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Adrian Saxe, a Southern Cali-
fornian, and Andrew Lord, an En-
glishman living in New York, are
big stars of an ceramics. Their
concurrent solos briefly raise the
profile of what for most an people
1s an obscure and poky méticr, if
not something proper to the hob-
by page. Some of this column's
usual readers may have decided at
a glance that life is hard enough
without having to crank up an in-
terest in baked clay. Let them go.
The rest of us will test what seri-
ousness and what pleasure can be
had from a ficld whose very mar-
ginality to the an world may be a
cuuse of present significance and
virtue.

Handmade ceramics is a privi-
leged class among objects (includ-
ng manufaciured ceramics) that
realize their meaning within arm's
reach, in the zone of foreground
clutter that is normally as blurred
10 us a5 the background cluter of
cities. Most of what we call “ar”
occupies middie-ground distances
al which our powers of contem-
plation are most proficicni.
“Good design™ in portable objects
arresis and rewards our attention
10 the ncarby, the literally grasp-
able, the at-hand. Ceramics can
amplify atiractions of design with
the assurance of having been exe-
cuted direcily by a forming hand.
The maker's hand reaches the
hand of the user—iouch i

tal nature tricked into figuring
forth epitomes of cultured desire:
how we want a thing 1o look and
to feel, 10 function and 10 be, and
whal we want it 10 say 1o and
about us. From pungent 10 deli-
caie, the range of appeal in good
ceramics can resonate with all
manner of personal and social
happiness, in modern Western
tradition especially penaining to
domesticity, to “home": kitchen,
dining room, parlor. We arc re.
minded that arm’s reach, ambit of
embraces. is Eros’s arena, where
the in-here of ourselves gropes for
sensuous and r i

of little intellectual interest. Lord
and Saxe make just those nostal-
gias—odors of obsoletc conven-
tions, lost social rituals. discontin-
ued functions, defunct period
styles—pant of their content. That
is the alicnation effect in action,
hing our 3 e
conneciion 1o inherited form in
order 1o connect with it again in
intelligent, edgy ways.

Saxe is showing in a ceramics
gallery, Lord in an ant gallery. The
distinction is exact 10 their respec-
live posilions on the an-crafi con-
tinuum. Head of the ceramics
program at UCLA, Saxc is an aca-

g agree-
ment with the out-there of the
world.

Of course, most of the appeal,
the life-cnhancing potential of ce-
ramics, is violently moot in the
world most of us actually inhabit.
Like everything clse vested with
values of intimate comfort and
grace—the old bourgeois gestali—
craft ideals have foundered in the
twin waves of commodity-based
culture: manufactured dreck on
the one hand and sell-consciously
precious collectibles on the other.
(Efforis 10 improve the former
fegularly create new market lines
in the lauer.) The fincly hand-
made has lost its modcsty, cven as
the modestly uscful has gone dead
10 the touch. This is not yel true
in all cultures or all of the 1ime
even here, but the wrend is cvery-
where and unstoppable. The supe-
nior ceramic item today is not
handled, only dusted. It is shelved
decoratively and out of harm’s
way, in alicnaied splendor.

Andrew Lord and Adrian Saxe
are poets of precisely that alienat-
ed splendor, producers of luxuri-
ous objects tense with conscious-
ness. Their very different

ches' .

louch—through the responsive
SWif of clay.

An excellent pot is brute maiter
amed with a caress. It is clemen-

app 0 ¢ ics are alike
in cutting against the insular, gen-
teel nostalgias, the denials of lived
reality, that render the usual run
of contemporary crafis a subject

demically grounded doyen of a
four-decade-long West Coast clay
iradition whose major figures in-
clude Peter Voulkos and Ken
Price. (The tradition had a loss
recently in the death of Robert
Amcson, Bay Area ler of sa-

Lord’s new things arc huge by
usual ccramic standards, with
unils up 10 about three feet tall, in
six groups of five cach and a vast
one of 27. Each array deploys a
different repertoire of forming
Bestures (squeezing. punching,
striating with fingers, cic.), a dif-
ferent metallic glaze (copper, tin,
antimony. cic., with accents of
gold leal), and a different stylistic
Ravor from a vague range of En-
glish, Duich, Chinese, and whai-
nol reminiscences. The virtuosity
of it all is giddily ravishing whilc,
on account of Lord's sober delib-
cration, never overbearing. The
show is like a qQuietly ccstatic
Pros¢ pocm, an clegy, on gone
worlds of civilized marerial
delight.

