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This is a very exciting time to be working with clay.  I think that the field of Ceramics is through with romancing itself, and is more interested in engaging in a broader dialogue.  Over the last few years, critical perspectives in ceramic art have proliferated at an unprecedented rate.  We have been slow in progressing towards rethinking the paradigmatic shifts that transpired in the 1960’s through the abstract expressionist, funk, and other subsequent movements, but the last five years have substantially demonstrated the growing interest in contemporary ceramic practices that has developed in public forums like CAA, the 2006 International Wood-fire Conference, and of course, NCECA.  In fact, there appear to be at least six panels and lectures focused specifically on critical perspectives at this year’s conference.  I think that we have collectively come to realize that, as a medium, ceramics has the capacity to support multiple ideological positions, and that none are in jeopardy of extinction by the emergence of another, only challenged.  As we begin to explore this newfound interest in critical thinking, let’s be clear that in doing so, we are re-defining our value judgments, not neglecting them.  At the end of the day, beauty, history, and craftsmanship still retain their merits for most of us, but if they matter at all, we cannot spare ourselves the task of criticizing our own tastes in order to see that many of our precepts are founded on ideas of universality and “naturalness” that have proven themselves to be artificial, confined, and, above all, temporary.  


 I think it’s important to note that I am not trained as an art historian.  Art history, theory, and criticism are disciplines in their own rights, with methodologies of their own, and deserve due consideration for the years of study they require to truly understand their applications. I speak today only as a practitioner with a vested interest in the direction that current dialogues in ceramic criticism take.  I also speak as an Assistant Professor of Art at Wichita State University

where, like many other universities, “inter-disciplinarity” is a popular buzzword.  But beyond the hype, I think that there is a very real value to the idea of inter-disciplinarity, one that brings Ceramics into dialogue with other practices.  I think that it is a very apt term in describing the kinds of perspectives that have begun to find a voice in Ceramics.


Most cultural practices may be defined as both a discipline, that is the mental and physical activity specifically required to undertake the practice, and as a field, a particular body of knowledge or subject of inquiry.  Contemporary perspectives that embrace interdisciplinary approaches tend not to hold fixed boundaries between bodies of knowledge.  Art history and Art Practice, Anthropology, Linguistics, and Literary criticism are not so separate from each other and their purposes as they might seem.  There exists a fluidity within these cultural practices so that, rather than existing as compartmentalized, unrelated aspects of a culture, they may be seen to constitute culture itself as the effect of their very interaction.  In this way, it is possible to converse across a range of subjects from more than one fixed perspective.


The function of theory is to offer context to the underlying concepts of related frames of reference.  It serves to further the linking of ideas and to catalyze the generation of workable propositions in our efforts to understand the complex ways that meanings unfold.  It presents an alternative to the cosseting, moralistic narratives with which we have contented ourselves for the better part of a century.


In this lecture, I hope to briefly and generally propose some thoughts about how we might look at ceramics from a theoretical perspective.  In the interest of conciseness, I will be addressing specific examples of utilitarian pottery, as this seems to present the most interesting challenge to theoretical perspectives.  I will also focus on the French cultural critic Roland Barthes’ use of semiotics, as his career spanned a range of standpoints with regard to intellectual movements.  

Cultural thinking changes over time, as do the practices with which they are entwined.  They do not change abruptly, and they do not become extinct.  Critical paradigms only identify the manner in which cultural knowledge and our current awareness of it has taken shape over time.  Whether we agree with them or not, whether we are attuned to them or not, they have happened.  They are happening.  

Current critical dialogues, while productive, seem to lack a clearly defined relationship to a theoretical framework from which to establish their position.  Evaluative standards regarding quality and content are essential, without a doubt, but how is it that these might be credibly established?  Much of the literature directed at “Craft” or “Ceramic” theory seems to operate under the belief that ceramic practice exists as a discourse separate and autonomous from all others. 


As a cultural practice, ceramics cannot exclude itself from the same kinds of critical analyses to which other practices are subjected.  If literature and language are subject to interpretations, then so must ceramics be.  The very notion that an idea, that which is intangible, can be expressed through ceramic media is inherently a mediation between that idea and the form that it takes, an interpretation itself.  If a ceramic object is an interpretation or expression of 

an idea, or even an emotion, then that idea or emotion is open to other interpretations as well.  Theories are also ways of understanding how it is that our ideas take form both individually and culturally.  They are a way of understanding the rhetorical nature of our desire to give these ideas form. The function of theory is to better understand how meanings in ceramics can take shape, and how we shape our practices based on producing those meanings. 


