	p.36	

generated	when	the	maker	takes	a	position,	his	or	her	own	unique	
position,	not	simply	repeating	the	strategies	of	others.	

Rather	 than	 assume	 that	 handicraft	 production	 is	 a	
sufficient	condition	for	the	production	of	meaning,	the	challenge	is	
rather	 to	 consider	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 function,	 or	 use-value,	 can	
bridge	 the	 gap	 between	 aesthetics	 and	 “the	 everyday”	 through	
objects.	 	 Contemporary	 ceramic	 practice	 and	 relational	 aesthetics	
attempt	to	bridge	art	and	everyday	life	by	reversing	the	strategy	of	
Fountain	 (1914),	 possibly	 the	 most	 famous	 twentieth	 century	 art	
work	 in	 ceramic	 that	 is	 not	 “ceramics.”	 	 Marcel	 Duchamp	 had	
selected	 an	 industrially	 produced	 urinal,	 signed	 it	 with	 a	 fictitious	
signature	and	submitted	it	for	consideration	as	art.		It	was	a	simple	
act	of	inserting	“the	everyday”	into	art.			

Duchamp	 himself	 was	 clear	 that	 the	 relationship	 between	
artistic	 autonomy	 and	 function	 was	 of	 interest	 to	 him	 in	 this	
gesture.	 	 After	 Fountain	 was	 rejected	 from	 a	 show	 hosted	 by	 the	
Society	 of	 Independent	 Artists,	 under	 a	 pseudonym	 in	 Blindman	
magazine	he	wrote:		

Whether	 Mr.	 Mutt	 with	 his	 own	 hands	 made	 the	
fountain	or	not	has	no	importance.	He	CHOSE	it.	He	
took	an	ordinary	article	of	life,	and	placed	it	so	that	
its	 useful	 significance	 disappeared	 under	 the	 new	
title	and	point	of	view	–	created	a	new	thought	for	
the	object.90	[emphasis	mine]	

 
Duchamp	saw	the	removal	of	utility	as	a	necessity	 for	an	everyday	
functional	object	to	come	under	aesthetic	consideration.		And	in	the	
years	since,	under	those	conditions	Fountain	has	been	accepted	as	

                                                
90	Marcel	Duchamp,.	“The	Richard	Mutt	Case,”	The	Blind	Man,		
May	1917,		p.4	
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art.	 	 	But,	he	also	acknowledged	 that	 context	played	an	 important	
role	in	the	sustained	reading	of	a	functional	object	as	art.		Placing	it	
on	a	pedestal	placed	it	beyond	its	usefulness.			

In	comparison,	William	Staite	Murray	was	doing	something	
similar	about	a	decade	 later.	 	 I	don’t	mean	to	suggest	 that	he	was	
influenced	 by	 Duchamp,	 but	 I	 want	 to	 point	 out	 that	 both	 artists	
placed	 functional	 ceramic	 objects	 beyond	 their	 usefulness	 by	
placing	them	on	a	pedestal.	 	This	placement	beyond	utility	allowed	
them	to	be	received	as	art.	One	could	even	say	that	Murray	was,	at	
the	 time,	 more	 successful	 because	 he	 placed	 his	 functional(ly	
possible)	 pots	 into	 a	 gallery	 context,	 alongside	 paintings	 and	
sculptures,	 while	 Duchamp’s	 work	 was	 rejected	 from	 being	
exhibited,	 and	 consequently	 lost.91	 	 A	 theory	 (or	 rather	 many	

