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Abstract

This study of Saskatchewan ceramics fills a gap in the existing art historical
research. It is a broad overview of some of the people and topics related to the
development of ceramics in Saskatchewan from the early 1960s (with a few exceptions)
to present.

The first chapter focuses on functional ceramics, and outlines a methodology to
use when examining functional wares. The second chapter addresses sculptural ceramics
with particular attention given to ceramists involved with clay in Regina. The final
chapter addresses how both public and erotic ceramics can be counter-hegemonic.

The figures have been presented in a separate volume to facilitate cross-
referencing between the text and the images. The third volume consists of 18 transcripts
of people involved within the Saskatchewan ceramic community. They were conducted
during the research phase of this project, and are included to provide an oral history that

enriches the contents of this thesis.
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Introduction

Prairie Pots and Beyond: An Examination of Saskatchewan Ceramics from the

1960s to Present, is an examination of Saskatchewan ceramics, ceramists, ceramic history

and art history. I wanted to undertake this project for a number of reasons. I was born
and raised in Regina, Saskatchewan and have vivid memories of some of the works
discussed in this chapter (fig. 0.2). As'a child, I was fascinated with the sculptural
ceramics coming out of the University of Regina. My parents would take me to the “Old
Campus” on College Avenue, and we would wander through the studios. In addition, I
remember seeing the works at the MacKenzie Art Gallery in Regina and learning about
the ceramists in my high school ceramics courses. My siblings and I would spend hours
at Richard Spafford’s bookstore on 13™ Avenue in Regina trying to find all the nifty
ceramics nestled into shelves while my father browsed for books.

After leaving Saskatchewan to study art history, I became aware of just how
special these works were. Not only were they special to me but they were also unique
and rarely discussed in terms of Canadian art history. The decision to write about
ceramics in Saskatchewan is not only an exploration of my past and where I come from
but also a political action to insert part of Saskatchewan’s culture into Canadian art
history.

Research for this project led to travels around Saskatchewan. 1 visited the major
cities as well as smaller communities such as Meacham. I formally interviewed
seventeen Saskatchewan artists, a Regina collector, a private gallery owner and the head

curator at the MacKenzie Art Gallery. In addition, I e-mailed and spoke with numerous
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other people. The formal interviews were transcribed as closely as possible to the actual
interview. These transcripts have been appended to the thesis and reflect the
conversation | had with each person. It should be noted that these are transcripts of a
conversation and are not “polished” interviews. The artists were each asked a set of
similar questions. I purposefully did this so that comparisons could be made. I whole-
heartedly thank everyone for their participation in my efforts to create a discourse and
written record of a very small portion of Saskatchewan ceramics.

Garth Clark addresses ceramics’ lack of theoretical discourse and exclusion from
art history in “Voulkos’ Dilemma: Toward a Ceramic Canon.”' Clark explains that
without an inventory of contemporary ceramics, it is next to impossible for one to write
and critically engage with the discipline. In order for this to happen, a canon of sorts
must be created. It is important to note that Clark sees a canon not as a fixed list, but as a
starting point for discourse about ceramics as a whole.? This engagement is important for
any group, including Saskatchewan ceramists, who want to have better access to
educational resources, research and exhibitions opportunities as well as the ability to
demand fair and competitive prices for their work.’

Clark’s writings on this issue have influenced my own approach to Saskatchewan

ceramics. Prairie Pots and Bevond: An Examination of Saskatchewan Ceramics from the

1960s to Present does not argue that ceramics is a craft separate from “Art”. Instead, art

theory, art history, craft theory and ceramics history are used when examining the works.
Ceramists are compared to historical ceramic examples as well as to contemporary

ceramics and other forms of art. I have also tried to create a balance among biographical,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Volume 1  Introduction 3

technical and theoretical approaches to €ach artist’s work. It is important to record the
biographical information because, in some cases, this information is not readily available.
Ceramics is a medium that demands some technical knowledge, and it would also be a
mistake to not include this. All too often, scholarship leans towards one area while
leaving out other important information. It can be justified when there is an abundance of
information. For example, I would not need to include a lot of information on Georgia
O’Keeffe’s (1887-1986) life because it can be easily found in other publications. This is
not the case here. It would be a mistake to focus on the issues without introducing the
makers or informing the reader of certéin ceramic techniques.

This thesis as a whole is designed to complicate the binary. There are three
chapters: the first chapter addresses functional ceramics, the second addresses sculptural
ceramics and the third combines the two and examines public and erotic ceramics. By
including only the first two chapters, a binary would have been created.

This is not a chronological study of the history of Saskatchewan ceramics, nor a
strictly theoretical approach; it is a hybrid. Each chapter is organized in a different
fashion and can be read on its own with few references to the other chapters. As a result,
the complicating of the binary as well as the hybridized approach of biography, history,
theory and technical information, has made it difficult to go into great detail about any
specific person or work. Instead, this project should be seen as a starting point where
later studies may pick one subject out of the group and focus on him or her in greater

historical and theoretical detail.
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Another aspect of this thesis’ hybridity is that I have endeavoured to provide a
rich visual inventory of Saskatchewan ceramics with a variety of comparisons. Some
images will be analyzed more than others. This is to give the reader a precursory visual
canon that will hopefully pique others’ interest, create debate about what should have
been included and what shouldn’t have been and to give a richer and more enjoyable
reading of the thesis.

Chapter one, “A Methodological Approach to Function: Some Steps to Take
When Examining the Functional Object,” is the chapter with the most technical
information. This chapter examines some of the potters in Saskatchewan. It also outlines
a methodology to use when confronted with a functional vessel. The vessel is different
from a sculpture. Often, people find it daunting to examine a functional work beyond its
intended use. If there is not some type of narrative decoration found on an object such as
a cup, it is hard for one who has not spent a great deal of time thinking about the
functional vessel to describe and analyse what is in front of him or her. Once the user
identifies what type of vessel it is, such as a teapot, then steps may be used to help engage
with the pot on a deeper level. The steps and examples outlined in the chapter are
examining the function of the decoration, the bodily language of function, the categories
of makers and the levels of function.

Chapter two, “The Radical/Rebellious Makers of Mud,” examines ceramic
sculpturés. The chapter focuses on theA activities at the University of Regina (formerly
known as the University of Saskatchewan, Regina Campus) and the influence of

American-educated teachers and California Funk on Saskatchewan ceramics. There is
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discussion on the pitfalls of binaries such as art versus craft and on the importance of
ceramic history. The metaphorical use of a river and its system is used to subvert the
binary. Chapter two also suggests there may be a Saskatchewan aesthetic that has come
out of ceramics. This aesthetic is filled with notions of the grotesque, hybridity, humour,
folk art, kitsch and personal narrative.

The final chapter, “The Public and Private Side of Saskatchewan Ceramics,”
approaches Saskatchewan ceramics in light of two different yet similar issues: eroticism
and public space. The dominant similarity examined throughout the chapter is the ability
for both types of ceramics to function as hegemonic or counter-hegemonic tools. The
examples of public ceramics are examined in terms of types of space, interventions,
governmenta] patronage, tourism, collaboration and the history of place. The erotic
works are also grouped into specific categories. These include the human body,
suggestive titles, symbols, political uses of the erotic and the importance of context.

Although I have tried to include as many ceramists as I could, it is inevitable that
some have been omitted. It is my hope that these omissions will inspire others to write
about those who have not been included or to expand on the information provided in the
three chapters.

