Pots in Action

#PIAeducation is the pdf version of Instagram posts on Pots In Action
@potsinaction, a ceramics focused Instagram feed that shares
thematic topics for ceramics enthusiasts founded by Ayumi Horie
@ayumihorie in 2015. Each topic follows the heading format of
#PIAxxxxxxx (Pots in Action then thematic topic). In the summer of
2019, Erik Scollon hosted #PIAeducation as a way to think through
what scholarship on the Instagram platform looks like. He reworked a
research paper he had previously presented at the National Council
for Education in Ceramic Arts @nceca. The challenge was adapting
the content to make sure the thesis of each post came through
clearly, fit within the 2,200 character limit, could be read out of order
and remain visually appealing. There were also some attempts made
at engaging the audience in order to make the scholarship more
“social” as well.
.
Erik Scollon is an artist and (sometimes) writer based in San
Francisco, California. He is an Associate Professor at California
College of the Arts, and his work has been seen in diverse venues
such as art galleries, craft fairs, museums, design blogs, kitchen
cupboards and gay biker bars.
Instagram @erikscollon
Email- escollon@cca.edu
.
Thank you to Ayumi Horie for her generous contributions to the field
in the form of @potsinaction and for hosting this content.

“Ceramics” is a Little Over 60 Years Old
Our conception of “ceramics” as a specific field of artistic practice
emerged in the mid-twentieth century. Following World War II,
U.S. education was newly supported by the GI Bill. In the 1950s
colleges began to incorporate ceramics into their fine arts
curriculum. While ceramics as a material practice has a history
that spans 30,000 years- ceramics as a form of art that takes an
“art for art’s sake” stance similar to modern painting or sculpture,
is just a bit over sixty years old. It is my premise that during this
period, “ceramics” as a field of practice, the kind that is taught in
U.S. colleges and universities, and “ceramics” as category of
objects that are shown in galleries, began to take shape. In this
way, ceramics is younger than photography, arriving on the art
scene in the around the same time as minimalism, performance
art, and pop.
.
One popular narrative points to artists like Peter Voulkos, and
seminal works like “Rocking Pot” (1956) as the indicators that
the “art world” began to recognize ceramics as “Art.” But, the
important shift really happened prior to that, in 1954 when
Voulkos was asked to join the Los Angeles County Art Institute
(later renamed Otis). He was recruited specifically to build a
ceramics program. This is not to say that the teaching of ceramic
knowledge in higher education did not occur prior to 1954, but
as art historian Glen Brown has noted, “most existing studio
ceramics programs in American higher education were founded
between the 1950s and the early 1970s, a period in which
universities prospered through the combined influence of the G.I.
Bill scholarships,” and that “many of the existing American
ceramics programs were initially incorporated into academia
through departments of [teacher] education and home
economics.” (1) This new inclusion of ceramics into the
academic departments of fine art, set the trajectory of “ceramics”
on a new path, and a new set of values and criteria for quality.
Glen Brown, “Ceramics Scientism and Disciplinary Conflict,” NCECA
Journal vol XXV 2004, p.57

The Origin of Ceramics Education is Built on Class Divide
Art education wasn’t always part of the American university
system. After the Civil War, liberal arts schools began to
incorporate Fine Arts instruction within their coursework. At
the start of the 20th century, arts-related courses were
historical, as an appreciation of the classic themes through
examples in painting and sculpture. Coursework did not focus
upon the practice of making, because the dirty labor of object
fabrication was not something that educated men of status
would do. However, the few upper-class women that were
admitted to higher education would be expected to prepare for
matrimony with activities such as needlepoint and china
painting. These were part of home economics courses, or
teacher education courses. As Jeff Schlanger and Toshiko
Takaezu have noted, “ceramics in the nineteen-twenties in
America tended to be considered either an industry or a
hobby.” So, in the early twentieth century, ceramics instruction
was split between lower-class male laborers in job training for
industrial work, and in higher education it was upper-class
women practicing their domestic refinements.
.
Still, even those early ceramics courses weren’t like the kind of
ceramics we often teach within university art departments
today. Instead, they were more like industrial design courses.
Ceramics education focused on design drawing through color,
shape, and decoration, not clay bodies, glazes or methods of
form giving. Work would begin with the female student drawing
up plans for a pot. These plans were handed off to a male
potter, hired by the school, who would throw and fire the pot.
The pot would then be returned to the student so she could
complete her design with china paint. Numerous women’s
clubs dedicated to china painting outside of the educational
system followed a similar model. In both, the emphasis was on
pleasing design, not pottery wheels, high fire kilns, or total
control of the process.
Jeff Schlanger, Toshiko Takaezu “Maija Grotell: Works Which Grow
From Belief.” http://www.studiopotter.org/articles/art0006.htm

