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Ah! This show is a physical explanation of discovery — an attempt to better understand
the role of contemporary hand thrown pottery and what it means to make it. A hand
thrown pot can contain nourishment as well as it can provide it. Pottery can infuse artful
practice and a direct relationship to the producer into everyday objects. It is the potter’s
responsibility to continue to push form and surface to make the best pots possible. Well
crafted handmade objects support the argument for locality and autonomy, which give
them greater value in a contemporary context rooted in ambiguous commaodity
consumption. It is our responsibility to craft the things we consume.

This show explores a definition of quality as it refers to formal and surface
considerations, an aesthetic of simplicity and honesty, and the presentation of pottery as it
exists on a spectrum between utility and sculpture. It juxtaposes the faces of pottery — to
show that pottery can occupy different arenas moving from one to the other. This is not a
zero sum environment; pottery can be shown in galleries as well as serve fresh bread in
the home.

The work attempts to reconcile the precious nature of art objects with the necessity to
inject artful practice into all the things we make and consume. In this sense there must be
a balance between pottery as a unique and valuable item and an acceptance of pottery as
it is made in abundance for a functional or utilitarian end. Embedded in this is also an
understanding of the roles and spaces pottery can occupy and how it is able to move
between them. Pottery is able to act as a bridge in the art world while challenging it to
open its traditional spaces towards a wider variety of alternatives — at the same time hand

thrown pottery injects artistic practice back into utilitarian objects meant for everyday
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use. My intent for this show is to open a discussion of value and outline an idea of
quality as it relates to contemporary pottery.

The definition of quality comes from the synthesis of both aesthetics and through the
establishment of equitable economic transactions that support locality and transparency.
These two views embody an interaction between my previous and current focuses of
study and an attempt to reconcile the two in the same discourse. The show establishes a
definition of quality by pairing aesthetic considerations, form and surface, with
underlying economic aims that stress transparency and locality as a means to enhance the
work. It is an attempt to dialectically synthesize what would initially seem to be two
distinct methodologies into one underlying theoretical perspective. This show also
embodies a personal transformation. It is an attempt to expand a previous definition of
quality solely based on economic principles and process to one which embraces visceral
and emotional responses to art objects.

First, there must be a discussion of form and aesthetics as it relates to quality. The
formal aspects relevant to the work are seen in a move toward honesty and simplicity.
Honesty is an acceptance of what it means to make pottery — understanding that it is a
practice. The form and surface of a piece of pottery simply need to point to the fact that
it is pottery. A simple approach can be particularly successful in a cultural context
oversaturated with complex imagery. My approach to form leans toward stark and stoic,
highlighting the process of throwing and firing.

The work in the show relies on atmospheric firing methods, which in turn provide

flashing from the added chemicals and ash during the firing. This process leaves scars
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and blemishes on the surface as a product of the firing. These moments accentuate the
surface and provide insight to how they were fired — they mark each pot an individual,
often among groups of similar pots. There is care and agency in the placement of these
marks and while they seem to offer an element of chance and spontaneity — the position
of each pot is scrutinized over during the loading of the kiln.

Surface decoration is largely attributed to the specificities and selection of each kiln
and firing process. The work for this show was fired both in a gas kiln with the
introduction of salts (Sodium Chloride, Sodium Carbonate and Potassium Carbonate) and
also in three different wood kilns. There are pieces | have left bare to show the colors of
wood firing. But | have also developed a fair glaze palette to mute the color of the
flashing from bright oranges and reds to cool blues and grays. | developed a specific
lithium rich shino glaze® which shows the spontaneity of firing through variation caused
by ash added to the chemistry of the glazed surface.