While Duchamp’s “Fountain” (fig. 1) and Meret Oppenheim’s “Objet”, also called “Dejuner sur L’Fur” (fig. 2) may indeed be ceramic objects as Leopold Foulem declares them to be in his essay “Ceramic Paradigms and Paradigms for Ceramics”, how is it that they may or may not fit within those established notions of what is ceramic?  A Formalist, or even Structuralist reading of these works may see both as fitting well within the ceramic vernacular by virtue of their basic material and their utilitarian-based forms.  A Post-structuralist reading, however, may distinguish between the two.  Both engage Jacques Derrida’s notion that objects and their meanings are not always as closely connected as we might like to think they are.  Yet Duchamp’s urinal is not ceramic in the sense that it does not it any way engage the materiality, history, or applied use of the object.  It is a “ready-made”, an object plucked from the folds of the cultural fabric and presented out of any context appropriate for its time, and so no different than Duchamp’s bottle-drying rack or his bicycle wheel affixed to a stool.  Oppenheim’s teacup, however, delves into the very notion of “ceramic-ness” by directly confronting the materiality of the object and how meaning may be derived from media-specificity.  Duchamp’s is a question of an object’s meaning in relationship to its context, while Oppenheim’s is a question of an object’s meaning in relationship to its material; in this case, ceramics.  Ceramics is an utterly heterogeneous practice that is constituted by a broad range of applications.  Utilitarian pottery, 

sculptural vessels, decorative pottery, industrial ceramics, sculpture (including installation and performance), ceramics for engineering, hobby ceramics…How do we discuss meaning in ceramics without regarding the ways in which our discourses regulate these meanings and uses?  

We are accustomed to discussing ceramics in terms of the defining boundaries of its various aesthetics, but what of the contents of its discourses?  An awareness of how meaning is generated beyond what is meant lies at the heart of contemporary theory and criticism.  By way of example, I’d like to briefly summarize Roland Barthes’s essay “Rhetoric of the Image”.


This analysis is drawn from the theory of semiotics or “study of signs” developed by Ferdinand De Sausseure in which the object that signifies meaning is clearly distinguished from the meaning, or idea, that it signifies. (Fig. 3)

In his reading of this fairly benign advertisement, Barthes breaks down the relationship between the ad’s denotative and connotative meanings.  Where most of us may agree upon what we are looking at in this image, a sack full of groceries, Barthes goes beyond the literal image to read the connotative meanings that it contains.  Firstly, he identifies two linguistic components: the French and Italian languages represented in the texts of the image.  Written and spoken languages are, in themselves, codes.  If you cannot read, or if you do not have any familiarity with the French language, the meaning of these codes is indecipherable. Assuming that we are able to read the name printed on the package of spaghetti, the message is further broken down as both identifying the name of the company that sells these products, and also the nationality of the company (provided we pronounce it Panzani, and not pan-zaynee).  Further on, Barthes identifies 

the specific signs that comprise the image as a whole:  the scene is of a return from the market, meaning that the products are fresh, and meant for domestic preparation; this shopper is someone who is selective, and prefers not to eat out or stock up on the canned and frozen foods of a more technological and fast-paced civilization.  The pasta, tomatoes, peppers and garlic signify Italianicity as a stereotype of Italian cuisine, which also identifies the consumer as non-Italian 

and, combined with the linguistic component, as a basically French tourist-type, since an Italian person would most likely not perceive the name “Panzani” or the food depicted to be especially Italian in any remarkable way.  Moreover, the red, white, and green colors of the Italian flag are incorporated so as to eradicate any doubt that this company’s products are the epitome of healthy, Italian good eating.


I want to emphasize here that there is not a moralistic slant to this analysis.  This is not a “dishonest” image in its use of visual rhetoric.  The point here is that there is an understanding of how this image functions in addition to what it functions as.  


The perspective of semiotic theory serves to present an opportunity to analyze and, perhaps better delineate some of the critical concerns regarding ceramic practice.  By identifying the ways in which a ceramic work operates, perhaps we might better be able to direct our conversations.  Rather than discuss the taxonomy of forms and the extent to which they might or might not serve as artistic “expressions”, we might find it more pertinent to consider the range of motivations and modes of making.