                                                
91	It	is	interesting	to	note	that	without	a	permanent	alteration	of	function,	
many	of	Duchamp’s	original	readymades	have	been	lost.	Bottle	Rack	
(1914),	a	bottle	drying	rack	signed	by	Duchamp	was	probably	Duchamp’s	
first	readymade,	and	In	Advance	of	the	Broken	Arm	(1915),	was	a	snow	
shovel	with	black	hand-lettered	text	along	the	wooden	stem	that	reads	“In	
advance	of	the	broken	arm	from	Marcel	Duchamp	1915.”		In	order	to	force	
these	works	away	from	utility	and	toward	their	reception	as	art,	Duchamp	
had	very	specific	instructions	as	to	how	they	were	to	be	exhibited.	
Fountain	was	not	to	be	mounted	to	the	wall	like	a	regular	urinal,	but	
rotated	ninety	degrees	on	its	side	on	a	pedestal.	In	Advance	of	the	Broken	
Arm	was	to	be	hung	from	the	ceiling	or	high	on	the	wall,	and	while	it	might	
seem	surprising	that	Duchamp	didn’t	provide	similar	instructions	for	
Bottlerack	since	it	had	no	alterations,	only	the	text	“from	Marcel	
Duchamp”	added	to	it.		Yet,	Duchamp	was	very	clear	about	Bottle	Rack’s	
relationship	to	utilitarian	function	and	its	place	in	the	everyday	world,	
stating	that	“functionalism	was	obliterated	by	the	fact	that	I	took	it	out	of	
the	earth	and	onto	the	planet	of	aesthetics.”	These	works	with	highly	
recognizable	function	and	zero	alteration	of	their	utility,	world	not	survive	
in	their	original	state.		[Quote	from	Anne	d'Harnoncourt	and	Kynaston	

theories)	 to	 describe	 Duchamp’s	 work	 since	 developed	 and	
bolstered	 its	 place	 as	 an	 important	work,	 while	 in	 the	 absence	 of	
workable	theories,	work	like	Murray’s	has	gone	underappreciated.			

The	strategies	of	Duchamp	and	the	Dadaists	have	been	seen	
as	 an	 attack	 on	 the	 division	 between	 art	 and	 everyday	 life.	 	 Yet,	
almost	one	hundred	years	later,	artists	like	Rirkrit	Tirivanija	or	Ehren	
Tool	 suggest	 that	 the	 solution	 is	 to	 reverse	 the	 flow.	 	 Rather	 than	
import	the	everyday	into	art,	if	one	wants	art	to	have	an	impact	on	
everyday	 life,	 it	 is	 better	 to	 export	 art.	 	 And	 that	 to	 correct	 the	
problem	of	artistic	autonomy,	returning	function	to	the	art	object	is	
necessary.	
	 What	 I	would	consider	one	of	Duchamp’s	most	 compelling	
readymades	exists	only	conceptually;	it	was	delivered	as	part	of	his	
speech	 at	 the	 Museum	 of	 Modern	 Art	 in	 New	 York	 in	 1950.	 The	
reciprocal	 readymade	 is	 another	 example	 that	 works	 upon	 the	

                                                                                                    
McShine	eds.	,	Marcel	Duchamp.	(New	York:	Museum	of	Modern	Art;	
distributed	by	New	York	Graphic	Society,	Greenwich,	Conn..1973),	125.]	

