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Introduction 

Everyday I notice the simple things in life and try to place them in a category. Some 

groupings are filled beyond belief and others have just a few subjects. However, one category in 

particular changes from day to day and has the ability to stay with me for decades. This 

important classification is my influences. By definition influence has the capacity to affect the 

character, development, and or behavior of someone or something. Everyday there are things 

that are capable of changing my point of view, ideas, and or the way that I perceive the world. 

Out of all of the images and experiences through out the day there are always a few that seem to 

stick with me for years to come. 

The paper that you about to read is going to talk about some of those influences and how they 

have effected my character. I will began with my start in graduate school and the type of work 

that I am dealing with. Following my own work is a look at early artists and writers and the way 

that their work has influenced my new path. Now with a new direction and focus I will explain 

the concept of my new work and the processes that take place. 

William Hogarth 

The work that I began in Graduate school was based upon the idea of pressures placed upon 

individuals in society and the consequences from those pressures. I used common objects that 

can be familiarized by most people, a clamp and a measuring tape. The objects where casted and 

made out of clay, fired and then painted with commercial paints. The tape measures are 

compressed with the clamps and visible effects are seen on the tape measures. I placed images 

on the tape measures that were meant to connect the audience to specific social pressures. I 

searched the Internet and purposely chose images that dealt with eating disorders, physical 

e appearances, and physical alterations. These particular images are ones that I have become more 



• aware of since moving to Terre Haute. Everyday I am surrounded by social pressures and the 

physical effects of those pressures. Many young men and women subject themselves to altering 

their physical appearances in order to "fit in" to an ever-changing society. 
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The main idea of the "Under Pressure" work was to inform and to place into the spotlight an 

ever-growing fad that has placed individual people in turmoil. I was not going to be passive 

about the information but push strong views to get my point across. A 19th Century Printmaker 

William Hogarth used similar examples of hard-hitting descriptions in order to convey his 

message. He employed representations of the social problem's dealing with that time. In the 

artwork "Gin Lane," William Hogarth showed people suffering as a result of the man made 

alcohol Gin (1:1). Everyone in the image was afflicted in one way or another, living in poverty, 

committing suicide, and selling his or her last positions for more gin. Even the city itself was 

falling apart and becoming decrepit in its turmoil. However, with everyone in the midst of chaos 

the only people flourishing in the time of crisis were the undertaker, the pawnbroker, and the gin 

dealer. I have appreciated William Hogarth's ideals and the storytelling ability of his imagery. 

Hogarth did not restrain his ideas and at a point blank shot he explains the consequences that 

pressures can have on an individual and what that can lead to for a society. 

However, there is something else about William Hogarth's work that has also influenced me 

in a different way. Accompanying the work of "Gin Lane" was another called "Beer Street" that 

has also had an impact on me (2: 1). Visually "Beer Street" had a narrative force just like "Gin 

Lane", but the consequences were a complete vice versa. The imagery of "Beer Street" is a 

beautiful street full of happy and plump people. Not only are the people healthy, the streets are 

filled with food and wealth. The buildings are maintained and there is harmony throughout the 

streets. However, the only people that are not prospering are the pawnbrokers, and undertakers. 
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The narrative that William Hogarth was conveying was not about the pressures on individuals 

but the effects of man and nature on societies. 

Writers 

Through my studies and my previous work, I have had many influences regarding man and 

nature. One person of great interest is Mark Twain and his book Huckleberry Fin. One of the 

many things that I learned from this book was about Mark Twain's ideas of Man and Nature. 

Mark Twain believed that society was evil: 

"I feel for Adam and Eve now, for I know how it was with them ... .The Garden of Eden I 

now know was an unendurable solitude. I know that the advent of the serpent was a 

welcome change--anything for society ."1 

Man is easily persuaded: 

"Man is a Reasoning Animal. Such is the claim. I think it is open to dispute."2 

And nature purifies: 

"Nature knows no indecencies; man invents them."3 

As well as Mark Twain there were other great writers of which I enjoy much of their 

literature. One in particular is Henry David Thoreau, with many of Thoreau's writings I have 

came to understand more of the beauty and the simple pleasures of nature and the benefits of 
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being withdrawn from the demands of society. The book titled "Walden" is a great interpretation 

of Henry David Thoreau's ideals. Thoreau spent a great deal of time in a cabin by Walden Pond 

in Concord, Massachusetts, where he indulged in the solitude of nature and excluded himself 