The form and surface of each piece emotionally appeal to the viewer establishing a
connection. My aim is to craft this connection through the aesthetic choices in each
piece. That said the message of this work leans on the respect for quiet pottery — that can
command attention in the din of modern life without using the same devices to over
stimulate. The work is meant to be pensive and share space, not to be visually
demanding. It serves to create a quiet space, to comfort. The quality of the work is
merited on its ability to illicit a calming and reflective response. However, there is an

underlying theoretical framework which can also be addressed and integrated into

! Spodumene Shino Glaze: 14.6% Neph. Syn : 34% Feldspar (f-4) : 4.9% Ball Clay : 29% Spodumene
9.7% EPK : 7.8% Soda Ash
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defining a synthesis between an emotional and rational approach to the understanding of
quality.

We must also question the direction of the process as the design of the ware is
tantamount to the utility of the piece. After the preliminary design the piece is used and
assessed and redesigned. The originality of the design is at the forefront. While there is
an obvious desire to make the work as usable as possible the onus rests on design to be
visually interesting. Then, one must work to make the piece hold up to everyday use.
This is exciting, given there is similarity in forms, each piece is thrown individually and
possesses variation and thus continually resolves and simultaneously creates new issues
regarding aesthetics and functionality. Variation is a driving factor in the process of this
work. Variation and individuality in the work challenge the monotony of factory
produced ware, providing an alternative to commaodity fetishism with an increase in
transparency.

Transparency allows us to see the production and trade of things we consume, and at
times, can be as emotionally drawing as the visual quality of the piece.

Transparency provides a channel between producer and consumer that serves as a
reminder that we can still own the production of objects. This embeds an additional
social value to the everyday use of the object. Maybe it is not too late to bring the
personal connection between consumer and producer back into a culture dominated by
ambiguous consumption. This was my initial impetus for pursuing ceramics — for as it is

positioned within the art world it maintains a level of creative ownership which is waning
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in our service based economy. | still find the theory regarding the rational side of the
trade, a fascinating one, as it provides an alternative to how we view the things we
consume — not only art objects but all objects.

Utilitarian pottery challenges traditional schools of thought within the art realm. It is
positioned in a valuable middle ground coexisting as an art object and an everyday
functional item. It is not in our best interest to diagnose and confine art as a specific. As
we trap it, it escapes from our daily lives. The question then is not one of separating a
functional object from the idea of art but instead striving to reinvest artful practice back
into the functional objects we make and consume. Expression is not solely delegated to
the creation of art objects but in all objects, given there is intention, ownership and
transparency. By placing the same importance on pottery, the gallery opens up the
potential to celebrate other creative pursuits such as baked bread. The more we muddle
the lines the more we open up the potential to inject art back into our lives.

This approach can manifest in two ways. The first is to experiment with utilitarian
objects as a sculptural medium in the gallery setting. A further approach is to celebrate
utilitarian work within the confine of the traditional gallery space while recognizing that
it can move freely from the gallery to a functional role in the home. This show aims at
both. Much of the work in this show expands utilitarian pottery by heightening the
presentation of these pieces as to provide not only a comment on the nature of pottery but
to also suggest a sculptural element.

The first aim is to push utility to the point wherein it overlaps with traditional

sculptural installation. It is necessary to look at these pieces in relation to a spectrum
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defined on one end by a strictly utilitarian vessel and the other by a sculpture about the
nature of the vessel or process. This is seen in the presentation of a mass of cups as a
single element — in this case the mass of cups hints not only at the production nature of
pottery but stands as its own visual element. While in the gallery it exists as a unified
sculptural work, its fate is to be separated into individual pieces to serve utilitarian ends.
Furthermore, the stacking of bowls and tumblers can also hint at the role of the vessel in
the gallery, as is the case of the stack of bowls and platters full of whiskey cups. The
work becomes a sculpture about bowls and the spatial interaction between them.

The second aim is to expand the traditional expectations of the gallery altogether. The
show juxtaposes the abundant with the precious, the functional with the strictly
decorative. 1 try to disarm and intentionally muddle the dichotomy between the two.
This is done by quite literally pairing like forms in different contexts such as using the
same platter form as wall decor and serving vessel. This multiplicity is important to
stress the myriad of use — and thus push a responsibility for artistically rendered objects
in our daily life. The presentation of a hand made table and the offering of bread serve to
further the celebration of other seemingly estranged elements in the gallery setting.
These additions bring the home into the gallery and provide an argument for the
interchangeable nature of pottery. This is a key premise learned through my time spent
with Bread and Puppet Theatre.