Other	readymades	that	were	clearly	altered	and	more	
recognizably	de-functioned	became	more	stable	as	art.	Bicycle	Wheel	
(1913),	a	bicycle	wheel	turned	upside	down	and	attached	to	the	center	of	
the	seat	of	a	stool,	and	With	Hidden	Noise	(1916)	a	ball	of	twine	
sandwiched	and	screwed	between	two	steel	plates,	had	their	utility	
permanently	altered	and	clearly	removed,	thus	not	needing	special	
exhibition	instructions.		Note	that	the	original	incarnations	of	what	I	would	
designate	as	“functionally-altered”	readymades	still	exist	in	their	original	
incarnation,	whereas	all	of	the	original	unaltered	readymades,	were	lost	
during	studio	moves	and	cleanings.	Bottlerack,	Fountain,	In	Advance	of	the	
Broken	Arm,	and	many	other	unaltered	readymades	all	had	to	be	later	
recreated	as	authorized	replicas.		Without	the	visibly	evident	removal	of	
utility,	which	amounts	to	an	impermanent	bracketing	off	from	the	
everyday,	objects	once	seen	as	art	revert	back	to	their	mundane	functional	
origins.		This	reversion,	or	loss,	is	similar	to	Murray’s	as	opinion	shifted	
about	his	work	and	he	was	accused	of	“forgetting	that	a	pot	is	just	a	pot.”		
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conditions	 of	 utility,	 art	 and	 the	 everyday.	 	 His	 instructions	 are	
simple,	 but	 construct	 a	 wide	 field	 of	 possibilities:	 “Reciprocal	
Readymade:	 Use	 a	 Rembrandt	 as	 an	 ironing	 board.”92	 	 Like	 Ehren	
Tool’s	work,	it	inverts	the	proposition	of	the	readymade	and	forces	
the	art	object	back	into	the	space	of	everyday	life.		A	strategy	such	
as	 this	 challenges	 the	 modernist	 notions	 of	 object,	 utility,	 and	
context	in	the	consideration	of	something	as	art.		Let’s	imagine	for	a	
second	that	it	were	possible	to	use	a	Rembrandt	as	an	ironing	board	
with	absolutely	no	damage	to	the	painting,	and	that	at	any	moment	
it	 could	 be	 picked	 back	 up	 and	 returned	 to	 its	 spot	 on	 the	 wall.		
What	 I	 like	 to	 imagine	 is	 its	 duration	 as	 an	 object	 of	 utility.	 	 How	
does	 it	 change,	 how	 do	we	 see	 it?	 	 Does	 the	 act	 of	 everyday	 use	
threaten	something	other	 than	 the	possibility	of	physical	damage?		
Could	 something	 as	 important	 as	 a	 Rembrandt	 painting	 lose	 its	
status	 and	 get	 swallowed	 back	 up	 by	 the	 everyday,	 by	 being	
repeatedly	put	to	the	task	of	function	and	utility?	
	 Duchamp’s	readymades	and	other	Dadaist	strategies	of	the	
early	 twentieth	 century	 emphasized	 the	 split	 between	 art	 and	
everyday	life	and	how	defunctioning	was	an	effective	strategy	(or	a	
consequence,	 depending	 on	 your	 point	 of	 view)	 for	 bringing	
everyday	life	into	art.		In	mid-century	artists	like	Peter	Voulkos	and	
Robert	 Arneson	 challenged	 the	 limits	 of	what	media	 and	material	
could	 be	 recognized	 as	 art,	 but	 they	 upheld	 the	modernist	 divide	
between	function	and	aesthetics.		Their	work	became	art	at	the	cost	
of	 utility.	 	 However,	 if	 the	 qualities	 of	 function	 and	 the	 everyday	
were	seen	a	liability	to	overcome	in	the	fifties,	today	this	seems	to	
be	less	and	less	the	case.		I	see	a	shift	in	the	way	that	makers	create	

                                                
92	Marcel	Duchamp,	lecture	at	the	Museum	of	Modern	Art,	New	York,	
October	19,	1961.	published	in:	Art	and	Artists,	1,	4	(July	1966).	p.34 

and	 relate	 to	 their	 objects,	which	 is	 at	 this	moment	 finding	wider	
support	by	audiences	and	critics.	 	Certain	kinds	of	ceramic	practice	
and	 forms	of	 social	 sculpture	have	 suffered	 from	 the	 “Is	 this	 art?”	
question.	 	Once	we	move	beyond	that	question	by	positioning	this	
work	within	an	expanded	field	of	practice,	we	can	address	the	more	
profound	 questions:	 	 “What	 are	 people	 expecting	 from	 their	
aesthetic	experiences?		What	does	the	kind	of	work	we	value	tell	us	
about	our	society	and	our	culture?”	If	we	can	look	beyond	the	feel	
good	 rhetoric	of	 interactivity,	DIY	and	 repair	of	 the	 social	 that	 can	
be	found	in	the	historical	and	contemporary	texts	about	both	craft	
and	relational	aesthetics,	we	can	further	tease	out	the	similarities	to	
find	more	definitive	answers.	After	we	have	done	that,	we	can	ask	
ourselves,	“What	are	the	implications	of	aestheticizing	the	social	or	
trying	 to	 socialize	 the	 space	 of	 aesthetics?”	 Answering	 this	 set	 of	
questions	 will	 help	 us	 better	 understand	 how	 and	 why	 to	 apply	
these	ideas	to	the	practice	of	ceramics.	
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