It is important to note that, after reading this thesis, one must not leave with the
impression that ceramics began in Saskatchewan with Peter Rupchan. First Nations
people potted for thousands of yecars before Europeans settled Saskatchewan.* One of the

finest examples of such work is the Jacobsen Bay Pot, ¢. 1500 (fig. 0.3). It was

discovered in a lake near Prince Albert National Park and is believed to have been made
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by the ancestors of the Cree. This is another part of Saskatchewan’s ceramic history that
is just as important, but beyond the scope of this thesis.

Another part of Saskatchewan’é ceramic history that will not be examined is the
industrial history. Throughout the southern half of the province, there are rich clay
deposits (fig. 0.1 ). Various brick companies have been in existence, such as the now-
defunct factory in Claybank (fig. 0.1, no. 14). In 1921, the University of Saskatchewan
in Saskatoon set up a ceramics engineering department headed by Wolsey G. Worcester
(1876-1972).° The department tested clay samples and gave advice to industry as well as
to people and farmers interested in clay. Yorkshire-trained William H. Phipps (dates
unknown) was hired as a studio technician. In a November 14, 1927 report, it states
“Phipps — Demonstrator, kiln burner, pattern and mold-maker and general working
assistant of a non-scientific nature” (ﬁgs. 0.4 — 0.6).° Souvenir ashtrays, mugs and desk
sets were made by the department to distribute at the annual lab night, which appears to
have been an open-house type of gathering, and as gifts (figs. 0.7 — 0.9).” In a letter dated
1942, Worcester explains that “for the past several years, all of this sort of work [making
steins etc.] has been taken care of by The Canadian Clay Craft Company of Saskatoon.”
This company was owned and operated by Worcester’s son and daughter-in-law,
Cameron Worcester (1904-2000) and Rose Worcester, from 1936-1941 2 Worcester
retired in 1947, and a committee recommended closing the department in 1951."
However, the University’s focus was the industrial and engineering side of ceramics

rather than the studio application of clay and therefore is beyond the scope of this paper.
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Many of the potters examined in this thesis not only create one-of-a-kind pieces
but have also created production lines. These lines can be made up of hundreds of
functional vessels over many years with very subtle changes. The production line(s) of a
potter have generally not been examined in this paper. A critical examination of this sort
would be appropriate to a study that is either dedicated to a specific potter or to
production lines themselves.

This project is the beginning of many more investigations into Saskatchewan
ceramics that I hope to make. Although my approach is all-encompassing, I hope that it
will encourage others to dig deeper in a non-binary way into specific ideas and ceramists.
This project does address an area of Canada that is often forgotten, and it also brings
ceramics into art history in a way that allows for both art and craft to be examined rather
than the exclusion of one or the other. I hope this thesis will create debate about the
inclusions and exclusions I have made and will therefore get other people talking about

Saskatchewan ceramics.

' Garth Clark, “Voulkos’ Dilemma: Toward a Ceramic Canon,” in Shards, ed. John Pagliaro (New York:
Distributed Art Publications, 2003), 317-327.

2 Clark, “Voulkos’ Dilemma,” 319.

3 Garth Clark, “Between a Toilet and a Hard Place: Is the Ceramic Avant-Garde a Contradiction in
Terms?,” in Shards, ed. John Pagliaro (New York: Distributed Art Publications, 2003), 331.
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* Royal Saskatchewan Museum, “Aboriginal History Unit: Neat Stuff — Archaeology,” Royal
Saskatchewan Museum, 2006,

http://www.royalsaskmuseum.ca/research/collections/aboriginal_history/neat_stuff archaeology.shtm!
(accessed May 1, 2006).

* Gail Crawford, Studio Ceramics in Canada (Fredericton, New Brunswick: Goose Lane Editions, 2005),
171.

® President’s Office Fond Series:1, “Report from November 14, 1927,” W.G. Worcester Papers, University
of Saskatchewan Archives, Saskatoon. -

7 See the W.G. Worcester Papers at the University of Saskatchewan Archives for more information.

¥ W.G. Worcester to F.L. Croteau, “Letter to F.L. Croteau,” May 27, 1942, W.G. Worcester Papers,
University of Saskatchewan Archives, Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.

? Crawford, Studio Ceramics, 172.

'% President’s Papers: Series 3, W.G. Worcester Fonds, University of Saskatchewan.
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A Methodological Approach to Function: Some Steps to Take When

Examining the Functional Object

What we proudly call our age of technology is in danger of being known

by the historians of the future as the age of plumbing, if we continue to

define function in design by bathtubs and washing machines.'

It is often the case that when one first encounters the notion of function, ideas of
mass production and industry come to mind, leaving one to think of bathtubs, paper cups
and cars. This, in turn, leads to an over-simplification of the functional object as merely
something which only serves a useful purpose. It also becomes extremely difficult for
one to approach a simple functional object — such as a cup — and analyse it as one does a
painting. Unlike a painting, a cup, unless decorated with a narrative, does not have an
easy entry-point for discussion. Many of the “tried and true” art historical theories
cannot be applied to help one understand the cup either. In order to understand the
functional nature of ceramics, one must become comfortable with examining a functional
object; this can occur when a methodology has been outlined for one to use when
approaching, for example, a cup.

The methodology outlined in this chapter is designed to give a user three steps to
engage with a functional piece of pottery, such as a cup. Not all of these steps must be
applied to the object in order to engage with it. One or more steps can be used at a time,
and are outlined in an order that demands progressively more interaction and knowledge

from the user. Before any of the steps are taken, the viewer or user will identify the type
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of vessel by comparing it to similar shapes he or she has seen before. For example, a pot
with a handle and spout could be identified as a teapot because the viewer has seen many
teapots before, and has a general notion as to what that sort of pot looks like. The
following steps enable the viewer or user to engage with what may at first appear to be a
teapot but could turn out to be something else or just a teapot.

After one has identified the type of vessel by comparing it to other shapes, the
first step for examining the functional object is to examine The Bodily Language of
Function. This demands that the user examine the motions and body language the object
makes the user perform due to the physical construction of the object. The next step, The
Function of the Decoration is accomplished by simply examining the visual clues or
decoration(s) found on and within the object’s surface. Examining the decoration follows
the examination of how the body interacts with the object because, in cases where the
object is to be used, one is more apt to pick it up and examine it before consciously
noticing the decorative aspects of the object. In the final step, Categories of Makers and
Levels of Function, the user must go beyond the object and potentially do some research.
The user needs to examine the maker and how the object functions within the user’s
society. However, before this methodology is examined and applied to specific
Saskatchewan ceramists, some definitions must be made in order to have a working
lexicon. The term ceramics is a wide and encompassing term. The word itself is from the
Greek word keramos, meaning potter’s clay or burnt stuff.? However, the field of
ceramics is much more than simply potter’s clay or burnt stuff. Today, the term ceramics

can mean pottery, ceramic sculpture, clay building materials and electro-ceramics.” In
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this chapter, pottery from Saskatchewan will be examined, and in the following chapter,
one will find an exploration of ceramic sculpture within Saskatchewan.

