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Wearing Different Hats
The 2013 NCeCA NATioNAl STudeNT Juried exhibiTioN
by garth Johnson

It is difficult to look at a juried ex-
hibition and point to larger trends 
and emerging themes. Jurors Bon-
nie Seeman and Kevin Snipes sifted 
through more than 500 entries to 
select the 52 pieces in this year’s 
National Council on Education for 
the Ceramic Arts (NCECA) National 
Student Juried Exhibition (NSJE), 
which was held at the Museum of Fine 
Arts Houston’s Glassell School of Art 
(www.mfah.org/visit/glassell-school) 
in Houston, Texas. The jurors selected 
pieces that represent a cross-section of 
current trends in the field. As I near 
my 20th NCECA conference, it is 
interesting to see a new generation 
of artists emerge, with critical and 
stylistic agendas of their own.

The exhibition was held in the 
school’s upper atrium, which provided 
ample space for the work, but also 
a few distractions that owed to the 
multi-use space. I was delighted to see 
that San Jose State graduate student 
Spring Montes’ elaborate rainbow-
hued installation, which consisted of 
6000 porcelain pieces, was accompa-

1 Rob Kolhouse’s Hopeful, 15 in. (38 cm) in length, terra cotta, paint, mixed media, 2011. 2 Michelle Laxalt’s That baby bird is so...dead!, 32 in. (81 cm) 
in length as installed, low-fire whiteware fired to cone 04, oil paint, 2012. 3 Nick Geankoplis’ Free Dream, carved wheel-thrown cylinder, fired to cone 5, 
deposited material, regional fire clay, video loop, 2012.
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4 Spring Montes’ Straddling the 405, 10 ft. (3.05 m) in length, 6000 porcelain components, Mason stain, fired to cone 9 in oxidation, 2012. 5–6 Thomas 
Edwards’ Rorschach, 13 in. (33 cm) in height, high-fired porcelain, concrete, 2012.
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nied by a handheld hair dryer. As I picked up the dryer, 
fully intending to watch the breeze ripple through the 
wire-mounted pieces, I was stopped by a guard, who 
tersely explained that it was there for the school’s water-
color students to dry their work. 

I have struggled with my task of connecting the dots 
in this exhibition (full disclosure: I am a current NCECA 
board member). Much of the work fits into familiar cat-
egories—crusty, process-fired sculpture, sleek, slip-cast 
design objects, wall-mounted installations, and earthy 
handmade pots. I was curious to note that a few of the 
young artists represented in the exhibition are using 
trompe l’oeil techniques, which shows a canny under-
standing of ‘70s and ‘80s ceramics (or perhaps a lack of 
one). California State Chico graduate student Michael 
Hurley went to great pains in order to create a slip-cast 
traffic cone (complete with dusty patina and reflective 
stripe) and University of Kansas graduate student Mitch-
ell Spain created a ziggurat of weathered ceramic 4-in-one 
oil cans titled Consummation of Empire that riffs elegantly 
on both process and American colonialism. 

The main thread that left me wondering what those 
crazy kids were up to (am I starting to sound old?) was 
the dominance of figurative work—specifically work that 
depicts people wearing animal hats. I counted at least five 
pieces that used animal hats or ears, and several others 
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that used zoomorphic animals engaging in human-like activities. 
Anyone who has set foot on a college campus during the past few 
years can attest to the pervasiveness of cute animal hats…perhaps 
those artists are, like trompe l’oeil artists, reflecting their own reality.

Animal hats/ears aside, it is the dominance of figurative work 
that is beginning to define the new generation of ceramic artists. 
Could it be that these artists are casting off the anti-figurative 
biases that have been handed down for nearly a century, or is the 
artistic pendulum merely swinging back from a period of ponder-
ous abstraction? Approaches vary widely—from University of 
Nevada-Reno undergraduate Michelle Laxalt’s use of empathy and 
childhood narrative to Georgia State graduate student Ashley Max-
well’s combination of classical sculpture and brutalist materials. 

Other artists mined figural work for viscerality. Tulane Uni-
versity undergraduate Kathryn Whistler’s Embrace I depicts a 
disembodied, flayed ceramic arm that’s lined in velvet. The clini-
cal, dissected nature of the pale ceramic contrasted with the lush 
materials inside, creating a push/pull dynamic of attraction and 
revulsion. University of Florida graduate student Rob Kolhouse 
uses figurative sculpture as a way to explore his love of Japanese 

manga and science fiction. His cyborgian sculpture Hopeful shows 
a human with what appears to be animal ears, but on closer inspec-
tion proves to be genetic engineering at work.

Sheer love of material was another strong theme running 
through the exhibition. There were many artists represented who 
display curiosity and ingenuity relating to clay that will doubtlessly 
sustain them through long careers. Kansas State graduate student 
Lauren Karle’s mug is a functional slab-constructed earthenware 
cup that bears a wealth of Baroque paisley slip transfer decoration 
with improbable dignity. A translucent yellow glaze coats the inside 
of the terra-cotta mug and lightly veils the transfer decoration on 
the rim. Karle effortlessly balances references to folk pottery and 
palace porcelain, with a dash of high design. 

