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CHAPTER 1
ARTISTIC DEVELOPMENT

I was very fortunate as a child to be surrounded by art. While my parents were
not rich, they acquired a modest collection of art, which was displayed throughout our
home. I think that growing up surrounded by art played an important role in developing
my appreciation of it. Through most of elementary school I did very little besides school
art projects, but in the seventh grade I discovered drawing and painting. That year I won
an award for being the “Art Student of the Year, 1987.” When I entered high school, I
did not have any artistic plans. I took an art class because it fit into my schedule and I
had enjoyed earlier art classes. In that art class, I met the best art teacher in the world, in
my opinion, Jean Lamb. I had her as a teacher every term of my high school career. She
planted the seed that forever changed the way I look at art, even though it took me six
years to realize it. I owe almost all of my motivation to be an artist to her.

When I came to the University of Oregon, I intended to be a Chemistry/Pre-med.
major. What occurred over the course of a year or two was a simple war of attrition.
While I loved science, a steady doubting slowly grew. My classes became uninspiring
and I began to feel quite distanced from my professors. One night I awoke and knew that
I was not going to be happy continuing down the path that I was following. That realiza-
tion created a problem with what I had planned concerning my possible future education,
career and financial situation.

At first, the idea of becoming a professional artist seemed almost a joke to me.
For many non-artists who read this, it probably is. In addition to the widely held myth

that creativity and talent exist only in a small percentage of the population, I think that



prejudice exists because of the artist’s stereotypical financial situation. Who hasn’t heard
of the “starving artist”? Artists of the past were thought to be starving because they were
so motivated to work that they did not eat. I think however, that the idea behind this
stereotype has changed in the modern era. Modern starving artists are hungry because
they have no means by which to support themselves. Is there a fundamental reason for
this idea of the poor artist? Is it simply that businessmen are not good artists and artists
are not good businessmen?

Despite this, I chose to pursue a degree in art: in ceramics no less! Ceramics is
stereotyped as a primitive, dirty, old-fashioned medium. In the modern world many
artists are being pushed in the opposite direction, towards technological or abstract
conceptual art. Ceramics is really about as primitive as it gets: earth, air, fire and water.
Yet, at the same time, ceramists can take their work to an incredibly high technological
level, using technologies such as computerized kilns, photographic reproductions on
ceramics and computer glaze calculation programs. Some of the scientific knowledge
(especially in glaze/glass development) that I see is almost beyond my reading level,
much less my comprehension level. Ceramics is a unique art because of this dichotomy,
as it is incredibly high tech while at the same time as simple as mud and fire. Its com-
plexity or simplicity will depend upon the individual artist’s persuasion.

Ceramics is an art form traditionally marginalized by western art criticism and
artists of other media. Many go so far as to argue that ceramics, especially functional,
utilitarian ceramics, is not an art form at all, but a craft. This alone is responsible for
years of arguing between artists about the role of ceramics in the modern world. Contro-
versy about the status of ceramic art exists not only between ceramic artists and artists of
other media, but also has been a divisive factor among ceramists. I believe that this
controversy exists because of two factors: the Industrial Revolution’s advent of mass

produced ceramics, and the inception of the non-utilitarian art market. Potters argue that



ceramic sculpture is inaccessible and increasingly incomprehensible, whereas utility and
accessibility for use in daily life are the criteria of the best art. Sculptors argue that
pottery is commonplace and lacks any sort of intellectual content, that sculpture is the
only way to true art. It is literally a case of everyone thinking, “There’s something wrong
with anyone who’s not like me.” I think that this is one of the stupidest things that a
group of artists who are traditionally marginalized could possibly do. How can we as
ceramic artists ever hope to educate the public and the rest of the art world of our value
and contribution to art if we continually devalue the work of others within our field? The
three major groups of ceramic artists are: the potter, the vessel maker and the sculptor.
Simply defined, the potter makes utilitarian items for the home that have specific uses. A
bowl or a teapot are objects that would fall under the potter’s category. The sculptor, on
the other hand, makes sculpture: objects to convey a specific intent or idea. Their art is
hard to categorize because it does not necessarily ascribe to a standardized form to ex-
press a specific idea, unlike pottery which contains universal similarities. The group of
artists which I think is the hardest to understand for a non-ceramic person is the vessel
maker. I think an analogy would be to think of music without sound. These artists are
concerned with making a potter’s forms without the utility found in the work of a potter.
The work that results is an interesting intellectual challenge. What is the significance of a
coffee mug that is solid? A teapot with no openings? These are pots about pots and they
ask a very interesting question: If a bowl has meaning because of its ability to contain
something, if you remove that ability, what is left? Is it still a bowl? It can’t take on a
specific idea or intent without moving into, or at least towards, sculpture, just as it can’t
take on utility without becoming pottery. The potter would argue that the piece loses the
only thing that gives it meaning. The sculptor would argue that an object lacking intent
and idea is inherently uninteresting. The vessel maker would argue that his bowl tran-

scends “bowlness” to become something else without requiring intellectual baggage. In



the end it is probably the consumer that decides the piece’s fate. It is just as valid to own
a piece of ceramic art that sits on a shelf and matches the couch, as it is to own a bowl
used to serve dinner, or a sculpture that makes you think.