Unlike sculpture, which is defined in the second chapter as three-dimensional art
made of materials such as wood, stone or clay that are carved, modelled, cast, or
assembled, pottery is always related to the vessel and/or notions of utility. Because of its
strong ties to the vessel, pots or pottery also have a rich history in terms of the domestic
and relate to women’s work in the home and studio.*

In his essay, “Towards a Unified Theory of Crafts: The Reconciliations of
Differences,” Paul Mathieu asserts that the common characteristic found at the
conceptual level amongst the craft disciplines of ceramics, jewellery, glass, fibre and
furniture making is containment.” He states, “Containment has to do with the
relationship between the object and its environment... This is readily obvious with
ceramics and pottery, but is also true whether pots are made of clay, glass, metal, wood,
leather, paper or plastic.”6 Containment can define a space such as rug, it can contain a
neck as in the case of a necklace, and it can also metaphorically contain wealth or
memories. Mathieu also states:

A container is a space where opposites are unified, where differences are

reconciled. Containers bring together the extremes in reconciliation; they

cancel the dialectical impulses of language. All the binaries, polarities,
opposites and dichotomies listed earlier - - high/low, art/craft - - are
reconciled within the container, within any craft object. The container
combines in symbiosis the top and the bottom, the front and the back, the
interior and the exterior, the surface and the form, representation and
presentation, image and object. Even within the new category of virtual

crafts, which takes place within the ultimate container, the ultimate frame
of the computer screen, this is true.’
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It is rather obvious that pottery is a container, and therefore that it is an object which,
according to Mathieu, by its nature can subvert the binary. Above all else, a pot will have
volume. The walls of a ceramic pot function as-both the outside and the inside. The
vessel also has the ability to contain both the tangible, such as food or plants, or
intangible, such as memories.

Metaphorically, many of the parts of a vessel are related to the body. The parts
include the mouth, the lip (rim), the neck, the shoulder, the belly, the foot and the bottom
(fig 1.1).} Pots may contain all or only some of these parts. Other forms of pottery also
have handles, spouts and lids. The names of the parts of a vessel allow for some makers,
such as ceramist Marilyn Levine (1935-2005), who is discussed in greater detail in the
second chapter, to play with the different parts of the vessel while also referencing the
body. In Whyte Eice, 1995 (fig. 1.2), she cleverly allows for a play on the body metaphor
as it applies to both the vessel form and footwear.” In this example, laces accentuate the
curvature of the body of the vessel and allude to corsets. The tongue of the boot ends just
above the lip of the cup.'’

Before Levine or any other ceramist makes a ceramic object, he or she must make
some crucial technological decisions. These decisions not only include the shape of the
piece but also clay body to be used, its method of construction and the firing process to
be undertaken.

Daniel Rhodes in Clay and Glazes for the Potter defines the term clay body as

follows:

A clay body may be defined as a mixture of clays or clays and other earthy
mineral substances which are blended to achieve a specific ceramic
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purpose. Many clays found in nature serve very well just as they

are...Such clays might be called natural clay bodies. The potter, in

prescientific times, relied largely upon such clays for his raw material and
made few or no additions to them. Sometime, however, adjustments were
made for better working properties...The demands which we make of clay

as a material today usually make it necessary to blend two or more

materials in order to achieve the desired results. Such demands may be,

for example, extreme plasticity to make the clay suitable for throwing, or

complete density at a given firing temperature, or whiteness and

translucency when fired, or the property of casting, as a fluid slip, or the
development of certain desirable colors and textures.''
Some common clay bodies include earthenware and stoneware.

Earthenware is clay that is generally found either on or near the surface of the
earth, and it is fired below a temperature of 1150°C.!? Earthenware can be used in pit-
fired and raku processes.”® The clays used for earthenware tend to be naturally red, buff
or sandy in colour and are often fragile after firing."* Other materials can be added to the
clay to make it stronger, and to change the colour.

Stoneware is found in the strata below the topsoil, and the natural colour of
stoneware varies from a buff to a reddish brown colour.!” Once fired, it is like stone:
hard, durable and generally impervious to liquids. Stoneware is fired between 1150°C and
1300°C.'® Stoneware is sometimes salt-glazed.

While today’s ceramists can control many parts of the production of their works,
historically, this has not always been the case. Ceramists have had to work with what
was available. Then, during the first half of the twentieth century, an English potter by

the name of Bernard Leach (1887-1979) articulated an aesthetic that not only demanded

that potters control all aspects of their production but also posited function as the root of
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beauty (fig. 1.3). Leach articulated his aesthetic in many publications which are still

influential today.

Although Leach is not a Saskatchewan ceramist, it is important to acknowledge
his influence around the world and within Saskatchewan. Leach was born in Hong Kong
and studied at the Slade School of Art and the London School of Art."” In 1909, Leach
moved to Japan to teach etching. '8 Ataraku party, Leach fell in love with the pottery
traditions of Japan and apprenticed with the sixth Kenzan."” Garth Clark writes in The
Potter’s Art that Leach became “obsessed with the desire to introduce Western potters to
the mystery and glory of Eastern ceramics, in particular the stonewares of China.”®
Generally speaking, Leach favoured Chinese (T ang, Song and Ming periods) and
Korean celadon pottery, as well as early English slipware.”! He privileged the handmade
pot over the machine-made:

In the field of ceramics the responsibility for the all-pervading bad taste of

to-day lies mainly with machine production and the accompanying

indifference to aesthetic considerations of individual industrialists and

their influence on the sensibility of the public.??

He advocated that the potter should be in control of all aspects of the making of a pot.
This meant mixing one’s own clay, creating one’s own glazes and firing one’s own
kiln(s).”® In addition, Leach met Soetsu Yanagi (1889-1961), an art historian,
philosopher and Mingei scholar who was interested in reviving the status of Japanese

crafts. Yanagi helped to develop the Leachean aesthetics of beauty through Asian art and

Zen Buddhism.*
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In 1920, Leach established a pottery in St. Ives, England.25 Fellow potter, Shoji
Hamada (1894-1978) came with him as well and helped to set up the pottery.® In 1923,
Hamada returned to Japan but he would remain close to Leach, and they travelled around
the world together giving demonstrations (fig. 1.4). That same year, Leach took on his
first apprentice, Michael Cardew (1901-1983). Like Leach, Cardew was interested in
early English slipware (fig. 1.5). Cardew worked at the pottery for three years and then
went on to establish potteries in England and Africa.”’

In his 1928 publication A Potter’s Outlook, Leach articulated his position that

pottery should be created in a manner that made it affordable and accessible. In 1940,

Leach published A Potter’s Book, which is still fondly known by potters as “the bible.”

It has been extremely successful, never out of print and has sold over 130,000 copies.”®
The first chapter, “Towards a Standard,” outlines the role of the potter, the handmade
object and a standard of excellence for pottery. The subsequent chapters are technical,
and give information on raku, English slipware, stoneware and porcelain, fabrication,
decoration, glazing and kilns. The final chapter is made up of fictional letters describing
the workings of a pottery.

One of the lasting impacts of Leach, Cardew and others was the introduction of
the notion of the ethical pot. The ethical pot is a term that Oliver Watson, the keeper of
ceramics at the Victoria and Albert Museum, has used to describe:

a holistic vessel born out of mud and flame from the ‘pure’ traditions of

Chinese Sung pottery and the slipwares of the English peasant potter,

made under conditions of self-sufficiency, truth to materials and a

reverence for tradition and rooted in utility. Utility gave the makers of
ethical pots a presumed moral superiority in that the pots they were
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making were not for frivolous enjoyment but for the more sober purposes
of daily use.”

