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INTRODUCTION PANEL
Through the magic of heat and skills a chunk of clay can become a glorious work of art. Post World War II American potters exploded traditional ideas about ceramics, ushering in an expressive clay revolution now called the American studio ceramics movement. "Studio ceramics" are most-simply defined as handmade ceramics made by individuals in a studio, as opposed to a factory setting, but this 20th-century movement was transformative in the history of clay production. Studio ceramics looked many ways aesthetically, and meant different things theoretically, but the movement was united in celebrating the individual potter's artistic personality expressed through clay.

Moving beyond a history generally contained to the manufacture of functional, decorative items like vases and teapots, American potters as different as the iconoclast Peter Voulkos and the moralistic Marguerite Wildenhain redefined ceramics as a self-expressive medium on par with painting and sculpture. Sharing what they learned through artist networks, studio potters invented new techniques and reinvigorated nearly-extinct traditional ones. They brought ceramics into the university level of art education, advancing clay theory and moving ceramics from being merely a tool in the production of art to being accepted as a critical art form in its own right. 

This remarkable American studio ceramics collection is the result of a lifetime of passionate art study by someone beloved to this community: NOMA Director Emeritus, E. John Bullard. Bullard directed this museum from 1973 until 2010, and in his retirement is building a comprehensive survey collection of studio ceramics, all a promised gift to the New Orleans Museum of Art. This exhibition, showing only a small portion of Bullard's collection of more than 500 works, shows all the major voices in American ceramics from 1940 to 1990.  Through 77 works by 33 artists Personalities in Clay shows that masterful studio pottery ranges from peaceful reverence found within comforting, timeless forms, to works that express the unimagined with energetic experimentation.
Personalities in Clay: American Studio Ceramics from the E. John Bullard Collection is organized by the New Orleans Museum of Art. The exhibition is supported by Catherine Burns Tremaine and Drs. Howard and Joy Osofsky. A catalog is available in the NOMA museum shop. 
All works of art in this exhibition are a promised gift to the New Orleans Museum of Art by E. John Bullard, unless otherwise noted. 

Continuation of Tradition: Functional and Idyllic
Englishman Bernard Leach's 1940 treatise A Potter's Book found a rabid audience with young American potters in the mid century. Leach's teachings connected a generation of Americans to the folk ceramic traditions he studied with Shoji Hamada, a master Japanese potter. Through national workshop tours, Leach and Hamada taught not only craft techniques, but also advocated a bigger idea that the independent craftsman was an integrated philosophy of arts and life. Potters like Warren MacKenzie, Karen Karnes, and John Glick followed the Leach ideal, producing perfectly-crafted, functional, soulful pottery from idyllic studio settings.

The 1940s saw the arrival into the United States of artistic European émigrés escaping fascism and war. Austrians Gertrud and Otto Natzler and the Bauhaus-trained Marguerite Wildenhain all settled into California, where they all became enormously influential to the ceramics community for their disciplined craftsmanship and quietly graceful utilitarian forms. 
Breaking with Tradition: Abstract Expression & Funk in Clay
Beginning in the late 1950s the charismatic, radical and deeply skilled Peter Voulkos jolted the ceramics scene. His abstract and entirely non-functional vessels brought an intentional rawness and physical energy to ceramics, making the body of the clay literally expressive of the artist's action with gashes and punches, sometimes performed in front of an audience. Voulkos and his contemporaries moved pottery away from a traditional, functional craft sensibility and into sculptural, artistic statements on par with the fine arts. This was clay's iteration of the Abstract Expressionist movement in painting, like the famous drip paintings by Jackson Pollock that relayed the movement and psyche of the artist.
Following Voulkos and the Abstract Expressionist potters were the "California funk" potters like Robert Arneson, Viola Frey, and Peter VandenBerge that embraced the expressive elements of mid-century art, but doubled down on the anti-establishment rhetoric by interjecting politics, bawdy humor, and sometimes complete irreverence into their artwork. These funk artists made expressive art objective.
VIDEOS:

Excerpt from Warren MacKenzie: A Potter's Hands, 2015
Directed/Produced by Mark Lambert, Ramsey, Minnesota

This film is excerpted from a 45 minute documentary about the Minnesota potter, Warren MacKenzie. 

Running time: 5 minutes

Courtesy of Mark Lambert

From a Lump of Clay, circa 1965.
Silent film, digitized from a 16mm film reel.

This film shows Marguerite Wildenhain at work in her studio at Pond Farm, California.