In contrast 10 Lord's absirac-
tion and perhaps very English re-
o 5

tirical statuary.) Lord, though a
crafi-educated student of pottery
traditions (notably Delfi in Hol-
land, where he lived for some
years), has strategized a carcer cn-
lirely in the an world, having his
first New York hit in the early
'80s with pots that looked as il

, the very A Saxe
is a virtuoso in sharp focus and at
a screaming pilch, nothing if not
overbearing. His fantastically or-
nate vessels, their academic or-
ders pedantically cxaggerated, are
speciacularly skilled, harshly
Jokey, and show-off erudite. They

they had popped out of Cubist
still-life paintings.

It might be said of Lord that he
makes ceramics for people who
don't like ceramics. He vexes craft
folk by his indifference to the
foot-body-handle-lid academic or-
ders of the pot, as also 10 address-
ing any function besides that of
sculptural decor. Mcanwhile, he
has gotten a bit of a free ride from
crafl-ignorant ant critics who all
but credit him with inventing ef-
fects common 10 other ceramists.
Though representational of pilch-
r3, vases, and so on, his pieces
clegantly slur all design elements in
configurations that arc like woozy,
tasie-haunted dreams of pots. Pull-
ing against this apparitional quality
is a robustly maner-of-fact preseace
of the maker’s hand. g

st ly activaie all sorts of
polaritics: nature and artifice
(gourd forms studded with false
Jewels, not to mention dangling
forcign mauter of cloth 1assels,
plastic toys, Ashing lures), “high"
and “low™ mediums (porcelain
badics on stoncware bases), Euro-
pean and Asian modalities, and so
on in a spirit of clickety-clack
eclecticism. He even venlures a
female-male jape in leapots mold-
ed from 19th-century lady figu-
rincs, fitled at crotch level with
igilded spouts.

Saxe’s ceramics are engines of
:simultancous seduction and in-
:sult. They beg 10 be touched and
they insinuate a willingness 10 be
iused, even, though pourin, g fluid
“from the larger ones would be ifly
Wacutely so with pieces designed 10
1sink fishing hooks into the little

fingers of wiclding hands). This
work that can be ncither resisted
nor succumbed 10 15 a son of ma-
terialized. exploded history and
philosophy of ccramics, pulling
into play disparate lore and analy-
sis of the medium. The lore in-
volves Saxc’s expertise in the dec-
adenl rococo of 18th-century
Sévres and 19th-century Mcissen
pottery. The analysis is an analogy
10 present decadence: the divorce
of fine ccramics, as wrophics for
collectors, from ordinary sanity,
let alone usages of daily life.
Saxe’s antic forms seem 10 me fu-
cled by strains of anger and sor-
row and a yearning for erotic
communion 100 fieree, 100 shad-
owed with frustration, to be

I

deemed noslalgic. His pPols arc
love-hate paeans (o the timeless,
hearlless muse of folly.

Lord and Saxe make objects
whosc goodness is inextricable
from the straits of conlemporary
crafi. Lord’s poctic an-ification of
ceramics implies loss. For a thing
10 be dreamed of, it must be ab-
sent. (I note that his gallery baldly
labels Lord's ouipu “sculpture,”
an honorific perhaps relevant fess
1o explaining the work's complex
character than 10 positioning il in
the market—sculpiure being pric-
ier than pots, naich.) Saxe makes
of the collectibles trade an im-
probable site of reflection on civi-
lization and its discontents. Lord
and Saxe may fairly be called art-
ists, except that their promon-
tories in ceramics prove so much
more interesting than those in-
forming most curren; art that they
might consider waiving the
compliment. n
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