“Ethical pots” are still made today. However, it is important to note that not all makers
of ethical pots do so in order to be morally superior to those who make “unethical” pots.
In addition, potters cannot always choose how they will approach their practice. In some
cases, prepared clay is unavailable for purchase or a potter may not live near clay
deposits. Their pots and their practice should therefore not be characterized according to
moral principles. In fact, the term “ethical” is rather problematic because it implies that
those who deviate from making an ethical pot are participating in an unethical practice.
Therefore, instead of debating ethics, the term “fundamental” will be used because these
pots and the potters who make them engage with the fundamentals of pottery, and there is
a sense of maintaining a strict adherence to tradition.

A fundamental pot or vessel is made to be used. In addition, the maker has
controlled many of the aspects of its making, such as creating it and firing it. A
fundamental pot can be a pot made with clay and glaze ingredients mined by the maker,
but it can also be a pot made of clay bought from a manufacturer. However, a
fundamental pot cannot be a pot bought at a paint-it-yourself pottery-type store and
painted by the purchaser. A fundamental pot is predominantly handmade, not machine-
made. The term handmade refers to techniques requiring hands, such as pinching, coil
and slab building as well the process of wheel-throwing. Handmade can also refer to
mould-making techniques where slabs of clay are pressed or slip is poured into a

handmade or commercially purchased mould.
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Saskatchewan potters such as Wayne Pollock®® and Gerald Morton®' are examples
of potters who create fundamental pots, and closely follow a Leachean aesthetic. Pollock
built his own kiln in his studio in Francis, Saskatchewan. He mines his own clay from
deposits near Assiniboia, Saskatchewan and gathers volcanic ash to use in his glazes.>
Approximately 12 years ago, he switched his fuel to natural gas because the used motor
oil he was burning before was not as predictable as the natural gas. Pollock states that
form and function are of the utmost importance, and he is interested in a direct hands-on
approach.3 3

Pollock creates fundamental pots and has been heavily influenced by Leach, as

seen in Covered Butter Dish, c. 2003 (fig. 1.6) from his production line and Lamp, c.

2003 (fig. 1.7). The shape of the lamp is reminiscent of globular jars created throughout
China’s history (graph 1.1). In addition, the spirit of the splashes of blue and purple

found on Pollock’s Lamp and Covered Butter Dish remind one of the gestural splashes of

purple and blue found on an atypically-shaped Jun ware jar (fig. 1.8). Connoisseurs of
the Song Dynasty ceramics (1127-1279) have divided the wares into “the five great wares
of China,” one of them being Jun ware.** Leach advocated that a potter should
endeavour to draw inspiration from the Song potters without imitating particular Song
pieces.’® Pollock has achieved this with Lamp. The lamp appears to draw inspiration
from the shapes and gestural decorations of the Song period, but these inspirations are

used to create something other than a jar. In Covered Butter Dish, the gestural splashes

draw attention to the curvature of the cover, just as some of the splashes on Jun ware

pieces also accentuate the form of the vessel.
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Morton, another fundamental and Leachean potter, taught Pollock and also
worked with him after they both left the University of Saskatchewan, Regina Campus’
Extension Department. Morton’s pottery, Moose Mountain Pottery, is located five miles
north of Kenosee Lake, Saskatchewan.

Like Leach, Morton is independent and is in control of all aspects when creating a
pot. Like Pollock, Morton mines his clay from an area near Assiniboia. He creates his
own glazes with sands found four miles north of his studio and has built his own 100
cubic foot catenary arch kiln.*® In the past, Morton has fired his kiln with a combination
of diesel and used motor oil to temperatures around 1300 °C.*” Morton states the
following:

The machinery of industry cannot cope with variable raw materials so

their innate character must be "refined" out. Twenty-five years ago I

became frustrated with these materials and began quarrying and

processing my own clay and minerals for glazes. All these materials are

local (within a day's drive is how I define local). These clays and rocks

have their own unique character and that fact makes self-conscious self-

expression inappropriate and unnecessary. The many technical

challenges arising from this pioneering approach have maintained my
interest in and engagement with this process of making simple utensils.

They are a completely local expression and that commitment to locality, in

my opinion, is a necessary precondition of work that is worth doing.®

In a 2005 combed glaze plate (figs. 1.9 & 1.10), one can see Morton’s

engagement with notions of the fundamental, L.eachean pot. One of the techniques

highlighted in Leach’s A Potter’s Book is English slipware, and he even illustrates

examples of combed or feathered slipware (fig. 1.1 1).** Combed slipware is achieved by
depositing different coloured slips, which are fine particles of clay suspended in water,

onto the surface. The combing is achieved by running a tool through the different
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coloured slips (see (d) in fig. 1.12). David Ross, a Saskatchewan potter whose work will
be discussed later, demonstrated another technique in a pamphlet (or brochure) A Way
With Clay: he tapped and shook the vessel in such a way that the slip ran or moved
creating marbled surface designs (see (4) & (5) in fig. 1.13). In Morton’s plate, the
bisqued plate is soaked in water so that when the glaze is applied, the water in the glaze
will not be soaked into the bisque-ware. This crucial step allows Morton to comb the
glaze, creating a pattern similar to combed slipware.

The late fifteenth century in England witnessed the development of slipware. It
was a quick and economical way to produce more attractive and marketable wares for the
lower and middle classes.* Along with combed slipware, potters were also drawing with
slip. The Toft family, including Burslem potter Thomas Toft (active between 1671-
1689), produced some of the most well-known trailed-dishes (fig. 1.14).*! Specialized
tools were created to apply the slip such as cow horns and quills (see (a) in fig. 1.12).4
Early Ukrainian pioneer and potter, Peter Rupchan (1883-1944), *? also used modified
horns to decorate his work.

Like Morton and others who follow a Leachean aesthetic and create fundamental
pots, Rupchan controlled all the areas of production. However, unlike contemporary
potters who choose to create fundamental pots and follow a Leachean aesthetic, Rupchan
had little choice due to his financial situation and the lack of commercially-produced
ceramic products. Therefore, Rupchan built much of his equipment - such as a kick

wheel to throw his pots, his kiln and a windmill to pulverize his clay (fig. 1.15).%
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Rupchan also dug all his own clay and gathered materials such as discarded glass and
batteries for his glazes.*’
Rupchan used an ox horn with the tip drilled out of it and a feather stuck inside to

apply decorative patterns to his work.*® Judith Silverthorne describes this practice in her

book Made in Saskatchewan: Peter Rupchan, Ukrainian Pioneer and Potter as a process

Rupchan used to apply glaze rather than slip to the surfaces of his pots. Nevertheless, the
patterning seen in a detail of a jug from a documentary (fig. 1.16) on Rupchan is
comparable to the “jewelling” or tiny dots of slip found on some of Toft’s chargers. It is
important to note that the majority of Rupchan’s wares are not elaborately decorated and
instead consist of incised linear patterns made by rolling gears of cogwheels into the
surface of the clay and at times solid stripes of colour. This can be seen in one of
Rupchan’s more successful forms, the miktras bowl used for grinding poppy seeds (fig.
1.17).*" In fact, the decoration found within miktras bowls also served to aid with

grinding the seeds.