Running time: 30 minutes

Courtesy of Marguerite Wildenhain papers, 1930-1982. Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 

Peter Voulkos at the Archie Bray Foundation, 1955

Directed by Maxine Blackmer

Excerpted from Peter Voulkos Working, produced by Susan Fanshel and Ann Voulkos, 2015

This film takes place in the summer of 1955 while Peter Voulkos visited Archie Bray, a well known ceramic residency program in Montana. The film depicts his early experiments with assembled forms.
Running time: 9 minutes

Courtesy of Documentary Educational Resources (DER), Watertown, MA

Peter Voulkos (American, 1924–2002)
Active University of California, Berkeley
Big Ed, 1994

Stoneware

New Orleans Museum of Art, Museum Purchase with funds donated by E. John Bullard in memory of Robert H. Cousins, 2016.59

Peter Voulkos is easily one of the most significant ceramic artists in the 20th century, credited with destroying conventions in both clay-working techniques and the expressive potential of the ancient medium. The grandiose showman ushered in a wave of non-utilitarian "expressionistic" ceramic forms with his controversial large-scale work and his unglazed, broken clay surfaces. This Big Ed sculpture shows the rough ash-laden surface of wood firing, and is a particularly fine example of the artist's expression through the active manipulation of raw clay combined with the reinterpretation, or literal subversion, of traditional vessel forms. Pottery's traditions are literally turned upside down and gashed.
Robert Arneson (American, 1930-1992)

Active University of California, Davis

Trophy Jar (with Red, White, and Blue Stripes), ca. 1964

Stoneware

Robert Arneson used bold clay sculptures to question societal norms. He is often recognized as the "father" of the California Funk Art movement, as one of the earliest voices using color, humor, and self-expression in clay, but injecting a specific political point of view that distanced his work from the Abstract Expressionists. In 1962, Arneson was appointed professor of ceramics at UC-Davis, where he established the ceramic sculpture program and was one of the early proponents of the relevance of ceramics to the fine arts. 

Glen Lukens (American, 1887–1967)
Active Los Angeles, California
Charger, circa 1948–1950

Earthenware

Robert Sperry (American, 1927–1998)
Active University of Washington, Seattle

Charger No. 759, 1986

Stoneware

Michael Ashley (American, b. 1980)

Active Tupelo, Mississippi

Large Charger, 2016

Earthenware

Gift of Steve Alpert in honor of E. John Bullard, 2017.117
Laura Andreson (American, 1902–1999)
Active University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA)
Ruby Bowl, 1953

Stoneware

Bowl, 1954

Stoneware

Low Bowl, 1970

Stoneware
Laura Andreson guided more than five-thousand students to the idea that clay held enormous potential as an artistic medium. The artist reminisced in a 1982 Los Angeles Times interview: "Ceramics is a disease, and I've given it to so many students . . . It teaches you great patience, but it's just a passion you get in your blood. Once you've got it, you don't want to do anything else." As founder of the ceramics department at UCLA in 1934, Andreson headed one of the pioneering academic pottery courses, but her instruction relied on primitive techniques because little information was available to potters outside of factories. Through the 1940s and ‘50s, artistic potters/teachers like Andreson formed communities to share recipes and techniques. Andreson learned slip-casting methods from Glen Lukens, and from Gertrud Natzler she learned to throw pottery on a wheel. 
Vivika Heino & Otto Heino (American, 1910–1995, American 1915–2009)

Active Ojai, California
Centerpiece Bowl, circa 1990

Stoneware

Tea Bowl (Yunomi), 1992

Stoneware

Spherical Vase, circa 1990

Stoneware

The husband-and-wife pottery team of Otto and Vivika Heino collaboratively worked to make functional, richly glazed pottery. While some couples are known for splitting the duties, the Heinos are known for both having both their hands in pottery's many steps. Both artists calculate glazes, mix clays, throw pottery, and finish pots. In 1973 Vivika and Otto purchased Beatrice Wood's studio in Ojai, California, and established The Pottery, where they worked as independent potters for the remainder of their lives. They were known to be generous teachers as they steadfastly developed a body of work that never strayed from functional pottery inspired by Asian and Scandinavian ceramics. Despite friendships and close connections with other potters such as Peter Voulkos and Ralph Bacerra, their work did not adapt popular elements of the California "clay revolution." 
Glen Lukens (American, 1887–1967)
Active Los Angeles, California
Dish, circa 1940–1950

Earthenware

An early voice in the creative explosion of twentieth-century clay, Glen Lukens developed glaze recipes and techniques that emboldened a generation of potters. In 1936, Lukens founded the ceramics department at the University of Southern California. This Dish and Platter nearby shows one of his experimental, distinctive glazes, a bright "Egyptian Blue" inspired by turquoise colors on an Egyptian figurine he saw in the 1920s at the Walker Art Gallery. Lukens developed glazes through experiments and minerals he gathered around California's Palm Springs and the surrounding Mojave Desert. His "Egyptian Blue" derived from a copper-rich clay found in Death Valley.
Marguerite Wildenhain (American, b. France, 1896–1985)
Active Pond Farm, Guerneville, California
Vase with Leaf Design, circa 1972

