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View from the Bridge, Root, Flower, Fruit
The title of my comments is “View from the Bridge: Root, Flower, Fruit”, although it could easily be like the NPR feature called This I Believe. NCECA asked me to speak about an overview of the field, and this involves personal views from my very own bridge, as well as the ceramic bridge that mankind has been working on since we were young. This print by Hiroshige enchants me by its use of the bridge, but with its use of space to make the familiar fresh and enchanting. The use of foreground, mid-ground and background shows things happening on several levels, and seems a metaphor for life as we experience it. 

Dictionary.com Unabridged (v 1.1) - 

bridge /brɪdʒ/ noun, verb, bridged,       bridg·ing, adjective 
–noun 
1. a structure spanning and providing passage over a river, chasm, road, or the like. 

 

2. a connecting, transitional, or intermediate route or phase between two adjacent elements, activities, conditions, or the like.

3.  Also, bridge passage. a passage in a literary work or a scene in a play serving as a movement between two other passages or scenes of greater importance. 

–verb (used with object)
4. to make a bridge or passage over; span.

    

Like a plant, my personal ceramic progression and that of the field has beginnings in resources, roots.  The individual plants grow over time to flower, and bear fruit. We are all very motivated by the fruit. It’s not an accident that fruit is usually a bright color, luscious, seductive. It’s the pay-off, but it’s best if you love the gardening on the way to the harvest. Sometimes it takes a long time to get to the fruits of your labors. In reality, the seeds are vehicle for the next generation. This is a cyclical event, a cycle of discovery and growth for creative people, inspiring the next generation in what can be done, moving the field to change over time and evolve new kinds of fruit. 

I have a strong need to make things, and my main love is clay.  For me, making pottery is one of the most exciting, frustrating, and satisfying things I can do. For me, functional art brings focus, pleasure, and ideas into my daily moments. It’s the struggle to collaborate with the materials and make alchemy. My work on that pottery bridge has gone from early stoneware to majolica, with a diversion in grad school to learn about undecorated form and the physicality of my materials, back to talking about life through surface decoration. One of my favorite themes these days is the seasons of the year as metaphors for stages of life. I’m holding on to the green handle, trying to keep a grip on summer, but the leaves are ephemeral. My consolation is the fruit on the bottom of the cup. LOTS of fruit at this point. I’ve been working in this vocabulary for some time, and I’m curious about where my work will go from here. I think good work should reflect who you are, and what you think about, voiced in a way that communicates to other people. I think good work needs to grow over time, even if that growth is slow and not very visible one day to the next. 

Ceramics has both continuity and change across time. In the early days of ceramics, the idea for and fabrication of a “craft” object were done by one person. Everything for use, ritual, and decoration was hand-made. Can you image having to make every container and cooking pot you need? Clay is a very durable material, and we have objects made an amazingly long time ago that tell us much about the people who made them. This piece (Venus of Dolní Věstonice (Moravian), made between 27,000 and 31,000 years ago) has the fingerprint of an adolescent that was made in the soft clay. 

In the historic times past before the Industrial Revolution, decoration = time invested, specialness.  Travel and communication were much slower than today. People tended to live with others of the same culture, and produced work in local materials with a common form and surface vocabulary.


Ceramic objects, both functional and sculptural, have been major legacies of culture.  Material culture is a current buzz word for the study of objects to reveal the nature of a community or culture’s ideas and values through the intentionality of the maker, the materials and tools used, and speculation about supply and demand. 

This is no less true for today, although our culture and ceramics are more locally diverse than in early times. Potters making personal, functional works at all temperatures and colors of clay, and many kinds of surface, there is also the Po-Mo VO-CO (Post-Modern Vessel-Oriented Ceramic Object), and sculpture in diverse forms, including un-fired clay and mixed media. While some of this has been done in history in other ways, to me our time looks different. I wonder what people in the future will make of it. It’s hard to see the growth as it’s happening. It’s easier to look back over time and see compiled change. 

We share subject matter with the past. Power, defense, and warfare have been, and continue to be, popular topics. What we say about that may be different. The burly Tang guardian looks like he can protect his tomb from any intruders, human or supernatural. Pavel Amromin’s boyish puppies talk about child soldiers playing at war, commemorated as a figurine, to challenge our senses about war, power, valor, and the easily led. 


People are still interested in dining and making a special event out of the daily need to eat. In other times, opulence and formal service might have been the most desirable vocabulary. Today, that’s one choice, but many potters are elevating other moments in life. Jim Lawton’s terracotta tableware makes a virtue of the informal, and stresses that the daily is sublime.