A METHODOLGICAL APPROACH TO FUNCTION

Now that a lexicon has been made and a brief history of a major influence on
functional pottery in the West has been given, the three steps to a methodological
approach to function will be outlined, using specific examples from Saskatchewan. After

the steps have been outlined, the approach will be applied to both potters and ceramists.*®
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STEP 1: THE BODILY LANGUAGE OF FUNCTION

First, the viewer or user of a functional object will have already identified in his
or her mind what the object could be. This happens because the viewer or user will
compare recognizable features of the objects to ones found on known objects. The
example stated at the beginning of this chapter explains how - as soon as one sees
something with a spout, handle, removable lid and rounded body - one may assume that it
1s a teapot. Without even picking it up to see if it can hold water, or noticing the pot’s
decorations, assumptions are made and recognition occurs. This is generally where the
viewer or user will stop in terms of understanding the teapot until he or she picks it up.

Before one picks up the teapot, the steps described in the following pages demand
that the user become conscious of what he or she is doing and seeing. Function can be
understood in terms of the construction and the form of a functional object. There is a
saying, “you teach people how to treat you,” which implies that how one acts in the world
and feels about oneself influence how one will be treated by others. The same is true for
a functional piece of pottery. A functional piece of pottery, through its design and
construction, will demand of the user certain movements and can also dictate the use.
For example, a cup without a handle (fig. 1.18) is held differently than one with a handle
(fig. 1.19) or one with a stem (fig. 1.20). A handle on a cup is useful when drinking hot
liquids, and therefore cups without handles may cause the drinker discomfort when
holding the cup full of hot liquid.

Size is another important aspect of a functional piece of pottery that can dictate its

function to the user. For example, large pithoi found at the Palace of Knossos in Crete
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(fig. 1.21), could not be moved when they were full of grains or olive oils. 4 Rather than
moving the entire jar, smaller amounts would be removed from the jar for consumption,
leaving the larger jar in its magazine or storage unit. In this case, massive size is not
practical for transporting something in a vessel. Size will dictate whether or not the user
will be able to move the vessel by him or herself or need to find other ways, such as the
use of a machine, to move the vessel and its contents.

Contemporary ceramists, such as Saskatoon’s Judy Tryon,” play with notions of

function in terms of size or scale in works such as Very High Tea, 1998 (fig. 1.22).

Tryon studied with Sandra Ledingham (figs. 1.38, 3.94 and 3.95) at the Fifth Street
Studio (fig. 1.23) in Saskatoon and other private classes taught in people’s homes.”'
Tryon set up her own studio, JT Pottery, which runs three to four sessions a year with
approximately 50 to 60 students attending in the spring session and 90 to 110 students
attending in the fall and winter sessions.’ 2

In addition to running a studio and teaching throughout the year, Tryon also finds
time to continue her own practice. One of Tryon’s favourite forms is the teapot:

I love making teapots...a lot of people don’t like making them because
there are so many parts. You have got to assemble them and get them at
all the right stages. For a functional teapot, it does have to work well, but
I love making wild and funky teapots that probably would work if you
chose to work with them. I can’t quite rid myself of that — if it looks like a
teapot or it is supposed to be a teapot, somehow maybe it should act as a
teapot. Could you possibly use it? If you stood on your ear and whistled
through your nose, | guess maybe you could use it as a teapot, so I love
making teapots. They are a favourite form for me. I just think there are so
many possibilities with a teapot.™

Very High Tea is a teapot that plays with function because of its large size. It is very

large, measuring 40.5cm high, 42.5cm wide and 9.8cm deep.” Like the pithoi, once
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Very High Tea is filled with tea, it is difficult to lift and pour due to the weight of the

liquid. Therefore, Very High Tea’s size dictates to the user how it will be used or not
used. In this case, its function as a teapot is almost completely negated, and instead, the
object demands a more permanent display spot beyond one’s table or kitchen cupboard.
The lessons or actions that a functional piece of pottery dictates to a user are
communicated through the bodily interaction of the user with the vessel. However,
within this interaction, one must not forget the maker who has consciously or even
unconsciously made the decisions when creating the object. Christopher Tyler states in

Poetry of the Vessel, “function is seen as a language through which the maker relates to

the user — bodily, individually, and to the person as part of a society.”’ In addition,
Tyler points out that a functional piece can also be “a performance piece involving the

maker and the user, to be repeated often.”®

STEP 2: THE FUNCTION OF DECORATION

Picking up, feeling and being aware of how an object will make one move and
interact with it, is the first step. In the second, the user becomes aware of decoration(s)
found or not found on an object. Then, he or she must decide how these decoration(s)
function.

The Hansen-Ross Pottery of Fort Qu’ Appelle, Saskatchewan is example of a
practice that has consistently created fundamental pottery where the decoration serves to
accentuate the form of the vessels and improve the function of the piece as well. The

Hansen-Ross Pottery is also an example of Saskatchewan pottery influenced by both a
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Leachean aesthetic and Danish ceramics. David Ross (1925-1974)57 was hired in 1956
by the Saskatchewan Arts Board to run Craft House, located in Fort Qu’Appelle and to
teach pottery across the province.58
In 1958, Folmer Hansen® arrived in Fort Qu’Appelle to visit David Ross.
Hansen, a native of Copenhagen, Denmark, relates his coming to Saskatchewan in a May
17, 2004 interview:
I came to the Deichmanns, and I was really wanting to improve my
English. I read an article about David Ross, and I wondered if it was the
same guy that was in Copenhagen a few years ago. [ wrote him a letter
and he wrote me a letter. ‘Oh yeah, | remember you there from the pottery.
Come and visit.” Forty some years later, [ am still visiting in a way.
[laughs]®
In 1960, the Saskatchewan Arts Board ended its pottery program and sold Craft House to
Hansen and Ross. The pair created the Hansen-Ross Pottery, with Hansen executing the
majority of the throwing and Ross performing all the glazing and firing. Ina 1973
CKCK-TV interview, Ross described the methodology behind the Hansen-Ross Pottery
as follows:
The whole purpose is to emphasize the individuality of each piece, the
recurring creative experience. For instance, every time Folmer takes his
hands and draws it up over a piece of clay, it is a unique creative
experience. Each time I approach a problem in designing or decorating, it
is a unique experience for me, and I respond instantly to it. This is the
freshness; this is the thing that people are looking for. It’s what separates
us from say the great mass of commercial pottery, which I don’t object
to...but we do not do a mass production type of thing. We try to
emphasize the quality that comes from working with the hand.®'
In addition to privileging the hand over the machine, Hansen and Ross, like

Leach, controlled all aspects of their practice. They mined their own white-bodied clay

from deposits found near Eastend.”? However, by the mid 1960s, a high demand for their
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work required them to switch to commercially produced high-fired stoneware clay from
Plainsmen Clay in Medicine Hat, Alberta.® Hansen states the following:

Our life was about quantity. We spent more time preparing clay than

actually making things. It’s not much when you spend eighty percent of

your time just preparing the clay, so when Luke Lindoe (he started

Plainsmen Clay), a potter | had met before, came to visit with Michael

Cardew, we started buying prepared clay from him. It’s mostly

Saskatchewan clay, but he dug some in Alberta too.%*

This is a good example of how the use of the term “ethical pot” is not appropriate.
Hansen and Ross chose to switch to a commercially produced clay; if one was to follow
the strict notions of an “ethical pot,” Hansen and Ross would be producing “unethical
pots.” The term fundamental pot fits well here because it can still be used to describe the
importance Hansen and Ross placed on notions of function and controlling many of the
aspects of their production.