Stoneware

Footed Bowl: Head of Man with Mustache, circa 1973

Stoneware

Bottle Vase, circa 1973

Stoneware

Plaque with Karakul Sheep, circa 1973

Stoneware

Marguerite Friedlander Wildenhain was a powerful presence in mid-century ceramics. She famously trained at the German Bauhaus pottery from 1919 to 1925, where she endured a strict apprenticeship that left her a "Master Potter," but also shaped her lifelong approach that form and materials come first, only after which can you contemplate theory. Marguerite emigrated to the US in 1940, and became enormously influential to a generation of potters through her summer workshops at Pond Farm, California. Potter Val Cushing recalled that she "had a charisma about her like I imagine Frank Lloyd Wright . . . that type of person. She was very authoritative, very dogmatic, very much a person who had all the answers, but backing that up was this incredible skill and technique that she had on the potter's wheel. And if you sat there, as I did, and watched her throw, it was like magic."

Gertrud Natzler & Otto Natzler (American, b. Austria 1908–1971, American, b. Austria 1908–2007)

Active Los Angeles, California
Bowl with Lip, 1955

Earthenware, with Natzler's "Steel Blue Mat" glaze
Conical Vase, 1957

Earthenware, with Natzler's "Brown Crater" glaze
Bowl, 1963

Earthenware, with Natzler's "Vert de Lune Bright Green" glaze
Bottle Vase, 1964

Earthenware, with reduction firing

Cylindrical Bottle with Lip, 1967

Earthenware, with Natzler's "Turquoise Silverblack" glaze

Gertrud and Otto Natzler met as young artists in Vienna, Austria, a country they left in 1938 when the Nazis invaded.  The couple had their own pottery since 1935, perfecting a division of labor that continued through their thirty-six-year partnership, with Otto engineering glaze recipes and kiln specifications and Gertrud refining wheel-thrown pots. Resettling in Los Angeles, the Natzlers embraced native California clays and continued to perfect Gertrud's elegant forms paired with one of Otto's many thousand experimental rough-crater glazes and smooth crystalline glazes. Gertrud Natzler's summed up her hope as an artist: "The true lover of a pot will see a world contained in it and he will never think of himself as the owner, but as the trustee through whose hand it shall pass to the next."

John Glick (American, 1938–2017)

Active Plum Tree Pottery, Farmington Hills, Michigan
Wine Decanter, circa 1974

Stoneware

Basket, circa 1975

Stoneware

Metaphorical Teapot (Pear and Apple), 1990

Stoneware

ON WALL: 

Platter, 1994

Stoneware

John Glick founded Plum Tree Pottery studio in 1964, where for fifty-two years he generously shared his work through apprenticeships, studio tours, and lectures, but he mainly concentrated on the continuous creation of utilitarian ceramics. Glick’s early works are marked by steady functionality, and only through his maturity in the 1970s did his work loosen to exhibit the more fully expressionistic, painterly genius for which he is known. He introduced nonfunctional teapots and hand-built lattice constructions, and developed forms (large flat baskets, large plates) which served principally as the basis for pattern and color. 
Karen Karnes (American, 1925–2016)
Active Vermont

Covered Jar, circa 1981

Stoneware

First Boulder with One Opening, 1984

Stoneware

Five-spouted Vessel, circa 1997

Stoneware 

Karen Karnes was a singular, powerful artistic voice in American studio pottery. She was the rare woman who was self-supported as a potter with no institutional affiliation. Karnes was known for her iconic covered casserole dish, a flameproof, handmade item that was practical for use on the stove. She made this form and a lidded jar consistently for years while other more expressive and sculptural forms came and went. In the late 1960s, Karnes began firing stoneware ceramics in a salt kiln, which is more unpredictable. Karnes recalled, "The surface of the salt was so gorgeous that it just inspired me. . . I sort of just freed myself from the necessity to be connected to immediate function. . .Didn't have to worry about putting my hand in or a spoon in or whatever." With her creativity expanded to allow her functional pottery to escape the confines of utility, Karnes created a stunning body of work that contemplates the expressive possibilities of the handmade pot.
Val Cushing (American, 1931–2013)
Active Alfred University, New York
"Acorn" Covered Jar, 1984

Stoneware

Covered Jar, 1986

Stoneware

Pitcher, circa 1990–1995

Stoneware

Committed to exploring the endless tactile subtleties in functional ceramic forms, potter Val Cushing spent a long career in ceramics devoted to wheel-thrown variations of bowls, pitchers, and lidded containers. Instead of seeing functional objects as an artistic limitation, he consistently reveals the universal appeal and endless variety of simple lines, tactile potter's marks, and earthy glazes. He summarized his steadfast work: "Making functional objects was the goal, and it has never changed for me. I have made other things, of course, in my life, and I still do, but nothing gives me the gratification that a functional object still holds for me, and that's been my focus all the way." As head of the ceramics department at Alfred from 1957 until his retirement in 1997, Cushing developed one of the country's most renowned programs in the advanced study of ceramic art.  
Warren MacKenzie (American, b. 1924)
Active Stillwater, Minnesota
Lidded Box, circa 1975