Attributed accordingly to Michael Cardew (fig. 4), Jeremy Jr. Kane (fig. 5), and an unknown craftsman (fig. 6)  (ok, so it’s a Marriott Corporation Great America Amusement Park mug available for sale on eBay), these three mugs each utilize specific kinds of rhetoric to convey their very different 

meanings.  In reading each of these objects in a way that acknowledges their individual rhetorical devices, perhaps we may see that formal and utilitarian concerns do not comprise the sum total of meaning in ceramic art.  As a group, we identify these pottery forms taxonomically as mugs chiefly by means of the proportional relationships between elements such as lip, belly, and foot, 

as well as handle placement.  In this way, we do not read these images as bowls or as bottles, but as adhering to the coded conventions of mugs.  In reading beyond the denotative meanings that address utilitarian concerns, we may see that each has coded connotative meanings that exceed these.  Cardew’s mug, for instance, signifies the ethos of the Arts and Crafts Movement in the relative width of its foot in relation to its other diameters.  Its form connotes the humble “everyday-ness” valued by the social ideals of its genre.  Likewise, Nature or “naturalness” as it was held to reflect a correct moral attitude is doubly signified in the surface treatment of the mug.  Firstly, the motif inscribed into the under-glaze recalls a stalk of wheat, which conveys no conceivable meaning that relates to the contents or use of the object.  This plant image serves the distinctly rhetorical function of signifying its very “naturalness”.  Additionally, the glazes that articulate formal attributes and strategically reinforce the impression of utility also present colors and textures associated with non-industrially produced pottery, namely what we broadly conceive of as “folk” pottery.  Regardless of the sources of their constituent materials, these glazes appeal to us as seemingly “natural”, although I can think of nothing less natural than the human activity of combining excavated earthen materials and subjecting them to high temperature treatments in order to produce an item from which to drink a cup of coffee.


By contrast, the “Great America” mug signifies its “folkiness” in a very different way.  As a mass-produced item of industry, we must assume that this mug is composed of 

materials that are graded for purity, consistency and homogeneity.  The speckled surface, however, acts as a signifier for the iron-spotted inconsistencies of less pure, more “down-to-earth” materials.  Rhetorically speaking, it hopes to convince us of its unpretentious charm.  This, combined with the added image of Warner Brothers’ gregarious but loveable Tasmanian 

Devil, tells us that the user of this mug might be a fun-loving American who is doing well enough for themselves to enjoy leisure time at an amusement park, perhaps as a cartoon-loving family with children, but not so well-to-do or ostentatious as to forget the wholesome pleasures of the ordinary or everyday.


Jr. Kane’s mug cross-references this idea with that of the so-called “fine art mug”.  It specifically signifies the contours and proportions of mugs found in diners across the United States (through which the artist has traveled extensively in the company of the Bluegrass band, Clark County).  In addition to these signifying attributes of form, the decaled image of a NASCAR racer further embeds the notion that this mug represents a slice of American pie, an every-man’s kind of mug.  However, the band of gold luster that girds the mug’s foot introduces another sign, which complicates its message.  By introducing this type of decorative element, the artist signifies the polar opposite of the mug’s form.  The confluence of truck-stop aesthetics and this aristocratic bit of adornment reveals the slippage of meaning in signs through the self-conscious wit of a double entendre made with tongue placed firmly in cheek.


As a mode of signification, ceramics is uniquely poised to engage a range of theoretical perspectives.  It permeates high and low culture, it is decorative and utilitarian, it is material and 

conceptual, it is both lasting and ephemeral.  It is not one thing, and it is not self-contained.  Many of the theories concerned with issues in visual and material culture do not originate within 

the bounds of craft or even of art, nor can they.  The idea of an over-arching theory of craft would depend too much upon the exclusion of other perspectives, which would further entrench the field in its current situation of crisis. By crisis, I mean the difficulty experienced in coping 

with the wildly divergent approaches to medium, subject matter, and content that have expanded 

beyond the bounds of the conventional language used to describe them.


With regard to ceramics, contemporary theories can serve to delineate specific perspectives regarding the possible responses elicited by a given work.  Semiotics does not comprise the whole of theory, nor is it the only approach to reading a given work.  Post-structuralist, Feminist, Marxist, Post-colonialist, Psychoanalytic, and Literary theories, among others, posit their own attitudes towards critical analysis.  If we do, in fact, seek to re-invigorate critical interest in Ceramics, and I think that we must, it is my feeling that the form of that criticism will need to follow the function of theory.