Magazines Shape Our Understandings of “Ceramics”
Before she was famous for her 'Scarab Vase (The Apotheosis
of the Toiler),’ 1910, Adelaide Alsop Robineau was influential
as an educator. In 1899 she bought the magazine ‘China
Decorator,’ and changed the name to ‘Keramic Studio.’ It
focused on china painting and readers were given designs to
copy. At the time, magazines were an influential force in
determining the field of ceramics. As art education historian
Arthur Efland has pointed out, “magazines played an important
role in shaping popular perceptions of the arts and crafts
movement in the United States because in the U.S., as
opposed to Europe, city centers were further spread apart, and
information flowed freely via print, where distance might have
otherwise hindered it.”
.
As a record of early 20th century ceramics, Keramic Studio
reflects what was happening in both education and practice.
The early focus on china painting later gave way to articles
about throwing and form giving. In 1924, Robineau changed
the name from Keramic Studio to “Design-Keramic Studio,”
which reflected the emerging conceptions of design practice
and ceramics close relation to design in an era when plastics
had not yet taken over.
.
During the early 20th century, “Ceramics” both in education and
in print, focused on multiply produced utilitarian wares for table
tops, not singular art-pots for pedestals. Additionally, ceramics
was more likely to be seen as a feminine pursuit, practiced in
design-like collective production. Today, Robineau is best
known for the Scarab Vase and it’s epic production of singular
authorship. But how can we reclaim her generous, collaborative
past? What if the collective, design oriented approach to
making in relation to ceramics education had not been
recircuited post WWII with the influx of men in the studio? How
might ceramics education look differently today? How do we
rethink Robineau’s legacy, and her ability to be both
collaborative and designerly, while also singular and “fine
artsy?”
Arthur Efland, A History of Art Education: Intellectual and Social
Currents in Teaching the Visual Arts. New York: Teachers College
Press, c1990. p.155

American Academic Ceramics was Built by Immigrants
.
Of course there were many different potters sharing knowledge
outside of the American higher education system. But at the
turn of the century, U.S. colleges faced a unique problem- How
to find knowledgeable instructors that were suitable for the
classroom? As mentioned previously, a "male potter would be
needed to work the clay, throw the pots, fire the kiln and handle
the glazing" so that the women could practice china painting on
the pottery.(1) But, if the available potters with technical
knowledge were perceived to be blue collar laborers, who could
lead the classroom studies? Many American colleges turned to
immigrants, who had been trained in European factories and
production pottery, because they were more likely to be
perceived as being of higher status.
.
These professionals were connected to the system of World
Expositions and fairs- something the china painters aspired to
as a marker of quality. As U.S. colleges began to develop their
ceramics instructional programs, immigrants shaped the
instruction. Charles Fergus Binns worked at Royal Worcester
Porcelain Works in England. Binns’ “primary positions at the
Royal Worcester factory were administrative, but he became a
recognized scholar and lecturer concerning world ceramics.”(2)
Binns emigrated to the U.S. and became the first director of the
New York State School of Clayworking and Ceramics (now
Alfred). Newcomb Pottery’s Joseph Meyer was “born in France
to a clan of red ware potters.”(3) Frederick Hurten Rhead, from
Stoke-on-Trent in England, studied at Wedgewood, became
the art director of Wardle Pottery, and emigrated to the U.S. in
1902. Together with French potter Taxile Doat, who trained at
Sevres factory in France, they helped found the Art Academy
and Porcelain Works near St. Louis, Missouri. (4)
(1)Poesch & Main (2003) Newcomb Pottery and Crafts: An
Educational Enterprise for Women.
(2) The Stonewares of Charles Fergus Binnshttps://ceramicsmuseum.alfred.edu/exhibitions/binns/
(3) Carol Schlueter -https://news.tulane.edu/news/works-newcombmaster-potter-joseph-meyer-display
(4) Wikipedia entries for Rhead and Doat