On the other end of the spectrum was a video made by Alfred 
graduate student Nick Geankoplis. Free Dream is a 2½-minute 
video showing a hand-thrown cylinder the artist pierced with 
intricate patterns that fall somewhere between spaceship, hiero-
glyph, and player piano roll. The cylinder is then filled with local 
fire clay and rolled on the ground, leaving a braille-like deposit of 
clay mounds. Geankoplis has a knack for finding the right balance 

8 Michael Hurley, Corner Site Cone No. 1, 27 in. (69 cm) in height, 
slip-cast porcelain, fired to cone 10 in reduction, fluorescent paint, soil, 
fixative, 2012.

7 Mitchell Spain, Consummation of Empire, 29½ in. (75 cm) in height, 
slip-cast cone 6 porcelain base, handbuilt stoneware teapot, iron oxides, 
underglazes, ceramic decals, multiple firings, 2012.

7 8

http://www.ceramicsmonthly.org


54 september 2013      www.ceramicsmonthly.org

9 Kathryn Whistler’s 
Embrace I, 34 in. (86 cm) in 
height, earthenware, titanium 
wash, velvet, wax, 2012.

10 Kristen Tripp’s Side Effects, 
unfired stoneware clay, aloe vera, 
glass jar, red iron oxide, 2012.

11 Cori Crumrine’s Irritant 
Sample, 7 in. (18 cm) in height, 
porcelain and borax, fired to cone 
04, sugar, 2012.

12 Lauren Karle’s mug, 5½ in. 
(14 cm) in length, handbuilt 
earthenware, slip transfer 
pattern, 2012.

with his video pieces—where viewers are pulled into his process 
without fully possessing all of the information required to fully 
“know” the work.

There was also a place in the exhibition for mysterious potions 
and science experiments. One of the most opaque pieces was Side 
Effects by Kristen Tripp, a gallon jar (the kind used for making 
sun tea) filled with aloe vera, red iron oxide, and what appear to 
be bits of clay floating like medical specimens. Tripp’s piece by-
passed normal ceramic conversations about beauty in favor of the 
grotesque. Cori Crumrine, an undergraduate at Bowling Green 
State University, created a white-on-white piece that exploits the 
beautiful qualities of porcelain, along with the possibilities that 
the inclusion of other media can bring. Irritant Sample is a small 
coral-like porcelain structure that has been subjected to actual 
crystal growth. 

To their credit, the jurors chose a balance of modest works that 
could be shown on pedestals and larger, show-stopping installation 
pieces. Among the most ambitious was University of Wisconsin, 

Madison student Natasha Hovey’s Peristaltic Course, a large wall-
mounted combination of precariously delicate porcelain structures 
and wax blobjects with embedded decals. Hovey is clearly influ-
enced by the architecture of human body systems, which she echoes 
in the construction of her work and the integration of diagrams 
of vintage medical devices. The overall effect is somehow both 
comforting and unsettling.

I can’t really put my finger on the reason why I am so affected 
by my favorite piece in the show, which is a celadon-glazed half 
porcelain cylinder embedded in concrete by University of Nebraska 
graduate student Thomas Edwards entitled Rorschach. As the 
name implies, this is a mysterious, symmetrical object that allows 
the viewer to free-associate with the work. Edwards meticulously 
hand sands his porcelain to Irv Tepper levels of thinness. In the 
case of Rorschach, he has sanded all the way through the cylinder, 
piercing the form to create a gossamer Motherwell-esque series of 
voids that join in the rhythm of the throwing rings. Through his 
use of geometry and concrete, Edwards has managed to create a 
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quiet, minimalist object that retains and exploits the tactile ele-
ments of porcelain and celadon that have beguiled collectors for 
nearly a millennium.

As with Thomas Edward’s porcelain and concrete piece, view-
ers of the annual NSJE can come away with many interpreta-
tions. Many students displayed a promiscuous tendency toward 
incorporating other materials that contrast with the qualities of 
clay—from the softness of velvet or wax to industrial, unyielding 
concrete and rebar. Liveliness, narrative, experimentation, and 
humor wind their way through the work, along with a surprising 
number of animal hats.

Finally, it should also be noted that the NSJE was held in a 
space that was shared with an exhibition of works from artists 

involved in the Museum of Fine Art Houston’s Core Program, a 
two-year residency that gives talented, ambitious emerging artists 
a studio, a stipend, and health insurance. The video, installation, 
and time-based work in the Core exhibition was often accessible 
only through the mediation of critical texts and artist statements, 
while the NSJE yielded more immediate pleasures. Does the com-
parative guilelessness of ceramic art mean that it lacks the depth 
of its sexier, less material-based counterparts? I suggest that you 
start that conversation with a student.

the author Garth Johnson is a writer, artist, and associate professor 
at College of the Redwoods in Eureka, California. His work can be 
found at www.theothergarth.com.

15 Ashley Maxwell’s Of the Earth of the City, 30 in. (76 cm) in height, 
low-fire clay, fired in an electric kiln, concrete, rebar, metal mesh, 
paint, foam, hardware, moss, resin, 2012. Photo: Christina West.

13–14 Natasha Hovey’s Peristaltic Course, 8 
in. (20 cm) in height, ceramic, decals, wood, 
and wax, 2012.
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