There are many choices for artists in format and subjects.  Should we speak through universal myths? Or make personal mythology? Heidi Grew and Scott Rench use the vocabularies of love and attraction in new ways. 

Potters have as many challenges about vocabulary and content, tradition and innovation as sculptors do. Should you make work that looks minimal and modern, or is about comfort described by materiality, or narrate with an illustrated surface, or make gendered works? How does one find one’s personal voice when there is so much information, so many influences, and many choices in materials and process? 

Education is one way. There are many ways to become more informed about your own work, not all of them academic, but for many of us, formal school is helpful. Today, art in schools is both precocious and threatened. 

This was in my local newspaper last week. 
(FL State Senate President) Ken Pruitt criticizes college leaders for plans to cut enrollment, accusing them of grandstanding. He is unswayed by studies showing Florida's universities rank in the bottom fifth nationally in funding. Instead, he said, the state's higher education system needs to trim fat.

One of his most controversial suggestions: reducing liberal arts programs like philosophy and psychology.

He suggests colleges let the job market and other economic considerations drive course offerings.
_____________

"I get in trouble every time I say this,'' Pruitt said, "But how many psychologists do we need?'‘

Ellen Berler, associate chair of the psychology department at Florida State University, said that sounded like a short term solution with long term consequences.

"We bring in more grant money than chemistry and biology some years,'' Berler said. "That grounding in liberal studies is so important to them as they go on no, matter what they do. A psychology major provides students with a major in critical thinking and the scientific method.'‘ 

Gainesville Sun, Sunday, March 16th, 2008, p.B1

Florida is having a budget shortfall, and looking to make cuts in everything, including education. The K-12 NCECA group is a model for activism and high quality in art in education. NCECA members have shown active support. Below are 8 "studio habits of mind' + the development of artistic craft, thanks to my University of Florida Art Education colleague, Michelle Tillander,  from: Hetland, L, Winner, E., Veenema, S., Sheridan, K., (2007). Studio Thinking: The Real Benefits of Visual Arts Education

 
The development of artistic craft
Technique through use of tools (e.g., viewfinder, brushes) Learning artistic conventions (e.g., color mixing, perspective) 

Attention to spaces

1. Persistence
Embracing problems of relevance (art world/personal importance) 

Focus and mental state to engage

2. Expression
Through thinking and perception

Beyond pure expression

Ideas, feelings, and personal meaning

3. Connections to the world outside the classroom
Learning about art history and current practice

Interacting as an artist and with other artists (i.e., in the classroom, art organizations, across the field) and within the broader society (local and global)

4. Observation
Looking as a complex task (beyond the ordinary)

Seeing framed as expectation

Expectation as clouding perceptions of the world accurately

5. Envisioning
Forming mental images internally and using them to guide actions and solve problems

6. Innovating
Breaking the mold

Experimentation

Taking risks

Mistakes leading to innovative discoveries

7. Exploration
Encourage exploration

Going beyond one's capacities

Explore playfully without preconceived plans

Embrace learning from accident and mistakes

8. "Reflective self evaluation
Non-verbal thinking

Verbal thinking

Communicating with others about one's work and working process 

Learning to evaluate one's own work and working process to consider the standards of the field

Education in the arts matters for everyone. The students who take art classes in art go on to become citizens with increased visual literacy and creative problem-solving skills. These students are asked to consider their personal viewpoint on the world, and to form an expression. It doesn’t matter whether students go on to become artists. We have alums in law, arts admin, restaurant and small business owners, and other careers who got good value for their time as art students. The value of life observed and materials transformed may not have a direct dollar amount, but it has real value.  

A question related to the value of art education is the value of art as a product. For instance, no one needs to make a ceramic cup by hand today for the sake of utility. Industry makes inexpensive, functional cups. Why do potters bother? 

Styrofoam cups work, but they are anonymous objects of convenience, meant to be invisible and thrown away. What we do is put meaning into objects. It’s a great accomplishment to make that cup that someone bonds with and will go to the bottom of the dish drainer to find.


Sculpture, too is being made commercially. These objects (cactus clowns/ Matt Shaffer’s Backslider)all comment on masculinity and use humor. Why would we want a sculpture by and artist when we can by a cactus clown? It’s all about meaning in the work. The clown may give us a momentary thought, but it’s a one-liner.  Matt Shaffer’s work shows a dog-man clad in a baby-blue, doing a pratfall and being pierced by an arrow. He looks like he’s just been busted. What you can’t see in this view, is that around the other side, at the top of the sculpture, this dog-man has prominent genitals that show him as very male. Matt’s sculpture, like the cup, presents familiar issues in complex ways, and invites us to form a relationship that will talk to us over many viewings. 