If You Want to Make Better Pots, Study Industrial Design
.
In the first part of the 20th century, it seemed as if ceramic
teaching might become aligned with Design. In 1924, Adeliade
Alsop Robineau’s hugely influential “Keramic Studio” was
changed to “Design-Keramic Studio.” Then in 1931, the
Keramic Studio portion was dropped, and the magazine
became known simply as DESIGN. The lead article under the
new name, “Design Problems of the Tableware Industry,” really
sets the tone for the kind of topics the magazine would cover.
The title change implied that conception and planning of made
objects was the important emphasis, rather than a limited focus
upon a single material and personal expression. Yet there was
still a wealth of information about ceramics within its pages.
DESIGN was thinking through ceramics as a process that
would intersect with industry and commodity production.
.
Ceramics Monthly was first published in 1953. The first few
issues of CM report on the various strains of ceramics that
were being practiced at that time. There is a tribute to
Robineau on the cover, but the visual placement might indicate
that she is a declining figure of the past. Some coverage of
Bernard Leach’s U.S. tour is included (more on that in
upcoming posts), as is an article addressing “Ceramics in the
Art Program,” by ceramic designer Florence Forst. In it, Forst
praises a close connection between ceramics and design. Forst
may seem like a very minor figure in ceramics history today,
but at the time she was being recognized for her work
alongside other well known potters. Notably, she was included
in a show at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, which
included Forst, Marguerite Wildenhain, Bernard Leach and
Carlton Ball under the title “Introductions to Modern Design.”
.
What might US, college based ceramics education look like
today if that strong relationship to industrial design had been
maintained?
Edgar Kaufmann, “Introductions to Modern Design,” MoMA, Arno
Press, reprint 1969

Be Wary of the Colonialism Hidden Within Your Ceramics
Education
.
Another influential figure of ceramic education didn’t teach in
the U.S.. Bernard Leach, the son of an English banker, was
born in China, and spent his younger years going back and
forth between England and Japan. His influence in shaping
American Academic Ceramics can be felt a few different ways.
First, his foundational text “A Potter’s Book” help spread
technical knowledge, but also aesthetic values and a moral
imperative for the kind of pot one should aspire to make.
Second, some American studio potters who apprenticed with
him at the Leach Pottery in England came back to the US
where they set up ceramics programs within US art
departments. Warren Mackenzie is a prime example of a
Leach student who absorbed and espoused Leach’s ideas to
generations of college educated potters.
.
Leach toured the US in the 50s, visiting Alfred and coming in
contact with soon-to-be-important figures such as Peter
Voulkos. Leach wrote an article for Craft Horizons, critiquing
American ceramics. Leach believed that a deep cultural history,
or a “tap root,” was necessary for making good pottery. For
him, America was too young, too multicultural and too
individualistic to create quality work. His ideas were not initially
well received, as evidenced by letters published in Ceramics
Monthly, and a particularly juicy letter from Marguerite
Wildenhain found in the Smithsonian archives.
.
In order to correct for this lack of tap root, Leach urged potters
to “adopt” the style and values of of others- namely Chinese
and Japanese pottery. One might say that Leach’s tap root was
actually the English colonial impulse. This is evidenced as he
writes “North, South, East and West are ours and all the
cultures of the world open their secret doors to us.” He
repeatedly sets up an East/West binary in his writing and he
privileges the work of educated cultural production which
“borrows” from what he identifies as “folk potters.”
Is “borrowing” another cultural style a colonial move, cultural
appropriation or just post modern remixing?
Bernard Leach, “American Impressions” Craft Horizons, 1953,
Winter 1950 p.18