Stoneware

Vase, circa 1990

Stoneware

Lidded Jar, 2014

Stoneware

Warren MacKenzie's wheel-thrown ceramics closely adhere to the theories and aesthetics of the Japanese folk tradition, known as Mingei, which directly passed to MacKenzie's hands through the instruction of English potter Bernard Leach and Japanese craft master Shoji Hamada. From 1950 to 1952 Warren and his wife Alix were the first American apprentices at the famous Bernard Leach Pottery at St. Ives, England. MacKenzie famously brought the Mingei to Minnesota, where the ceramics community jokingly calls it "Mingei-sota style". Warren MacKenzie is celebrated as a purist in this studio tradition, with a devotion to well-formed, simple ceramics that are to be a loved, useful part of one's daily life. MacKenzie has always stated that he thinks that his fellow Midwesterners appreciate pots like this: "They’re influenced by Japanese qualities, but they’re certainly not Japanese pots . . . I think my pots are Midwestern pots."

Wayne Higby (American, b. 1943)
Active Alfred University, New York

Landscape Bowl, circa 1984

Earthenware

"Green Water Afternoon" Bowl, 1992

Earthenware

ON WALL:

Landscape Charger, 1972

Earthenware

Though he has been a professor in the celebrated ceramics department at Alfred University since 1973, Wayne Higby's vision in ceramics never left the bold landscape of his native Colorado. Though he stays within a visual vocabulary of abstracted mountain and canyon vistas, Higby has nonetheless experimented widely with various clays and firing techniques. The artist says that a trip to China in the 1990s ushered in a theoretical switch, where after he began to deemphasize the function of his vessels and instead began to consider his pottery forms primarily as a point of meditation. Higby spoke to this inner and outer layering of glazes, and complicated the notion that his "bowls" are useful vessels: "You know, I’m putting the landscape image outside and inside, and I’m asking you questions about maybe there is no such thing as outside and inside, and maybe it’s all just one great continuum, a non-dual phenomenon. But you’ll destroy the whole message if you fill it full of spaghetti.  So what am I doing?"
Kenneth Ferguson (American, 1928–2004)

Active Archie Bray Foundation, Helena, Montana, and Kansas City Art Institute, Missouri
Hare Teapot, 1998

Stoneware
ON WALL:

Leaping Hare Platter, 1997

Stoneware

Kenneth Ferguson's work was strictly functional—platters, teapots—but grew looser and more expressionistic over time as his pottery increasingly incorporated inspiration from history, reflected the work of contemporary potters, and strengthened with his own deepening skills as a masterfully skilled potter. Continuing the soulful influence of Bernard Leach, Ferguson held that the integrity of the potter comes "right through your hands and into your pots." In 1964 Ferguson set up the ceramics department at the Kansas City Art Institute, where over the course of more than thirty years he developed KCAI into one of the most important ceramics programs in the United States, giving instruction and inspiration to a generation of potters. His influence as a teacher and connector cannot be understated, directly shaping the careers of students including Akio Takamori, Chris Gustin, and John and Andrea Gill. Wayne Higby credits Ferguson with pivotal connections made in his career, calling him a "gatekeeper" to the ceramics community.
Ted Randall (American, 1914–1985)
Active Alfred University, Alfred, New York
Hexagonal Bowl, circa 1982

Stoneware

Cube Jar, circa 1984

Stoneware

Third-generation potter Ted Randall earned his degree at Alfred University in 1949, and made his career there, serving as the department chair of the Division of Art and Design from 1958 until his retirement in 1981. Randall was a great organizer in the nascent ceramics community, writing the charter and bylaws for the National Council on Education for the Ceramics Arts (NCECA) which went on to become a tremendous networking and advocacy resource for ceramics. Randall became most productive as a potter during his short retirement years. He termed the word "sculpots" to describe his work at the intersection of sculpture and utilitarian vessel. These large decorative vessels are a study in contrasts, exhibiting coexisting elements of modern abstraction and prehistoric fossils. Randall’s friend and fellow ceramicist Val Cushing wrote that his vessels "are massive with delicate features. They are rich and dark in color, yet have cool and resonate overtones. They are heavy to lift, but seem to float in space. They hold our interest and they speak of eloquence, sensitivity, and coherence.”
Richard De Vore (American, 1933–2006)
Active Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, Michigan, and Colorado State University, Fort Collins
False Bottom Bowl, circa 1977–1980