Art vs. craft is a continuing discussion. With the industrial separation in production of the idea from its execution, the place of skill has been called into question. I won’t speak to that debate here, but it’s an interesting and endless discussion.  In studio work we see a blurring of boundaries and a broadening of “acceptable” materials and processes. We’re seeing a new interest in mold-making as a tool for sculpture and pottery, use of non-ceramic materials, like Ray Gonzalez’s use of flocking and rhinestones, a re-investigation of how to give traditional processes personal voice, as shown in Tara Wilson’s wood-fired paired vases, and some questions about prejudices about materials in Kathryn Finnerty’s palace-ware terracotta. 

Continued conversations about art, craft, making, communication, material culture, and other topics of interest are being carried on in new ways: web sites, podcasts, and blogs. Access to information has never been better. Dennis Smith’s site, Redefining Craft  (http://www.redefiningcraft.com) offers many kinds of resources and discussions on the state of our profession in relation to the art/craft debate. 

The boundary between design and craft and art is also another interesting place these days. Designboom (http://www.designboom.com/eng/) is an international site about industrial design that treats ceramics as one of many materials. They offer competitions, classes, interviews w/designers, history, contemporary examples, and shopping. 

Here’s an example of one entry in Designboom’s “Dining in 2015” competition that’s up online. 

Our field doesn’t look now like it did in the sixties. Glenn Nelson and Daniel Rhodes were icons in the field. We respected their work and appreciated their technical help. But the field has moved on from that point. Anyone who has looked at back issues of Ceramics Monthly and American Craft from that time knows that the big guns of that time might have trouble getting into a graduate program today. The field has become increasingly more professional. Improved and new technologies have introduced new methods. New ways to think of molds, digital decals, kiln controllers, kiln designs, tools, and computer assisted design have given us many choices that were not available even 25 years ago. While some works today target a timeless look, there are many artists making work has a foundation in tradition, but goes to a more contemporary place. The works respond to our time. 

Venerable publications Ceramics Monthly and American Craft, which began to look dated, questioned their form and content, and  have recently launched new looks and editorial directions in response to movement they see coming from artists and contemporary design. 

One of the arguments about relegating art to a corner in tough financial times is that it’s a doily on the armchair of life. Very nice to have, but not that mainstream outside art circles. This is so untrue. We connect to contemporary life in so many ways. 

Dennis Stevens, on his Redefining Craft web site defines DIY:
Popular culture DIY Craft: refers to a form of domestic creativity that emerges from a DIY ethos that seeks to confront mass market consumerism and the homogenization of culture as a result of the aggressive expansion of big box retailers. This creative handiwork is often nostalgically ironic, concerned with style, irony and occasionally contains a touch of kitsch; it often contains wit and humor and it is about being in the know; but also, without question, it is about choice. This work does not seek validation within traditional art methodology but rather it is motivated by a desire for creative and economic freedom.

These products of the human hand are produced through predominantly social activities that are related to community activism and third-wave feminism with a lineage that can be traced back to the 1980’s and the punk movement, zine activity and into the early 1990’s with the Riot Grrrl movement. In its essence, craft demonstrates a “because we can, damn it” form of domestic creativity that often makes the second-wave feminists cringe.

Because they have a choice to make what ever they want, many Gen-X and Generation-Y women (and men) are choosing to create using traditional domestic processes such as knitting, quilting, weaving, sewing and decoupage. 
Stevens, Dennis. January 28th, 2007. Retrieved April 8, 2008, from Redefining Craft Web site: http://www.redefiningcraft.com/?page_id=64 
Martha Stewart (http://www.marthastewart.com) has built an empire on connecting to people who love to make things, and customize their domestic lives. I’ve met artists who wail that they HATE Martha Stewart, but her constituency has a lot of overlap with ours. They love to create, they’re willing to learn new things, they want to communicate with what they make. Most of them will never become professional makers, but their joy in the experience builds audience for artists, and they’re the people who will value art in the schools and support it in our society. 

Etsy (http://etsy.com/) is a contemporary form of the 60’s counterculture. These people create hand-made alternatives to what mainstream culture provides, and an alternative venue to connect with their audience. “Our mission is to enable people to make a living making things, and to reconnect makers with buyers. Our vision is to build a new economy and present a better choice: Buy, Sell, and Live Handmade. “
Ceramicst Garth Johnson’s Extreme Craft site (http://extremecraft.com/) takes the ETSY mind a step toward the edge. The idea becomes pushed to social and art commentary. 