What Happens When Men Start Taking Over Ceramics?
.
US ceramics education expanded in the post-war years
through the G.I. Bill, which invested in college education for
returning veterans. The influx of men into ceramics
necessitated a reorganization. As an illustration, we can look to
two influential ceramic artists, Peter Voulkos and Warren
Mackenzie. Both returned to college with the support of the GI
Bill. Both aspired to be painters, and both “accidently” fell into
pottery when they couldn’t get into painting classes. Both
excelled in ceramics, both found their education did not cover
the parts of the process that interested them, and both sought
out further education through apprenticeships and other
training. Each was also invited to found a ceramics program, at
Otis and University of Minnesota respectively.
.
These two weren’t the only guys who were discovering
ceramics. Gradually, educated men became interested in what
had previously been perceived as women’s work, or industrial
labor. As pottery started to develop a higher social status,
more men became involved. Following Leach’s emphasis on
total control of the process, this meant that ceramic instruction
also focused more on throwing, firing, and mixing your own
glazes. This meant that large tools (wheels) and big fire (kilns)
were incorporated into the teaching of “ceramics,” instead of
being the dirty labor that occurred behind the scenes. It is
difficult to discern if it was the incorporation of big tools and big
fire was what attracted more men to ceramics, or if the existing
ceramics coursework changed in order to accommodate the
interests of men pouring into college ceramics. Either way, it is
certain that the fine control of china painting, collective
production, and a feminine association with the material was
giving way to more macho gestures, control of the total
process, and the myth of the artistic genius working alone in his
studio.
.
You can see some of this shift reflected in the advertisements
within ceramics magazines. Ads that had been geared toward
women and “hobby” ceramics, now boast who’s got the
strongest wheels, and who has the biggest pot.

Uneasy Situations Necessitate New Approaches
.
To say that ceramic education was in an identity crisis in the
post-war moment is an exaggeration. I was more like an
awkward teenager rebelling against his mom. We can’t know
how the men felt as they were being hired to teach ceramics in
newly created ceramics departments within college art
programs, but a few conditions describe that moment as the
teaching of ceramics was moving from Home Economics and
Teacher Education into Fine Arts.
.
It was newly trained men, not the experienced women who
were being hired to teach in these programs. These men were
probably aware of the prejudices their other male colleagues
felt toward ceramics and the gendered associations of the
material. This quote by Paul Soldner hints at it “You [Voulkos]
suggested I go to S. Paul since they have all those bright colors
in a book on the shelf- old lady colors and glazes.” (1)
.
These men were aware that their colleagues in painting were
garnering much higher prices for work that might have taken
less labor than their pots. The “Good Design” catalog from
MoMA’s show in 1955 lists the price for Voulkos’ pots.
.
And finally, everyone was aware of the institutional prejudice
against ceramics as a material. Within the Fine Arts there was
no category of “pottery” to occupy, only “sculpture.” This
remarkably unfeminist quote from art history Rosilind Krauss,
who was writing about John Mason really sums it up “…to be a
ceramicist-sculptor in the 1950s and ‘60s was in some
essential way to be marginal to “sculpture.”…It was that the
medium itself had craft associations. And these associations
are intolerable to sculpture…Ceramics retained too much of the
landscape (in its material) and too much of the architectonic (in
its usage) for it to be acceptable as “sculpture.”…And in the
semantic associations to pottery, ceramics speaks for that
branch of culture which is too homey, too functional, too
archaic, for the name “sculpture” to extend to it.”(2)
(1) Voulkos & Soldner, “Ceramics: West Coast” Craft Horizons, June
1966 Vol. 26 No. 3 p.26
(2) Rosalind Krauss, “John Mason and Post-Modernist Sculpture:
New Experiences, New Worlds”, Art in America, vol. 67, no. 3, MayJune, 1978, p. 120