Stoneware

Black Vessel #878, 1998

Stoneware

Richard De Vore invigorated the potter's craft by lending simple vessel forms a distinctive expression all his own. These pots are sublime, minimalist contemporary works of art, but are also seemingly evolved from natural stones or the remains of Paleolithic man. De Vore's tall open-bowl vessels are characterized by uneven, thin rims and a matte skin-like surface, with interiors often offer complications and surprises, with double floors or concealed folds and layers. His work's frankness cannot be taken as simplicity. De Vore was known for his meticulous process, beginning with detailed drawings of each object and subjecting his fired pottery to a ruthless editing process. His adherence to traditional thrown pottery, combined with a sophisticated and cerebral approach to glaze and form, makes him a unique figure in the group of potters that brought clay into the world of abstract fine art.
Daniel Rhodes (American, 1911–1989)
Active Alfred University, Alfred, New York, and University of California at Santa Cruz

Untitled Head, No. 1, circa 1980

Stoneware

Untitled Head, No. 18, circa 1980

Stoneware

Untitled Head, No. 223, circa 1985

Stoneware

Potter Daniel Rhodes became a professor of ceramics at Alfred University from 1947 until 1973, during which time he wrote a series of influential books on clay, form, glazes, and kilns. His classic 1957 Clay and Glazes for the Potter has had multiple re-printings and remains the definitive bible for the field for glaze development. In 1964 he advanced craft by engineering a way to fire large ceramic sculptures that incorporated fiberglass cloth for strength, while at the same time he encouraged Alfred University's production of a more creative class of potters during the 1950s and ‘60s. These Untitled Heads are typical of Rhodes' work when he lived and worked at the University of California, Santa Cruz. His earthy pottery turned from vessels to sculptural work that focused on sculptures of the human torso and head. 
Robert Turner (American, 1913–2005)
Active Alfred University, New York

Lidded Vessel, circa 1965

Stoneware

Ashanti Lidded Vessel, circa 1974

Stoneware

Canyon de Chelly Vessel, circa 1984–1988

Stoneware 

Emerging out of a functional tradition, in the 1970s Robert Turner began making African-inspired nonfunctional wheel-thrown ceramics that are now iconic of mid-century American studio ceramics. These abstract forms use cones and squares and circles to compose uniformly-glazed, subtle pieces that are sometimes named for villages in Africa. These pots are meditative and reverent, much like their maker. The lifelong Quaker spent World War II in a camp for conscientious objectors. Like many ceramicists of the early studio period, Turner came into art from painting, but was attracted to the tactility of clay. As he recalled in an oral history: "I think I recognized that I must be doing something that used the holistic sense. But, I didn't think of it as craft. I just thought, this is a place where I can learn to make something with my hands. And that will bring out whatever is potential there."

Erik Gronborg (American, b. Denmark 1931)

Active West Coast, including UC-Berkeley, Reed College (Oregon), and Mira Costa College (California)
Jug with Male and Female Torsos, circa 1968

Stoneware

Lidded Box, 1974

Stoneware

ON WALL:

Charger with a Pontiac Tempest, circa 1968

Earthenware

The multi-faceted artist Erik Gronborg has never been limited to expression in clay, but as a ceramicist he is known for a unique body of work that is robust, bright, hand-built, and full of references to the political climate. Both Gronborg's ceramics and critical writing point at an important shift in clay and fine art in the 1960s. Like Andy Warhol ushering in new conceptual ideas by presenting popular culture as fine art, Gronborg applied the same ideas to ceramics, with ready-made-objects pressed into clay and ornamented with glossy colors and photo-decal images of nude women and advertisements. As he wrote in "The New Generation of Ceramic Artists" in Craft Horizons (1969) "the new generation of ceramic artists are not craftsmen in the conventional sense of the potter, the weaver, the metalworker. A generation raised on cars and television is no longer romantically inclined toward the natural primitive ways of the village potter in Japan and Mexico."
Patti Warashina (American, b. 1940)

Active University of Washington, Seattle
Low-Fire Kiln with Dynamite and Fried Eggs, circa 1971

Earthenware
Amid the masculine energy of American studio ceramics at mid-century, Patti Warashina quietly challenged gender barriers through subversive messages in her work. This Kiln with Dynamite and Fried Eggs aptly seems to poke fun at the predominant gender narrative in expressive ceramics, with the kiln's open lid revealing a domestic table laid with a pan of bacon and eggs. "I love those kind of things where there is kind of this surprise element- you know, things aren't as they seem," Warashina notes. Of her place in the dynamic California Funk scene, she recalls that she was personally motivated to find her own voice, amid pressure to conform to the prevailing type, of letting "clay look like clay. But, I mean, what is clay supposed to look like?"
Richard Notkin (American, b. 1948)
Active Helena, Montana
Tire Teacup and Saucer, 1975