The Hansen-Ross Pottery fired both an electric and a gas kiln. An undated
Hansen-Ross Pottery pamphlet, found in the MacKenzie Art Gallery artist files, boasts
that no commercial glazes or moulds were used and that the decorating methods included
glaze sgraffito, wax resist, carving and slip trailing.® Hansen and Ross were also active
in the craft community and continued to teach workshops after the Saskatchewan Arts
Board had closed down Craft House. Rusty Kurenda, a Saskatoon potter, took classes
from Hansen and Ross at the Saskatchewan Summer School for the Arts in Fort
Qu’Appelle in 1973 (fig. 1.24).%° George Will, a Regina-area potter, credits a 1970
wheel demonstration by Hansen as the beginning of his fascination with pottery (fig.

1.25).%” Hansen and Ross formally taught until the mid 1960s; they also gave informal

tours to local school children.®® The pottery became so successful that it had thousands
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of people visiting it annually.®® In 1974, Ross was killed in a car accident.”’ Hansen
decided to continue running the pottery, and over the years hired potters such as Brian
Ring, Connie Talbot and Don Parker (fig. 1.26) to help satisfy the demand for Hansen-
Ross pottery.”! In 2005, Hansen had to close the pottery due to failing eyesight.

Although Hansen does not think his pottery looks any different than anyone
else’s, he does admit people have seen a Scandinavian or Danish influence in his work.”
Scandinavia is a term generally covering the Nordic countries of Denmark, Finland,
Iceland, Norway and Sweden.” Scandinavian design is influenced by painting; sculpture
and architecture, and there is a focus on craftsmanship, quality, respect for natural
materials and a “concern for their ‘proper’ use by the designer and consumer.””* This
allows many designers to easily switch from designing architectural commissions to
drinking glasses.”” In addition, Danish studio potters and industrial manufacturers
specialize in the use of rich Asian glazes.”®

There has also been freedom to experiment within the factory system because
most of the major manufacturers use a studio system where designers/artists/potters are
invited to join the factory and work without the demands of contributing to mass
production lines.”” Sometimes exhibition space is provided, and management sees the
partnership as a benefit to the creative atmosphere of the design departments. In addition,
many of the resident “artists” do end up designing for the production line.

Generally speaking, Danish ceramics have a sense of “effortless simplicity and
functionalism.””® From around 1907, the Danes developed the concept of “Skenvirke.”

“This was the name with which...they referred to their particular form of ‘aesthetic
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activity’” which “reflected their traditional fascination with rich, natural materials
interpreted with generous forms and skilful craftsmanship.”79 Although not all Danish
ceramics resemble the ones discussed below, the works of Gertrud Vasegaard and Gerd
Hjort Pedersen (dates unknown) for Royal Copenhagen and Jens Thirslund (1892-1942)
for Kaehler Keramik compare well with the aesthetic choices made by the Hansen-Ross
Pottery and show how Hansen-Ross’ fundamental pots, while influenced by Leach, also
take inspiration from other aesthetics and use decorative elements to highlight the form
and function of the piece.

Ceramic decoration is a rich field and could be a thesis in itself. For the purposes
of this chapter, some basic aspects of decoration, and how it relates to function, will be
highlighted. Decoration can serve many purposes, including illustrating a narrative,
beautifying an object, symbolizing belonging or indicating certain measurements on a
vessel. In terms of a ceramic object and how decoration can relate to the function of that
object, glaze is often applied to the surface of a vessel not only to decorate it, but to also
make clay bodies such as earthenware impervious to liquids. Stoneware is already
vitrified, but the glaze serves to give the drinker a smooth surface to place his or her lips
on while drinking. In addition, it is easier to clean and therefore much more hygienic to
have a smooth impervious glazed surface than an unglazed surface. Burnishing, a
technique where a smooth tool such as a stone or spoon is rubbed on a leather-hard clay

surface, serves not only to create a beautiful shine and smooth surface on the finished

piece, but it also strengthens it because the burnishing compresses the clay.
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The linear decorations found on two decanter sets by the Hansen-Ross pottery are
similar to techniques used by Danish potters. In addition, the decorations serve to

highlight the forms found in Decanter Set with Four Cups, 1970 (fig. 1.27) and Decanter

Set with Five Cups, 1987 (fig. 1.28), and also serve a functional purpose as well. In The

History of Minonan Pottery by Philip P. Betancourt, decoration used to emphasize certain

parts of a vessel is called either tectonic or structural syntax, and decoration used to
emphasize the form as a whole is called unity decoration.® Working from a photograph

of Decanter Set with Four Cups, it appears as though the cups and decanter have been

glazed on the inside and around certain parts of the outside, while leaving other parts with
a more matte or rough, perhaps unglazed surface. The decorations function to visually
balance the vertical and horizontal lines found on the set. The vertical lines occupy the
lower matte/possibly unglazed portions of both the cups and the decanter. These lines
cross over the rings left in the clay when it was thrown on the wheel. The vertical lines
serve to elongate the vessels that would otherwise appear squat due to the horizontal
lines. Vertical lines are also used to elongate and accentuate the bulbous shape of
Gertrud Vasegaard’s Vase (fig. 1.29) from the 1940s. As the lines in Vasegaard’s Vase

serve to accentuate the shape of the vessels, so do the incised lines in Decanter Set with

Five Cups. The decoration can be described as recfonic because the lines serve to
organize the vessel and emphasize its structural parts. The lines serve to guide the eye
towards the top of the decanter and serve as texture to grip when pouring. As seen earlier

in the work of Rupchan (fig. 1.17), texture can be both decorative and functional. Incised
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lines appear in Danish works such as Stoneware Bowl, c. 1960 by Gerd Hjort Pedersen

for the Royal Copenhagen pottery (fig. 1.30).
Geometric patterns also serve to accentuate a form and can ensure the “proper”

assembly of a piece. Sgraffito Container, 2001 (fig. 1.31) by Don Parker for the Hansen-

Ross Pottery and Box and Cover, 1987 (fig. 1.32) by Gertrud Vasegaard both exhibit

geometrical patterns covering the surface of the containers.® Sgraffito is a process
where a design is created by scratching and removing glaze or slip prior to firing (see (c)
in fig. 1.12). Parker’s container serves as a good example of how a geometrical pattern
can function as a register, ensuring that the lid is placed on the lower portion of the
container in a certain way by aligning the geometrical pattern. Patterning can also take
on a more organic design such as the patterns found on a vase (fig. 1.33) seenina 1973
video of the Hansen-Ross pottery and in Vase, 1919-1942 (fig. 1.34), by Kaehler
Keramik, possibly decorated by Jens Thirslund. In both types of patterning, the choice of
pattern reinforces the form of the vessels and can be described as examples of unity
decoration. Both containers are geometric in form and the decoration accentuates and
reinforces this. The vases are more organic than the containers, and their decoration

serves to accentuate their form as well.