“Revolutions” Within Institutions Like The “Artworld”
Require The Consent of Those Institutions
Martin Irvine sums up the institutional nature of ‘the Artworld’“The primary function of the Artworld is continually to define,
validate, maintain, and reproduce the cultural category of art,
and to produce the consent of the entire society in the
legitimacy of the artworld's authority to do so. The Artworld is
distributed through a network of institutions (schools,
museums, galleries, commercial market systems, and
professions), all of which participate in constructing a global,
international network...As in all institutions as interdependent
networks, you don't need to know you are participating in the
Artworld, or in the function of one of its nodes, to be carrying
out its primary cultural function.”
.
“The Ceramics Revolution” is an oft told narrative about how
potters “broke free” of the limitations of function and gained
legitimacy within “the Artworld.” I do not intend to diminish
these innovations. Instead, I want to question why it was that
schools, museums, galleries and professional chose to
recognize the “sculptural vessel” as revolutionary, while not
recognizing some of the other innovations that were happening
concurrently.
.
In a different revolution, Edith Heath was defining the California
lifestyle with her modernist designs, while building a company
and a studio with an equitable working environment. She
devised ways to lower the firing temperature of her ware, using
locally sourced materials, and even had dreams of kilns being
fired by the solar power. Rosa Novak, @reallyrosa is currently
doing excellent research on Heath’s legacy. Marguerite
Wildenhain moved to the woods of Northern California as part
of an intentional community of artists, and taught hundreds of
students at her Pond Farm summer retreat, also on national
tour, and through numerous books. Jenni Sorkin’s book “Live
Form” covers Wildenhain.
Pause to consider what “ceramics” would look like today if the
“artworld” had focused its collective recognition on promoting
these ideas?
Martin Irvine, “The Institutional Theory of Art and the Artworld”
Georgetown University

What Does Hegemony Have To Do With Ceramics
Education?
.
Hegemony can be described as the social, cultural, ideological,
and economic influence exerted and continually reproduced by
a dominant group in order to make their ideas and values
appear as normal, natural and given. If we tell ourselves the
story of how Peter Voulkos ‘rescued’ ceramics from its lowly
status as ‘craft’ or as ‘decorative art’ over and over again, then
we are actively reproducing the idea that Craft and the
Decorative Arts are lowly- there is no normal nor natural reason
for this hierarchy. Similarly, educators are likely to reproduce
the lessons and values that they were taught; as if that’s the
way things should be.
.
For example, if a school spends money on a raku* kiln, the
institution is invested in incorporating that kiln into
coursework. The assignments conceived of by the professor,
and the work produced by the students perpetuates the notion
that raku* kilns are an important part of ceramics
pedagogy. The practice of black, porous pottery that makes
the next critique smell like a campfire, is carried forward by
students as they become the teachers of the next
generation. That raku* firing should be part of every ceramics
education is thus presented as a given. This process applies to
other practices within ceramics as well.
.
Educators: Have you had a moment when you found yourself in
the cycle of hegemonic reproduction of an idea that you later let
go of? Mine was taking the shino glaze out of my Introduction
to Wheel Throwing class at @cca_ceramics. I got so grossed
out by the thought of all the crawling, pitted glazes on the
insides of soup bowls in the dishwasher-less dorms that I had
to let it go for health and sanitary reasons.
.
Authors note: This is posted with sincere apologies to the raku* kiln I
used at @albioncollegefinearts. That raku* kiln saved me from my
own poor time management skills many times. How else can
bisqueware get glaze fired only 6 hours before the crit?
*here I mean the weird mongrel of “raku” firing that was popularized
by Paul Soldner in the 50s.

How Do We Create “Ceramics?”
.
These PIAeducation posts are my attempt to understand how
our conception of “ceramics” is defined, validated, maintained,
and reproduced by our educational institutions. When someone
says “I’m into ceramics” how do we know that we mean the
same thing? How do we wrap our heads around a material with
multiple global, technological, cultural, and artistic histories. I
assert that in the US it is mainly entities like college ceramics
programs, the National Council on Education for the Ceramic
Arts @nceca, and popular publications like Ceramics Monthly
@ceramics_monthly that contribute to the shaping of what we
mean when we say “ceramics.”
.
The pleasure of doing arts research is that along with
photographs, interviews, and historical papers- the objects
themselves are also primary documents. By observing an
object, we can tell a lot about who made it, how they made it,
why they made it, and what function it served in society.
Together, we discuss, interpret, and analyze these documents
to come to a fuller understanding.
.
I propose we attempt to understand better together. Doyle Lane
was a Los Angeles based potter working at almost exactly the
same time and place as Peter Voulkos, yet his work is radically
different. How can we understand more about him and his
work? What methods do we have available? If you are a
maker, how do you apply your haptic knowledge of the material
to draw conclusions? If you’re a researcher, what documents
can you find? If you’re an enthusiast, how do you ask
compelling questions?
.
Can you describe or relay one important thing about him or his
work that helps us understand something better? Can you lead
us think more deeply? Can you fit it into 120 words or less?
You can share in the comments and/or on your own feed, or in
the stories.
.
Can we collectively define, validate and reproduced by new
educational values? If using your own feed, use hashtags
#doylelane #PIAeducation and any others you think would help
bring a new audience to his work, and your point of view.