Stoneware

Heart Teapot: Afghanistan, 1986

Stoneware

Richard Notkin is known for reinterpretations of the 500-year-old Chinese Yixing teapot tradition, but with a sharp contemporary resonance. He engages with the Yixing tradition in clay color, unglazed texture, and petite form, but adds symbols of political commentary. Notkin's teapots are meant to convey ideas, not tea: "My vessel of choice is the teapot, the most complex of vessels, consisting of body, handle, spout, lid and knob. . . In addition, the teapot is a universally recognized object, with strong associations to domesticity and tranquility. The teapot is a ‘hook’ to lure the viewer—who must then decipher the narrative imagery—in a sort of bait-and-switch fashion." Heart Teapot: Afghanistan is part of a body of work that explores the origins of conflict within major flashpoints of twentieth-century political turmoil—Afghanistan, Beirut, Hiroshima. The symbol of the heart, though, conveys universal feelings of love. Ardently antiwar, Notkin said in an interview for the television series Craft in America that "There is a lot to be angry about in this world. There are many ways to deal with that anger. I deal with it by making art."

Richard Shaw (American, b. 1941)
Active University of California, Berkeley

Maxwell House Man, 2005

Porcelain

New Orleans Museum of Art, Museum Purchase with funds donated by E. John Bullard in memory of Robert H. Cousins, 2016.60 

Richard Shaw perfected a unique statement in studio clay—masterful trompe l'oeil sculptures that stretch ceramics to faithfully mimic everything from photorealistic fruit and open library books to mayonnaise jars. Shaw's bold work is part of an imaginative group of ceramic peers who began working in the San Francisco Bay Area in the 1960s and ‘70s that included fellow potters Viola Frey, Peter Voulkos, and Robert Arneson. Shaw's precise, witty trompe l'oeil sculptures, though, was unique in that cohort. Contrasted with his peers, his exacting craftsmanship presents bold statements within a style that became known as “California funk.” 
Peter VandenBerge (American, b. Netherlands 1935)
Active Sacramento, California
Bust of Vincent Van Gogh, circa 1984

Earthenware

Peter VandenBerg's idiosyncratic elongated faces fit in beautifully with the playful spirit of the West Coast's "funk tradition" in American studio ceramics, but also elegantly reference his childhood that exposed him to European Modernism but also the Easter Island figures of the South Pacific. In the early 1960s VandenBerge studied clay at UC-Davis, and found himself in the company of the emerging "California funk" movement in clay while he was Robert Arneson's first graduate student assistant. VandenBerge works in the coil method of clay construction, rolling out long snakes of clay that are layered to achieve the height of his elongated face busts. This Bust of Vincent Van Gogh is typical of the artist's purposeful reference to artists and styles he admires; VandenBerge visited Alberto Giacometti and Joan Miró in Europe, and continued to employ their color palettes and gestures. 
Viola Frey (American, 1933–2004)

Active California College of the Arts, Oakland

Untitled (Bird, Jug, Hands), 1986

Earthenware 

Viola Frey makes brilliantly colored, provocative, and sometimes enormous ceramic figures that often seem to question the male-dominated artistic world of the 1960s. Frey earned her BFA at what is now the California College of the Arts and studied for her masters at Tulane University under ceramicist Katherine Choy. In New Orleans, Frey participated in a 1957 workshop with artist Mark Rothko that pushed her interest deeper into the study of color and light, all at a moment when the young artist was experimenting with abstraction and realism. Her dynamic plates seem to blend the two—an abstract composition of real, everyday elements. Frey says her well-known plates are more like drawings because "they're more intuitive and more direct" than her sculptures. This charger is a typical example of Frey's visual assemblages that seem inspired by her passion for collecting knick-knacks. But far from whimsical, this assemblage of a splattered vase, hands, a Woody Woodpecker head and other objects are pushed deep into the clay plate, like an uncovered scene from an eerie trash heap. 

Don Reitz (American, 1929–2014)
Active University of Wisconsin–Madison, and Clarkdale, Arizona

ON WALL:

"This Too Will Pass": Platter from the "Sara Series," circa 1985

Earthenware

Covered Jar from the "Sara Series," circa 1985

Stoneware

New Orleans Museum of Art, Museum Purchase with funds donated by E. John Bullard in memory of Robert H. Cousins, 2016.57

This pot and platter from Don Reitz's Sara Series represent an important second chapter in the artist's output. In 1982 the potter suffered an automobile accident that took the use of his left arm and leg. During his recovery, Reitz’s five-year-old niece was battling cancer, so the two exchanged inspirational drawings by mail. When he returned to clay, Reitz began making black earthenware pots, overlaid with colored and white engobe slips ornamented with images from his niece's drawings. Reitz credited his niece's optimism as instrumental to his survival, and  "the reason for the color was because that helped me get better."
Don Reitz (American, 1929–2014)
Active University of Wisconsin–Madison, and Clarkdale, Arizona