STEP 3: CATEGORIES OF MAKERS AND LEVELS OF FUNCTION
Who are the creators of these functional pieces, and why is it important to
examine the maker when trying to understand a functional piece of pottery? In Garth

Clark’s essay, “The Purist, The Symbolist, The Stylist: Utility in Contemporary
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American Ceramics,” three general categories of makers of functional objects are
described: the purist, the symbolist and the stylist.®? The purist is a “die-hard
functionalist” who is a follower of the Leachean aesthetic.®® Clark describes the
Leachean aesthetic as one which extols purity of form, understands function to be the
root of beauty, and values the marks made during the creative process/performance.® In
the potters examined so far, Morton and Pollock could be considered purists.

The symbolist is one “who uses the idea of utility primarily as a means of

"85 and the stylist is a

engaging ideas, of exploring concepts of ritual, irony and metaphor,
maker who reflects current tastes in his or her work as well as being “spiritually closer to
the world of design.”®® To Clark, a designer is someone who must be aware of, and
design for, industrial production and mass marketing.®” With the potters examined so far,
Tryon could be considered a symbolist and Hansen a stylist.

Clark, however, falls short with only three levels of makers because there are
makers who have developed a practice incorporating more than pottery. These makers
have mature practices in ceramics and other media such as drawing or painting. In this
case, the term “mature” refers to a practice where the maker has developed technical
knowledge and has exhibited the works. In addition, the different media must inform
each other and there must be a continuity between the different media. This type of
maker will be called the “amalgamist” and examples of this type of maker will be
examined later in this chapter.

It is problematic to divide and insert people into groups because, in order to do so,

often simplification and a reliance on stereotyping must be used. Things are rarely black
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and white, and therefore inserting makers into categories may overlook other aspects of
their practice. However, taxonomy is a useful stimulus to think about what category
would best suit a maker as long, as one remembers that more often than not, a maker will
lie in the most engaging and interesting place, the intermediary areas between categories,
which will be discussed later.

Before discussing the works of some Saskatchewan ceramists, one must also
recognize the importance of not only understanding what category of maker they fall into
but also how their works function within Canadian society. Different objects function at
different levels within society. To make things even more complicated, depending on the
situation, the same object can function on several different levels simultaneously. Lewis
Binford describes three levels of function within a society in his article “Archaeology as

88 Binford is an archaeologist who discusses objects in his paper that are

Anthropology.
much older than the ones discussed here. The objects examined in this thesis fall under a
more modern notion of an “art object” that function on a variety of levels of function.
According to Binford, the technomic object is an object which functions primarily as a
piece of technology used to deal with the physical environment.®’ A socio-technic object
does not use its technology to solve a physical problem but, instead, is used on a social
level.”® For this chapter, the socio-technic aspects of an object will focus on how the
object may be used and/or how it functions within a social setting. The final level of
function is the ideo-technic object. Binford states that:

items of this class have their primary functional context in the ideological

component of the social system. These are the items which signify and

symbolize the ideological rationalizations for the social system and further
provide the symbolic milieu in which individuals are enculturated, a
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necessity if they are to take their place as functional participants in the
social system.”'

The major point of the ideo-technic level that will be stressed in this chapter is the notion
of the symbolic function of a work. Several questions may be asked. Does the object
have any so-called magical aspects to it? Does it have symbolic power or symbolize
something outside of its obvious shape? Does it symbolize wealth or anything else for
that matter?

Binford’s levels of function serve as a good starting point, but it must be stressed
that the context of the work is extremely important. Context refers to the culture, how the
object is being used and/or how the maker has envisioned the object to be used. For
example, a drinking vessel found in Canada can function on all of three of Binford’s
levels. The technomic function of a drinking vessel is that it allows one to gather and
contain a liquid so one can bring it to the mouth for drinking. On a socio-technic level,
there are many different types of drinking vessels depending on the type of drink and the
social situation. Most Canadians know what type of drinking vessel to choose when
wanting to fill a cup full of coffee, but one must have a more sophisticated level of
knowledge in order to comprehend the differences between a red wine, a white wine, a
sparkling wine, a cognac and water glass. Cups are also used for a variety of other
functions including measuring and storing objects like change or pens. In these types of
situations, the maker’s original idea for what the cup was to be used for can be important
as well as examining what the user has put in the cup. On an ideo-technic level, the
symbolic meanings associated with the cup become important and these are often related

to the environment where the cup is found. For example, the chalice in the Catholic
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Church is an important symbol serving as the vessel containing the wine which is
believed to transubstantiate into the blood of Christ during the Holy Sacrifice of the
Mass. Should the chalice be removed from the church, and its original context be
hidden, it may appear as just another cup. The environment can also include an art
gallery that could elevate the status of an object, or a specific spot in a home such as a
special shelf, china cabinet or hanging something on a wall rather than setting it on a
table. All of these different environments make the symbolic meaning of the object
different. For example, Ciborium, ¢.1720-25 (fig. 1.35) by Jacques Pagé (1682-1742) is
now part of the National Gallery of Canada’s collection. This move has shifted the
Ciborium from a sacred object into an object with an aesthetic pleasure for a secular
audience.

Combining Clark’s classification of the maker and Binford’s classification of the
social function of the object allows the viewer or user of the object to appreciate it on
many different levels, and also to understand the concerns the maker may have and to
comprehend how those affect the function of the work within society. For example, a
purist could create a chalice for a church, and because of his or her beliefs in beauty and
pure form, specific aesthetic decisions would be made. The maker would take into
account the social function of the work, while it could also potentially reference ancient
cups and be true to the materials used in its making. However, it is rare that a maker
would fall directly into a category or that a work would function on only one level.
Therefore, this leads one into the realms found between the different categories and levels

which will be called the intermediary spaces.
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By examining the maker, the level of function an object serves in society and the
decoration and bodily language of the object/performance between user and object, the
user can begin to understand and approach a simple cup in a much more engaging way.
This approach will be tested with Saskatchewan ceramists Lorraine Sutter, Melvin
Malkin, Donovan Chester, Martin Tagseth, Mel Bolen, Charley Farrero, Randy Woolsey,
Jeannie Mah and Ruth Chambers. Another key aspect to understanding functional works
in terms of function is to address the choices these ceramists have made in terms of the

materials they have used and the techniques they have employed.

APPLYING THE METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH

In this section, the three-step methodological approach to examining function will
be applied to Saskatchewan ceramists. The ceramists have been organized according to

the firing techniques they use.

Pit-firing (fig. 1.36) is a term used to describe a variety of different ways of firing
raw or bisqued’? pieces of ceramics, and can be seen in the works of Saskatoon potter
Ken Wilkinson. Some of these methods include firing pieces in a pit dug in the ground,
in a built-up pit, in a metal garbage can, in a sand pitorina saggar.93 Generally, the
pieces are also surrounded by combustible material such as straw, twigs, sawdust, paper
or dung. Low-fired glazes, oxides and carbonates can be used to create colour. Pit-firing

is not only used by contemporary western ceramists but is also employed throughout the
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world (fig. 1.37). Firing temperatures vary depending on the type of pit used and the fuel
used to fire it.

Smoke-fired pottery can be created in a number of ways including in a pit as well
as in containers and is often a post-firing technique. Sandra Ledingham,94 a
Saskatchewan ceramist now living in Oregon, became interested in smoked surfaces in
1977 after she visited pueblos in New Mexico. She explains her techniques for creating
works such as Maelstrom, 1984 (fig. 1.38) as follows:

I was making very delicate thin slab porcelain vessels. Pits wouldn’t work

for me, so I used a tall burn barrel and I fired one piece at a time. 1 didn’t

want all black, so I relied on some reduction and some oxidations to create

‘abstract paintings’...My combustibles are merely newspaper and sticks of

wood laid tightly against the surface where I want more blackening to

occur. Sometimes I place chemicals such as copper oxides inside the

newspaper for flashing. I sometimes wrap the vessel with copper wire for

a linear line effect and sometimes I use Elmer’s White Glue spattered or

painted on the surface to create black areas. I fire very quickly, 30

minutes to one hour until the wood has burned down.”