To explain how and why I developed into an artist is a difficult task. It is a very
personal subject which, until recently, I had never given much serious thought to. I had
always been more interested in the doing than the actual reasoning behind my doing it.
Perhaps this was due to the very nature of the difficult questions that I was either afraid or
too busy to ask myself: “Who am I? Am I an artist? Where does this come from? Why
do I do this?” Questions like these often have no answers, much less easy ones. The true
answers may only come to me at the moment before death when my whole life flashes
before my eyes. It seems to be an interesting paradox. When I am actually able to truly
say, “ AM ...” I will not be able to.

Some people may be able to define themselves in a simple statement like, “I am a
potter.” To me that statement seems limiting. Since I began working with clay seven
years ago I’ve been a “potter’” meaning; worker, maker, chemist, mason, architect, carpen-
ter, electrician, plumber, geologist, student, teacher, designer, salesman, of course pyro-
maniac and probably a few dozen others. I am not just a potter, I work in other media as
well. I find that it is impossible for me to explain the nature of my artistic being as I have
not yet fully defined myself and probably never will as my own ideals and aesthetics are
changing.

I spoke with my advisor, George Kokis, about this conflict and in the manner of
most good professors he answered me with different questions. His questions led me to
rather simplistic answers. Who am I? I am who I'am. Am I an artist? If I say I am. An
artist is someone who makes art and the definition of art is ambiguous. The Webster’s
College dictionary defines it as, “The quality, production, expression, or realm of what is

beautiful or of more than ordinary significance and the class of objects subject to aes-



thetic criteria.” This definition to me seems to include almost everything imaginable,
which is probably the root of arguments such as whether a piece is art or pornography
and so on. Peter Volkous, one of the great modern American figures in ceramics, at a
recent lecture in Seattle stated this idea simply as, “There is no such thing as art, only
artists.” Whether that statement makes perfect sense or is nonsense is really up to you.

The question of where my art comes from became at once very simple and at the
same time unexplainable. Simply stated, I think that art comes from a person’s collective
experience and influences (the soul?). Why it manifests itself is harder to explain and is
most likely different for each artist. Why do I make art? Why not? I enjoy doing it. For
the most part it satisfies a number of psychological needs. I love mud and fire. There is
a sense of accomplishment when I create something. Every time I fire a kiln I can hardly
wait to see what happens; when I open the kiln it feels almost like Christmas. There is
also a sense of immortality when working with clay, which arises from the durability of
the ware. The pieces I make could last thousands of years. I believe that ceramics has
the potential to satisfy financial needs as well, which is also beneficial.

Unlike some artists, I do not intend my work to be excessively concerned with
vast socio-political meaning. Nor do I try to cover it up with reams of incomprehensible
“artspeak” in an attempt to make my work more important by making it impossible to
understand without a thesaurus. There is only so much a reader will believe. I think that
an artist who relies verbiage to supply a work with content, in the end loses the prospec-
tive audiences’ respect. It would be difficult for someone to take me seriously if I were to
write something like, “This work symbolizes the primal compulsion for grounding in a
dysfunctional society where Nirvana can only be achieved though a universal, trans-
gendered reliquary containing artifacts of daily ritual cleansing in the modern capitalist
world,” about a toothbrush holder. I would have trouble taking myself seriously. Frankly,

my ceramic work is mostly concerned with simpler things, utility, purpose and beauty.



























CHAPTER 3
CRITICAL STATEMENT REGARDING BFA SHOW

My terminal project BFA show will be set up in order to highlight some of my
more recent works as well as example what I consider major advances in my career here
at the University of Oregon. It will consist of six elements grouped by their stylistic
similarity.

The first section will consist of three Totems (illus. 38). As already discussed
these forms dealt with the interaction of different formal elements. This interaction is
shown in the two flanking Totems, through the use of an inverted pyramid intersecting a
bell shaped base. The comparison of curve and angle is further enhanced by the
stretched, circular rings that cover the pyramid’s sides. This was an aspect of these forms
that I discovered during the process of making them. Initially, I had concerned myself
with the idea of combining not only different forms, but different styles of forms in a
single composition. Many questions arose. How does one integrate an organic shaped
base with a geometric shaped top? What role did symmetry play in the success or failure
of a piece. How does proportion affect impact and balance of a piece? Because of each
Totem’s uniqueness, these questions had to be asked and answered for each piece. My
later work experimented with combining more than two forms in a single piece as shown
by the center Totem. I also worked briefly with the idea of transforming geometric forms
into organic shapes.