Tea Stack, 2003

Stoneware

Tower Sculpture with Three Rings, circa 2009

Stoneware

In the early 1960s at Alfred University, Reitz experimented with salt-glazing, which at the time was rarely used in American ceramics. The potter remembers immediately falling for the "snap, crackle, pop" of throwing the salt in the kiln. He embraced the unpredictable technique because "the sodium revealed all my scars, and I began to love my scars . . . That's what makes us unique, our scars." By the 1970s his ceramics peers called Don Reitz "Mr. Salt," in honor of reviving salt-glazed ceramics for his peers and many students at the University of Wisconsin–Madison.

Paul Soldner (American, 1921–2011)
Active Colorado and Scripps College, Claremont, California

Large Vase, circa 1956 

Stoneware

Raku Vessel, circa 1965

Earthenware

ON WALL:

Plaque, circa 1980 

Stoneware

Paul Solder altered the course of contemporary American studio ceramics with his many technical achievements. In the early 1960s, he reinvigorated and evolved an old technique of smoked, low-fired ceramics, ushering in a wave of "American-style Raku" that captivated potters. In 1954, Soldner was the first student admitted to Peter Voulkos's new ceramics program at the Los Angeles County Art Institute (now Otis), putting him at the epicenter of revolution in clay that encouraged experimentation and personal expression. Perhaps the most lasting effect this bold environment had on Soldner's work was instilling the concept that the idea is most important. Soldner notes this is "the biggest tribute that we can pay to Peter Voulkos. . . . what he gave us was the understanding that it's not the material or the tool that you work with, the brush or the color, it's what you do with it that makes it art or not."
David Shaner (American, 1934–2000)
Active Montana

Pillow with Quatrefoil Opening, circa 1989

Stoneware

ON WALL:

Canyon Platter, circa 1995

Stoneware

My work is "like silence in a symphony," David Shaner wrote in an artist’s statement from 1993. The artist is known for understated, strong forms such as this black glazed "Pillow" Pot, that remained devotedly functional through his career. Shaner said of clay, "Well, I think it's probably the most responsive material available to man. You can't touch a piece of wood or a piece of metal or a piece of plastic or glass. The nature of just touching a piece of clay you leave a thumbprint, and I think it's so responsive . . . It's been thought of in the past, lots of times, as being kind of a mundane material. A sculptor works in clay before he can afford to do bronze...but to me it is a material in itself. In most cases it has to be fired, although in some cultures it wasn't even fired and it was important. A whole history of the world is in clay."

Peter Voulkos (American, 1924–2002)
Active University of California, Berkeley
Lidded Jar, circa 1952

Stoneware

Peter Voulkos, who is celebrated for his wild  experimentations with clay, is best remembered for large works like Big Ed (1994) at the entry to this exhibition. But the potter's earliest works like this Lidded Jar of 1952 show his mastery of ceramics with his careful execution of elegant, useful forms. As a young artist working in Montana, Voulkos showed admiration for the traditions as taught by Bernard Leach and Shoji Hamada with. Soon after the period of this work, between 1954 and 1959, Voulkos initiated the pivotal shift in American ceramics that would change how artists use the medium of clay. He liberated the clay medium from containment within the decorative arts and led the erosion of hierarchies between the fine arts and craft--like the expressive, non-utilitarian work shown on his nearby Ice Bucket.
Peter Voulkos (American, 1924–2002)
Active University of California, Berkeley
Ice Bucket, 1979

Stoneware

Critic Roberta Smith described the magnitude of Voulkos's impact: “Few artists have changed a medium as markedly or as single-handedly as Mr. Voulkos.” The artist's work as an innovator, teacher, and colleague inspired generations of ceramists to find liberation in their medium. He founded the ceramics programs at Otis College of Art and Design in 1954 and at University of California, Berkeley in 1958. Voulkos performed pottery demonstrations widely, becoming known for performance intertwined with ceramic making. This Ice Bucket shows the rough ash-laden surface of wood firing, and as an artwork is more about the texture and feeling of raw earth, and the unpredictable firing process, than it is about a shaped useful form. 
Akio Takamori (American, b. Japan, 1950–2017)
Active Seattle, Washington
Man with Swan Vessel, 1990

Earthenware

Andrea Gill (American, b. 1948)
Active Alfred University, New York
Sweet Madonna Vase, 2007

