Encountering Multiplicity: Abundance in Clay

By Holly Hanessian

This article examines how the work of six artists (Daniel Bare, Walter McConnell, Bean Finneran, Linda Sormin, Neil Forrest and Wendy Walgate) all share common innovative qualities through their choice of materials and by massing them in unusual ways. 

The1999 show, “Cooled Matter,” was exhibited at the Columbus College of Art and Design in Columbus, Ohio. Much of the work displayed in this show presented the idea of multiples as individual objects in an installation setting. Many of the artists also often introduced other materials like paint directly on the wall or slip. For instance, Sadashi Inuzuka created an ecosystem of dried slip on the floor of the gallery while also placing biomorphic objects on the wall. His, and the work of other artists, moved the genre of ceramics into the larger arena of contemporary art without conforming to accepted norms through references to a particular media or art form. However, within the context of ceramic art, they still utilized the object and its ability to be used as a multiple.

Artist’s who choose to work in clay as their primary material but distance themselves from the legacy of ceramics are still tied to the methods inherent to the process. Since ancient times, repetition has been an important aspect in the history of clay. Ceramic artists have always used molds to make multiples, whether for utilitarian or sculptural purposes. This still holds true today. Many contemporary potters use multiples to make functional ware, while other artists working in clay use multiples in creating sculptural installations.

An article by Kansas State University Art History Professor Glenn Brown examines the work of ceramic artists who use multiples in their work. In it, Brown writes, “Ceramic multiples are more rapidly produced, more efficiently stacked and fired in kilns, and more easily transported than objects of varying dimensions, materials, and methods of construction.
 Brown goes on to write: 

“No longer to be regarded as simply a consequence of efficiency in the production of utilitarian wares, ceramics multiplicity has served in an increasing number of instances to introduce a kind of conceptual potential to the ceramic object.”

A number of artists use multiples, but few depart from common paradigms. The artists presented here, however, have found ways to reinvigorate this stale idea. By stacking, clustering or concentrating their work in space, they have changed how individual ceramic parts are conceptually and formally conceived. The final composition resulting from the creation of these new art works represents an evolutionary synthesis of working with multiples in space.

In the fall of 2004, I attended a workshop taught by ceramicists Valerie Zimany and Daniel Bare at Central Michigan University. Both had been living and making art in Asia. A recently completed residency in Shanghai, China had had a rippling effect on Bare’s artwork. A radical change in direction had taken place in his work in which he had gone from working with large, freestanding, extruded sculptural forms to smaller assemblages attached to the wall. He had become fascinated with the amount of ceramics produced in China and began buying Yixing teapots in volumes. He then created clay saggars, filling them with powdered EPK and placing the Yixing teapots in the saggar form.  Lastly, he used thick, viscous glaze as a fill material. After the firing, he pulled off the saggar form and was left with an encrusted group of fused, clustered teapots. Nestled head to toe, these crustaceous looking objects were now permanently cemented and resembled antiquities from an archeological dig. Taking these teapot clusters a step further, Bare then inserted a metal rod through the pieces and attached them to the wall of the gallery. The pieces now extended out into the exhibition space. By combining unusual materials with an inventive way of displaying the artwork, Bare’s work which continuously melded and merged glaze and refractory materials, forced viewers to look at both sides of the object. 

Bare’s demonstration had a few jewel-like surprises for both the students and for me. Because he had started to work in fresh and intuitive ways, he easily overcame the basic tenets of working with clay and glaze materials. Furthermore, he broke many of the rules that these students had been taught. I realized later after having watched him work, how essential it is for artists to stay fresh by challenging the prescribed ways that we are taught. Bare was able to transcend his learned pattern of art making.  But as others rise through the educational system, much of what is offered in many academic settings is characterized by a certain sameness and staleness. This is especially true in a process-oriented art form like ceramics where we learn a specific way of creating art and incorporate a set of core beliefs into our artwork. How can artists break from prior learned experiences, innovate and create new artwork? These thoughts were on my mind when I recently saw the new work of Walter McConnell.  

McConnell has taken the idea of multiples and recreated a lively, inventive world of glazed memorabilia. His final forms are simple shapes like cones or mountains that are primary to our human collective consciousness. McConnell massed individual pieces and placed them in sites that became part of the artworks. My first initiation to this new work was at the St. Patrick’s Cathedral in Indianapolis, Indiana in 2004. He sited a large installation untitled “Blue” in a side altar room. In this ornate space filled with religious iconography, he created a pyramid form of slip-cast, pop culture icons covered with shiny happy glazes. Homer Simpson and ET were shoved together with other luminous characters from TV, creating a wunderkind fantasia of delight. This pile of stacked objects filled the small altar room that competed with Catholic liturgical objects. Even more disturbing then this cultural clash was the large, heavy, imposing, decorative metal railing that prevented the viewer from seeing all of it at once.