The next section will feature my use of sprayed wood ash based glazes over
dolomite matte glazes (illus. 34-37). Iam still very interested in this style of working

because I believe that they have a very decorative nature as well as providing many
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my pottery concerning any great ideas or ambitions I have about them. The truth is I
really just like to make them. Pots are pots. Clay is a tactile, sensual material. There
really is no feeling quite like throwing a nice pot. There is a freedom in working with
clay as well, I have always thought of it as being Zen. What I mean by that is that there
are many times when I am sitting at the wheel throwing and am completely unaware of
anything going on around me, including the pot that I'm throwing. Surprisingly enough,
these “Zen pots” often times end up being the best pots that I make. I liken the sensation
of throwing those “Zen pots” to drawing a smooth curve. For example, if you draw very
slowly and thoughtfully, the curve will often appear jagged, however, if you draw a curve
quickly, without really thinking about it, it is more successful as a smooth curve. This is
not to say that these pots are free of craftsmanship, they are not. They are free from of
most intellectual and emotional baggage, because they are created from spontaneous and
primal responses. I think that is what makes them successful. When I make a form it is
because I like a shape or curve. When I texture or embellish the surface of the pot, it is
because that is the way that I see that particular pot as being, or because I just feel like it.
What other medium offers such freedom?

My personal pottery aesthetic is concerned mostly with craftsmanship. How well
a piece was crafted is very important to me. Good pots are made from a mastery of a
skill or technique. They reflect that mastery in their finished state. I wish I was more
adept at making really nice pots. A poorly crafted pot will always be that regardless of

what glaze you try to hide it under. Pottery is a demanding medium. It is nearly impos-

sible to make a bad pot good, while at the same time it is stupidly easy to make a good

pot bad.

I wanted to include a lot of pottery in this show because it is primarily what I have

done during my time here at the University of Oregon. While I often diversify and take

- always come
classes in other media, or work on non-pottery ceramics, pots are what 1 y



18

back to. Ichose to highlight mostly wood fired work in this show because it is my most
recent work and as an acknowledgment of what the wood kiln has meant to me person-
ally and as a potter.

As I mentioned previously, chance plays a large role in each firing of the wood
kiln. It is like a blank, three dimensional, thousand piece jig-saw puzzle that you put
together inside of the kiln, burn three cords of wood around it and cool it slowly for a
week, before you can see the picture. Each piece depends on everything else in the kiln.
The same idea exists among the people firing the kiln. Wood firing creates and demands
a very close sense of community among the people firing. The amount of work necessary
to fire a kiln of this size is staggering. To cut, split and dry three cords of wood is a lot of
hard work. Loading the hundreds of pieces into the kiln takes a crew of four people at
least eighteen hours hunched over in a tunnel four feet tall. The actual firing is a five day
ordeal where the kiln requires two to four people to feed it wood twenty-four hours a day
nonstop. Unloading and cleaning the kiln is the easy part. It would be nearly impossible
to undertake a job of these proportions without developing a very deep sense of commu-
nity and trust with your peers. This sense of community is perhaps the most special thing
about the wood fire.

The history of the wood kiln itself also plays a role in this community. Kilns of
this type were developed and used by potters over three thousand years ago. Those potters
had their roots in kilns that were being developed thousands of years before them! It is
simply amazing to sit next to a white hot kiln at night, listening to the fire crackle and

pop, thinking that you are a part of a tradition thousands of years old. To think that

people just like me were doing exactly what I’'m doing, throwing a bit more wood to the

fire and hoping for some really great pots, at the same time my ancestors were a strug-

gling Neolithic culture is astounding and at the same time humbling. It is simply amaz-

ing to me to think that I am a part of a community and tradition with that much history.
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CHAPTER 4

CONCLUSION

I have been a student in the University of Oregon ceramics studio longer than
anyone else currently working there. The good times there and at the University in
general, far outweigh the bad ones. Seven years is a long time to be studying ceramics as
astudent. At last, my time is up and another will take my place. This is the end of my
beginning. Does the future hold success or failure? Where will I be when I look back
upon the time I spent here? 1 will miss all of my friends, the faculty and the facility.
Hopefully I will have left enough of an impression and unclaimed pottery that I will be

remembered as a part of the studio long after 'm gone. What more could I ask?