The title of the show “Ah!,” is in direct reference to the work and vision of Peter

Schumann and Bread and Puppet Theater who believe that art provides nourishment
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through discovery?. It should have the same honest character of fresh baked bread. Not
that it is complacent or comfortable; rather it is able to challenge paradigm and pedagogy
by creating an alternative vision instead of a cautionary tale. The work of making pottery
is very much congruent to Peter Schumann’s ideas as it provides something tangible,
something simple, something artful and delicious. Pottery is a celebration of ideas, work,
creativity and community. It can remind us that it is our duty to own our creativity and

invest it in our every day practice.

Enjoy the pottery: Enjoy the Bread! Hoorah!

2 Dennison, George. (2000) An Existing Better World: Notes On The Bread And Puppet Theatre



Image 1. Wood Fired Platter with Tumblers. Stoneware. Archie Bray Train Kiln and
Montana State University Anagama. 2009



Image 2. Wood Fired Jar. Stoneware. Archie Bray Train Kiln Reduction
Cooled 2009
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Image 3. Wood Fired Platter. Stoneware. Archie Bray Train Kiln Reduction Cooled
2009
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Image 4. Wood Fired Bottles Stoneware. Archie Bray Train Kiln
Reduction Cooled 2009
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Image 5. Wood Fired Teapot with Cane Handle. Stoneware. Montana State University
Anagama 2009
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Image 6. Wood Fired Lidded Jar Stoneware Montana State University Anagama 2009



Image 7. Wood Fired Jar Stoneware. Feldspar Glaze Montana State
University Anagama. 2009
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Image 8. Soda Fired Whiskey Set Stoneware. Montana State University.
Soda Kiln 2009
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Image 9. Wood Fired Bottle Stoneware Montana State University Anagama.
2009
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Image 10. Wood Fired Platter Stoneware with Spodumene Shino. Archie Bray Train Kiln
Reduction Cooled 2009



18

Image 11. Wood Fired Platter. Stoneware with Spodumene Shino. Archie Bray Train Kiln
Reduction Cooled 2009
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Image 12. Wood Fired Platter. Stoneware with Spodumene Shino. Archie Bray Train Kiln
Reduction Cooled 2009
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Image 13. Wood and Soda Fired Teabowl. Stoneware with Celadon Glaze. Multiple
firings 2008-2009
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Image 14. Wood and Soda Fired Teabowl. Stoneware with Celadon Glaze. Multiple
firings 2008-2009
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Image 15. Wood Fired Teabowl. Stoneware. Montana State University Anagama. 2009
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Image 16. Wood Fired Bottles. Stoneware. Big Sky Anagama Yellowstone Arts Center 2009
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Image 17. Wood Fired Whiskey Set. Stoneware. Archie Bray Train Kiln Reduction
Cooled 2009
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Image 18. Soda Fired Whiskey Set. Stoneware. Montana State University
Soda Kiln at Graduate Studios 2009
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Image 19. Wood Fired Platter Stoneware with Spodumene Shino. Archie Bray Train Kiln
Reduction Cooled 2009
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Image 20. Wood Fired Platter Stoneware with Spodumene Shino. Archie Bray Train Kiln
Reduction Cooled 2009
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Image 21. Gallery Entry. North View. Helen Copeland Gallery
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Image 22. Gallery Entry. Three Hundred Complimentary Tumblers. Helen Copeland
Gallery



Image 23. Gallery Entry. Three Teabowls. Helen Copeland Gallery
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Image 24. Main Gallery Entry. Helen Copeland Gallery
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Image 25. Main Gallery. South View. Helen Copeland Gallery



33

Image 26. Wood Fired Bottles on Custom Pedestal. Helen Copeland Gallery
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Image 27. Main Gallery. Bread Table with Platters. Helen Copeland Gallery
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Image 28 Main Gallery. North View. Helen Copeland Gallery