1 Barbara Schmidt, "Mark Twain Quotations, Newspaper Collections, & Related Resources," 
April 09, 1997, http://www.twainquotes.com/Society.html (accessed November 2, 2009) 
2 Barbara Schmidt, "Mark Twain Quotations, Newspaper Collections, & Related Resources," 
April 09, 1997, http ://www.twainquotes.com/Man.html (accessed November 2, 2009) 
3 Barbara Schmidt, "Mark Twain Quotations, Newspaper Collections, & Related Resources," 
April 09, 1997, http://www.twainquotes.com/Nature.html (accessed November 2, 2009) 
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from the pressures of society. However, living the life of a hermit and being remote from society 

he realized something very important was missing, other people. What is the importance of 

enjoying the purifying aspects of nature, if you can't share them with anyone else? 

This question sparked something within me that I had never dealt with as an artist. I began 

making work about nature, but the question still arose, whom was I going to share it with? I 

thought at first that it should be the audience, but what was the significance of the audience? 

That's when I realized that I had to work on subjects and ideas that where more about me. I have 

to dive into myself and find the path that I dared not travel. 

Direct your eye right inward, and you'll find 

A thousand regions in your mind 

Yet undiscovered. Travel them, and be 

Expert in home-cosmography .4 

Childhood 

My art has become more and more personal and intuitive as I age. I thought that I should be 

commenting on society, cultural and environmental issues. However, before I can talk about 

others, I must first explore within myself and explain why I am so drawn to certain objects. 

As a child I enjoyed nature and being outside in the western plains of Kansas , especially 

visiting my grandparents at their farm. These visits with my grandparents were more influential 

than I ever would have thought. My childhood was blessed with the surroundings of trees and 

the natural decay of fences and barns. While visiting my grandparents I would walk through 

their tree rows and play along the wooden corrals (4:1) and explore the barns (4:2) . Each area 

was filled with history and artifacts of a past that I did not experience. With each step and glance 

4 The Writings of Henry David Thoreau: Walden. (New York, N.Y. , AMS Press , Inc. 1968), 353 
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I was filled with questions and the desire for knowledge, but what captured my attention every 

time was the personality of the wood and the colors that it held. The machinery and tools may 

no longer move but constantly change with the collection of dust. However, the wood relaxes 

with gravity and transforms with every passing season. The increasing presence of decay did not 

show me death of this natural material, but a developing characteristic of its true self. With close 

examination I was able to look beyond what was revealed to me, and began to see something real 

and unfiltered. Spending so much time on the farm I was able to witness natures impact on the 

manmade world and vise versa, but this experiences had left me with more questions. What is it 

about nature that helps me feel so relaxed? Why do I have the same feelings when I am with my 

family? Is there a connection with my family and nature? 

Ceramics and Ceramic Artists 

I assemble wooden posts and planks using clay slabs and hand building techniques. Once 

everything is put together, I begin to manipulate the form. I imagine the function of these 

objects and remove their once declared purpose. When a fence is busted or broken, its purpose is 

removed. Fences create borders and when they are broken their function becomes impassive. 

By beating-in marks and drawing on the surface with carving tools I begin to characterize 

each piece, giving them each a personality, history, and a narrative. Their function has been 

detached; no longer are they a fence to compose a division, but an artifact of that previous· 

affirmed purpose. Now that their reason has been changed, they can begin a different path and 

be given a different look. These posts look old and decayed, but if given a chance there is much 

more to see than just an old post. A closer examination reveals wear and tear, and abuse at the 

surface. Obviously these posts have experienced some hardship in their life, but this moment is 

e not the end. 
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The color of the wood at the surface is not just one color but has a depth of value and hues . 

Each object is adorned with natural colors, but also hosts the presence of lichen and new life of 

branches and leaves. Often I am asked, "Why clay? Why not use found objects?" I reply with a 

smile, how can a found object relate to me better than an object I create myself. Steven 

Montgomery, a fellow ceramist answers the same question: 

I wanted to invent my own technology, or at least the appearance of such, but 

without the literal interpretation associated with found object sculpture. 5 

In creating my art I use carving tools to remove the layers of clay exposing the "identity" of 

each piece. While revealing the "identity" I pay attention to what is being revealed to me by 

each object. The intimacy between the material and myself must come together in a partnership. 