Saskatoon potter Lorraine Sutter’® creates smoke-fired pottery such as Fire Dance,
2004 (fig. 1.39). Fire Dance was thrown on a wheel and then burnished using a credit
card, polished with a dry cleaner bag and chamois, and then bisqued in an electric kiln.”’
Sutter’s kiln is equipped with a pulley system allowing the lid to be raised quickly. This
comes in handy during the second firing of the pot when it is removed while hot from the
kiln and placed on a bed of sawdust. Sutter states, the sawdust “smokes slightly up the
sides leaving [a] soft grey or buff [tone].”® Tail hair from a horse is then laid on the pot

and it burns away, leaving linear patterns on the surface of the vase. Then, when the pot

is cool enough, sugar is sprinkled on the surface creating the dark speckles visible on the
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vase. Because of the low firing temperatures, the clay is not vitrified. Instead Sutter
applies wax to protect the surface of the vase (however, it is not watertight).”
Sutter describes herself as a production potter, and therefore could be described as
a maker occupying the intermediary space between a purist and a symbolist. The
decoration found on Fire Dance is completely related to the firing process. The
expressive lines and speckles are traces of materials placed on the vase. The smooth
surface is due to careful burnishing, polishing and the application of wax. The wax
functions not only to create a glassy-looking surface but to protect the surface of the vase.
The bodily language of Fire Dance is dictated by the maker

The shape of the pot was influenced by what I wanted to do on the surface.

The bottom or foot is narrow so that when the hot pot is set onto the
sawdust, the smoke will travel up the sides of the pot. There are no
appendages as that would interfere with the horsehair application. In other
words, I made myself a clay canvas on which to work. This was a case of
engineering the pot to fit the decoration.'®
Fire Dance functions on a variety of levels. Its fechnomic function is to hold and

display in a vertical position some type of cut plant or other object(s). On a socio-technic
level, the vase is suited more as a means of communicating the importance and
sophistication of the owner. It is low-fired and not impervious to liquids, making it a
decorative vase rather than one to hold water and fresh flowers. The vase itself becomes
significant and is not understood simply as a container. The ideo-technic function of Fire

Dance is found in the title and firing process. It makes one think of cultures past and

present that hold both the horse and ritual fire dancing in high esteem.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Volume 1 A Methodological Approach to Function 37

Raku, a family name signifying “pleasure, enjoyment or ease,”'"! began in Japan
in the latter half of the sixteenth century as one of the wares made for the tea
ceremony.'® Raku-fired pottery is made by placing a dried earthenware pot into a hot

19 The firing time is relatively quick,

kiln and then removing it while the pot is still hot.
and the wares are fired to a low temperature. When struck with a fingernail, the raku
bowl will absorb the sound rather than ring like porcelain.'® Special refractory clays are
added to help the pot withstand thermal shock because the process of firing raku creates
dramatic changes in temperature. Thermal shock is when abrupt changes in temperature
cause minerals in the clay to expand and contract at different rates causing cracks and
breakage. 105

Zen Buddhism and the notion of wabi are important in understanding the tea
ceremony and early Japanese raku wares. Wabi'® is a literary term relating to the tea
ceremony which means “a rejection of luxury and a taste for the simple, the understated

197" Although difficult to explain verbally, Zen Buddhism’s main

and the incomplete.
method can be described as “self-discovery through contemplation.”lo8 Zen and tea
drinking were formalized in the late fifteenth century and, in their final form, involved
tranquility conducive to contemplation, restricted conversation, a specific location and
specialized utensils.'” For example, the tea comes in a powdered form, and is whipped

into froth. This demands a bowl that will allow for the whipping to take place. In
addition, there were restrictions on the making of tea bowls:
all were made without the wheel; they all have a foot and an irregular rim;

there is no handle; most have a depression inside to collect the last drops
of tea. Traditionally, the glazes are limited to black, ‘red’ and sometimes
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white, and they are all fired in the same way...Finally, because they are all
meant to be held in the hand, the size is relatively similar.''°

Nature is also “embraced” by the Zen follower and through this, an appreciation
of asymmetry and roughness developed. This is in contrast to a Western aesthetic of
symmetry and proportion. For example, a “pair” in Japan might be tortoise and a crane,
because the balance lies in the height of the crane and the lowness of the tortoise.' !
Traditional Japanese raku pottery is entrenched with in notions of Zen Buddhism, wabi
and the tea ceremony (fig. 1.40).

Post-firing reduction was added to the raku process in the United States by
ceramists such as Paul Soldner, Hal Riegger and Jean Griffith.''> Reduction in a kiln
happens when there is a lack of oxygen. This can be achieved with an excess of fuel or a
smoky fire.'”® In the case of raku, it happens when the red-hot vessel is removed from
the kiln and, rather than being set down to cool, is immersed into a container full of
combustible material such as sawdust or paper. The container could be a metal garbage
can or even a hole dug into the ground. If a metal garbage can is used, its lid may be put
back on to reduce the amount of oxygen even more.

Bernard Leach wrote about raku and its process in A Potter’s Book. He describes

how he first became aware of raku at a party where the guest(s) painted unglazed pots
which were fired and cooled enough to bring home that same night.''* Paul Soldner, an

American ceramist, attempted raku after reading A Potter’s Book. Soldner was at first

disappointed with the results, but he then immersed a pot into a pile of leaves and was
impressed with the surface decoration of the reducing atmosphere.'"> Elaine Levin

explains that, although other American ceramists had also experimented with raku, its
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attention and popularity was due to Soldner’s timing. She states, “With its often
unpredictable results, raku fit the American Hippie/Zen attitude of ‘go with the flow’.”" 16
In addition, the relationship between planning and accident fit in well with Abstract
Expressionism and action painting. Therefore, raku moved from a traditional Japanese
ware used during the tea ceremony to a process involving post-firing reduction. Pieces
became larger and no longer associated with the tea ceremony.

Two Saskatchewan ceramists involved with raku and its formal qualities are
Melvin Malkin'!? of Saskatoon and Donovan Chester''® of Regina. Malkin is known
today for his raku sheep (fig. 1.41), raku fruit and large raku plates decorated with
colourful designs, but he also creates prints, graphite drawings and pastel works.

As early as 1965-66, Chester was experimenting with raku.'"’ In 1974, he is

recorded in New Clay in Regina as follows: “With his most recent works, large landscape

plates, he endeavours to combine completely the physical configurations of the plates
with the landscape decoration, so that the two form a single visual unit. This interest is
closely allied to the concerns of his paintings.” 120" Chester creates a variety of raku forms
including jars, large plates and sculptural works with metal legs (fig. 1.42)

Applying the three-step methodological approach to Chester and Malkin’s works
will not only aid in understanding the specific works but will also help to highlight how
both of these ceramists use raku as a means to create works referencing functional pottery
while also engaging with Modernism’s investigation of formalism that was prevalent in

Saskatchewan in the 1950s and 60s.'?'
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