Earthenware

Known for her pattern-covered variations on the vase form, Andrea Gill is one of the pioneers in the re-emergence of decorative glaze techniques in the 1970s. Since 1984 she and her husband, potter John Gill, have been professors with the renowned ceramic-art program at Alfred University. Andrea Gill's pottery explores pattern and elements of the female body within varying interpretations of the vase: "I choose to make vases and bowls because those forms allow the most open interpretation of shape without losing the iconic identity of the object."
Ralph Bacerra (American, 1938–2008)
Active Los Angeles and Eagle Rock, California 
Lidded Vessel, 2002

Porcelain, luster glazes

Gift of Sydney and Walda Besthoff, 2016.161.a,.b

Jack E. Earl (American, born 1934)

Active Lakeview, Ohio
Stone Man, 2002

Earthenware

Jack Earl's ceramics are small-town Ohio life writ in clay. Earl has spent his lifetime making figurative sculpture that reflects the concerns of the Ohio community of his birth. He recalled about his 1960s clay contemporaries, like Peter Voulkos, "that's what was in style then and everybody was doing that stuff...when everybody does something you can't be doing it too." Earl extracted himself somewhat from the ceramics community to concentrate on Ohio characters and scenery with hand-built dioramas and busts. His tableaux often center around the mundane life of a Middle American everyman named Bill. 

Ralph Bacerra (American, 1938–2008)
Active Los Angeles and Eagle Rock, California 
Iris Bowl, circa 1980

Porcelain, luster glazes

Ralph Bacerra ushered the return of unapologetically ornamented ceramics in the 1970s. The artist employed a deep knowledge of glaze technology to tackle tricky glazes of some of the world's most sophisticated surface embellishments. As is evident on the "Iris" Bowl shown here and two nearby works, Bacerra often worked with the traditional "Imari" palette, a richly ornamented color combination from Arita, Japan. Bacerra's vivacious ornament shows clear inspiration from Japanese and Persian historic ceramics but with a modern twist he credits to Kandinsky paintings and M. C. Escher's optical illusions. Ralph Bacerra aims for a celebration of technical achievement and beauty, eschewing any ties to more conceptual contemporaries: "My work is not postmodern in the sense that I am not making any statements—social, political, conceptual, or even intellectual. . .I am committed more to the idea of pure beauty. When it is finished, the piece should be like an ornament, exquisitely beautiful."
Ralph Bacerra (American, 1938–2008)
Active Los Angeles and Eagle Rock, California 
Platter, 1989

Porcelain, luster glazes

Gift of Sydney and Walda Besthoff, 2016.150

Andrea Gill (American, b. 1948)
Active Alfred University, New York
Penelope and Ulysses Platter, 1993

Earthenware

Akio Takamori (American, b. Japan, 1950–2017)
Active Seattle, Washington
Envelope Vessel: Spring, 1988

Porcelain

New Orleans Museum of Art, Museum Purchase with funds donated by E. John Bullard in memory of Robert H. Cousins, 2016.58

Akio Takamori's autobiographical envelope vases brought an inventive, figurative element to clay in the 1980s. He used the fronts and backs and interiors of a vessel in a way that charges its void with tension and meaning. Takamori's vessels are, in the artist's words, oddly "two-dimensionally oriented . . . but it's still a three-dimensional object . . . a cut-out drawing." He began working with these figurative drawings/vessels, incorporating memories of people from Japan and images from art history, often with a sensual theme as shown in this 1988 envelope vessel, Spring.
Akio Takamori (American, b. Japan, 1950–2017)
Active Seattle, Washington
Woman with Purse, 2002

Stoneware

Before becoming active in the contemporary American clay scene, Akio Takamori apprenticed in a traditional domestic pottery in Japan. In an oral history, Takamori shared how he evolved from these traditions: "It's kind of interesting because when I started ceramics, it was very specific because we have a tradition. You know, porcelain has to look like this. Stoneware—you know, categorized and historically organized in certain ways. And then it took me a long time, but I kind of got to the point, you know, realizing that clay is actually the opposite. We can project ourselves into whatever you like the clay to be . . . Vessels to sculpture, and then a surface to form. And it's not just one thing, you know. It is inclusive to everything."
Betty Woodman (American, b. 1930)
Active New York City
Pillow Pitcher, circa 1983

Earthenware
Betty Woodman began as a production potter in the 1950s, making functional forms like vases, pitchers, and bowls. As her art career progressed she returned again and again to construct and deconstruct useful domestic objects. But taken together with her wide-ranging inspiration in historic forms, abstract art, and Baroque architecture, these vases become layered with meaning. No longer bound by function, they become templates for her painterly expression. This Pillow Pitcher is clearly a reference to a traditional pitcher form, but its size makes it unwieldy and impossible to use. Its volume and three-color glazing resemble a Chinese Han Dynasty "cocoon" vase, but Woodman exaggerates the reference to the point of resembling a stuffed bed pillow. This pitcher shows the artist's thorough embrace of color, painting, and ceramic craft in one object. 