PETER KORN, Executive Director, Center for Furniture Craftsmanship Rockport, Maine, responded to an article in American Craft by Bruce Metcalf about the potential demise of craft in a letter to the editor, American Craft,  Oct./Nov. 2007, v.67 no.05,  p. 16

“When I was in ninth-grade anthropology class we were taught that the capacity to make tools was mankind's defining characteristic. Forty-two years later, I've arrived at a different conclusion. Mankind's defining characteristic is the capacity (and need) to construct narratives that provide us with meaning and identity. These narratives not only frame our experience of reality, they actually shape reality, because they guide us as we act upon the world.”

David Pye, wood-worker, wrote in The Nature and Art of Workmanship (1995, Cambium Press) about the differences between the workmanship of certainty, where the result is pre-determined , and the original designer invests the tool w/the information vs. the workmanship of risk, which we practice every studio day. Things can change at many points in the process, the outcome is uncertain. The workmanship of certainty is distributed technology. The workmanship of risk resides in personal skill and vision. It is a very bold political statement to invest one’s life in skills and visions that are unique to one person, although they may be understood and admired by many. What we do resides in the individual and will pass away with us. How amazing it is to make this commitment to the value of personal vision, skill, and experiences, and how challenging to make a life working on communicating that. In that sense we are optimists. We commit to the value of the individual, ability to make personal decisions. Use of skill, tools, and information in the service of personal ideas. It’s difficult to acquire skills in ceramics – there are many processes, materials to make alliances with before work can really proceed. There may be a temptation to let process drive the bus. The best work shows us ideas, although they may be abstract. Many of us come at our content in hindsight, but that is no less valuable. For all of us, there are questions of what to make, how to shape meaning. It’s a long struggle, with many low points, and some points of light that sparkle. 

Time. Time to research, observe, learn, and think is necessary for making good work. Many of us feel we don’t have the time to do those open-ended things that don’t produce an immediate product, but just like exercise for the body, we all need to feed out thoughts and subconscious to keep our work growing. It’s not a waste of time to research, and research takes many forms. 

There are many ways we can feed our art life so that it will bear richer fruit. 

Go outside the box. Working in the familiar box is often comfortable and may have short-term rewards, but doesn’t give much new input. Furniture-maker Wendell Cassell said, “The dog that stays on the porch will find no new bones.” Go outside what you know and do well. Go beyond your usual, and let go of “product” to experience the process of new experience.

· Find artists in another generation and talk about clay, craft, art, philosophy business, and related matters to expand your view. 

· Find artists doing work unlike yours and dialogue.

·  Find artists with different cultural background and dialogue.

·  Find new sources of information. Subscribe to a new magazine, get new books at the library outside your usual interests. 

·  Eleanor Roosevelt said, “Do something that scares you every day.” 

Take some of your fruit to the neighbors, try some of theirs. Collaborate on ways to grow better fruit. 

· Become a member of your local arts center, museum, and groups and that support your interests. 

·  Consider local art interests and where art and the community intersect.

·  You ARE a trained observer. Register to vote, follow the issues, and vote your values. It matters. We have to keep working on getting our values out into the world in many ways. 

ClayArt is a venerable forum with a searchable archive. Started by Joe Molinaro, assisted by Richard Burkett, it was one of the early discussion groups for Ceramics online. It’s now sponsored by the American Ceramics Society, and moderated by Mel Jacobson. Thanks to everyone for their contributions. 

Art Axis is a relatively new web feature for ceramic artists. 
Artaxis.org is a growing catalog of contemporary ceramic artists and their work. By compiling the work of many different ceramic artists as well as providing links to the artists' personal websites and e-mail, artaxis.org is providing a resource that can be used by academia, the general public, as well as the artists themselves. The goal of artaxis.org is to create an online community of artists thus promoting discussion, interaction, and collaboration. There are links to individual pages. Lots of different approaches in clay to see. 
Art Axis also offers a Forum page w/places for discussion, job posts, and other items of interest. 

Engage with NCECA. You can help NCECA indentify and connect resources and people. This is what NCECA’s real contribution has been. Are there new ways to do this? I love this organization and what it’s done for us. Help it grow. 

Live your passion.
Balance your life, and put your life in your work. 

Think about your values. Listen to other people’s ideas, then decide. 

Don’t let people tell you it can’t be done.

Network with others.

Cross boundaries – age/generation, approach, material.

Be pro-active: in NCECA, in local and larger community.
Thanks to the people here. You’ve made my view expand, shared much of value. Go back to your studios and live large. Go to your studio and make something. 
Have fun, safe travels home. 