CAN WE EXPLODE THE CERAMICS CANON?
The slide lecture is a favorite part of arts education. It often is
used as an instructional tool which tells the histories of ceramic
practice. But, how can it be rethought? The typical art historical
narrative of creative output is one where a new style replaces
or triumphs over the old one. We’ve examined a little bit of that
here as part of PIAeducation. The narrative of progress is a
double edged sword that simultaneously reinforces a kind of
hierarchy of one thing over the other, but also marginalizes all
the other histories that are always happening simultaneously to
the dominant narrative.
.
Can we make our slide lectures better? What makers should
students be understanding? How can educators make space
for more voices, and develop the tools and techniques of
critical thinking? Slide lectures also inspire makers through
exposure to the ways others have experienced the world and
then responded to it. Can we expand the range of sources and
create exposure for other important voices?
.
Consider adding an artist to the list and a short synopsis of
why. For example:
JADE SNOW WONG- Because she was a model for a full life
as a potter, author and mother.
WIN NG- Because he moved between pottery, illustration, and
design. He was unafraid of commercial success and cofounded the department store Taylor & Ng with his life partner
Spaulding Taylor. Their store is credited with bringing the
Chinese wok to the US and making it a common kitchen utensil
among other accomplishments.
ISAMU NOGUCHI- Because he easily blended industrial
design, sculpture and ceramics. He volunteered to be “self
interrened” in a camp during WWII because he wanted to
“make the camp a hotbed of proactive, Japanese-American
patriotism in the cause against fascism.”
.
Curiosity, critical thinking, and a pluralistic worldview is exactly
why an education in the arts matters. Because if you really
want to be an excellent potter, an expensive four-year diploma
from a university art program is not a path I would recommend.
But, the value of a liberal arts education, is a sharp mind that
can take you far.

Summer Reading List
.
As PIAeducation winds down toward the last few posts, here
are a few ways for you to consider carrying your education
forward. Here is a short list of some of the books that helped
inform these PIAeducation posts. You are also encouraged to
contribute your own. Please include a short reason why you
are recommending the book or text, along with the title and the
author(s). A synopsis of why you found the text compelling will
help others sort and prioritize.
.
CLAY, by Susan Staubach- A well researched book that
examines how clay has helped shape social, cultural, and
technical relations across the globe. Studio ceramists will
relate to the writing style, and it can help place your studio work
into a larger context.
.
DESIGN AND ART, edited by Alex Coles- A collection of
essays on the relationship between design and the
artworld. Although this book is not about clay at all, if one
reads it creatively, you can easily apply the various concepts
contained within as a way to rethink your own motivations
within studio ceramics.
.
THINKING THROUGH CRAFT, by Glenn AdamsonAdamson’s reflections on craft help place familiar artists like
Peter Voulkos, Robert Arneson, and Warren Mackenzie into
the context of “craft.” Thoughtful readers can then understand
the constructs that present these artists as important makers.
.
LIVE FORM, by Jenni Sorkin- Helen Molesworth’s
endorsement says it best - “Live Form fills a void in the current
scholarship on postwar art. Looking closely at the development
of pottery, Sorkin is able to redress the dominant narratives that
privilege both painting as the dominant medium and men as its
primary practitioners. Instead, she offers us the essential roles
played by crafts and women in creating the interdisciplinary and
performance-based fabric of our current moment.”

Edith Heath

Win Ng

Maguerite Wildenhain teaching at Pond Farm
For more images, visit #PIAeducation on Instagram @potsinaction