My appetite was whetted after seeing McConnell’s and Bare’s new work. I was interested in seeing other artists who worked primarily in clay, but innovatively pushed beyond the comfortable zone of using multiplies. Many artists duplicate an item and use it exponentially in making sculpture. It’s an easy equation to take an object with a signifier from our culture, replicate it a critical number of times and place the discrete parts in a contextual environment. In the massing of many objects, these artists coexist comfortably in the larger art world of contemporary sculpture. 

Bean Finneran shows her work at a variety of venues, transitioning smoothly between craft museums, high-end galleries and contemporary art centers. Like Walter McConnell, Finneran’s sculptures are simple forms, created by thousands of coil strands. When the many small strands are pieced together, the work can seamlessly change shape offering an endless possibility of reforming. In describing the art of Bean Finneran, Maria Porges, an independent critic writes, “The most important part of the process is the way each sculpture grows through accumulation, curve after curve linking together in a way that evokes natural form.” Finneran has elegantly re-established a contemporary way of working that conceptually harkens back to the minimalists in producing simple shapes.

Linda Sormin’s complicated forms wind and twist their way through massive construction zones of coils and other deformed and disjunctive shapes. Chaos seems to have landed in the middle of the pieces, the effects of which explode and splatter. Yet when these pieces are separated out in an installation setting, the work has a sense of controlled tension and the spaciousness. By distancing the pieces from sections of themselves (and from each other), Sormin has releases part of the tension created in the individual pieces. Her multiples occur in the abundance of forms she merges together. These bundles of coils and bits of other undifferentiated, constructed parts play havoc by repelling and attracting to each other.

Sormin’s work is on the edge both physically and conceptually. Her artwork either represents the merging of multiples or the simple massing of ceramic parts. It reflects formal concerns similar to those of Daniel Bare’s in the way they both concentrate their sculpture in uncomfortable positions and use clay and glaze to set their respective aesthetic alchemy in motion.

By contrast, the sculptural work of Neil Forrest is controlled and studied. One can draw comparisons between his research on architecture and nature to the formally complex sculptural installations he creates. His artery-like forms create systems that appear to mirror an elegant mathematical or physics equation. 

In a recent statement accompanying work completed at the European Ceramic Work Center, Forrest writes that he has 

“…created a number of ‘pruned’ trunks, separated then rejoined by a matrix of sinewy branches. The current work is about a landscape brought inside, a synthetic forest designed to effuse/radiate within the contained space of a building.”
 

When seeing the elaborate structures he creates, I am reminded of the interconnectedness of systems, architectural, organic or chemical. Multiplicity and abundance are found in the complex and elegant ways he suspends and places his pieces in space.

Wendy Walgate clusters her work together in what she refers to as “accumulations.”  She works with plaster molds making slip-cast objects, typically animals that are contained, circled or rest within an object she has collected. For example, a colorful 1940’s metal lunch box will hold a series of red glazed slip-cast animals.  As in this piece, her work is evocative, offering many interpretations of a meal from that mid-twentieth century moment. Walgate writes of her work, 

“Ceramic mementoes and souvenirs can be found on countless fireplace mantles, in china cabinets and in store windows. Often there is a compelling, emotional attachment to these items. I believe that ceramic animals can carry surprisingly strong meanings, through personal remembrance, imagination or perceived worth.”
 
In a manner similar to McConnell who also uses slip cast forms to create his installations, Walgate assembles her ceramic pieces with found objects like metal baskets. These then become singular pieces or small installations after she couples her slip-cast pieces with more involved parts like conveyer belts or ladders.  And, much like McConnell, she creates context by placing specific types of slip-cast parts next to other meaningful objects. They also share a propensity for monochromatic colors by using the same or similar color fields. This heightens the intensity of the work, making the viewer aware of the brilliance and symbolic suggestion implied by the use of an abundance of only one range of color. 

All of the artists mentioned previously work with ideas of multiplicity and abundance, whether through an overflow of individualized parts (McConnell and Walgate) or by gathering and assembling materials in unique ways (Finneran and Sormin). The sum transcends the parts, resulting in a confluence of newly interconnected sculptural ceramic artworks. And, most significantly, their artwork transforms the usual consideration of ceramic sculptural art.  
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