I use my knowledge of natural wood, skills in hand-building, and the clay reveals to me new and 

interesting truths. Beginning with sketches and ideas in my head, I develop pieces with specific 

meaning for me. Part of my process is to let the clay develop itself. That is why I have to agree 

with Steven Montgomery and compare his working style to my own. 

Like a landscape painter, my observations of what I see around me are critical. 

However, my process is intuitive, impulsive, chaotic and only after the dust 

settles do I have a clear sense of what I am about. 6 

My process is fast and unflinching, without being forceful. The intuitive connection between 

the material, the language, and myself develops into a cohesive bond. This bond develops during 

the creation process and continues into the other aspects of the work. Glazing is just as important 

5 Ronald Andrew Kutcha, "Steven Montgomery: Broken," Ceramics: Art and Perception 72 
(2008): 44. 
6 Ronald Andrew Kutcha, "Steven Montgomery: Broken," Ceramics: Art and Perception 72 
(2008): 45 
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as the construct, without the multiple layers of color the intensity would not express the depth, 

and the vibrancies of which I want to articulate. 

What is it we learn from nature and why are we always drawn back to it? Is it something 

about paying attention? Does it teach us about ourselves through metaphor and example? 

Or does it teach us about itself, about paying attention to the concrete and the sensory and 

about how that is entirely enough? 7 

Being so moved by the outside world, when I began my ceramics career, nature was the 

obvious inspiration. I became interested in the genre of trompe l'oeil, "the art of fool the eye." I 

am fascinated with artists such as Ah Leon, Victor Spinski, Richard Notkin, and Steven 

Montgomery and how they manipulate the clay to become anything. Their works could be 

mistaken as real objects, but are entirely made out of clay. Once the audience has realized this 

trickery, the investigation begins. Ah Leon's piece "The Bridge" is much more than just a bridge 

(6:1). Within the trompe l'oeil style of ceramics, the object being represented becomes 

monumental therefore reality must be second-guessed. 

Ah Leon induces wonderment by his transmutation of common clay into 

something like wood that only touch reveals the truth, but he is most interested in 

transforming perceptions of the world by opening up a realm where reality and 

illusion cross over into each other. 8 

Ah Leon's work excites me, and the power of clay ceases to amaze. I consider the experience 

that I have and the material that I use in order to sway the viewer. 

7 Margaret Hawkins, "Dennis Lee Mitchell: Natural Fragments," Ceramics: Art and Perception 
72 (2008): 55. 

e 8 David Wible, and others, Beyond Yixing: The Ceramic Art of Ah Leon. (Taipei, Taiwan: Purple 
Sands Publishers, 1998), 29. 
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• My work should not be evaluated by how long it took me to create it, but what I have learned 

from it. With my studies and practice I have convinced many viewers into thinking my objects 

were real. Finally, when that realization has occurred, the viewer takes a second look, 

concentrating on all the specific details. The object becomes important; consideration is felt the 

next time a viewer looks at a piece of wood. When that moment occurs, a relationship is formed 

between the viewer and the art. 

Current Path 

As an artist, there are changes that occur quickly or slowly within my own work. I have been 

dealing with situations concerning family and especially with my grandparents, which have had 

an understated effect on me. As with many of my most recent ideas and works, the inspiration 

comes from experiences and situations just like Mark Twain and others. Twain, like all other 

• writers, drew source material from experience, either through actual contact or vicariously from 

reading.9 I began to incorporate the situations and bodily hardships that my grandparents where 

having with the physicality of the worn down and broken fence posts. In many ways they where 

the same; old, showing signs of aging, physically not the same as before, but still showing life 

and beauty. Another of my grandparents is suffering from dementia. I read manuscripts and 

books on the disease, but still was not ready for the reality of what happens, nor does it explain 

about the person you once knew slowly disappearing. 

9 E. Hudson Long and J. R. LeMaster. The New Mark Twain Handbook. (New York and London: 
Garland Publishing INC., 1985), 137 
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Conclusion 

The reality is that my life has been thick with influences and that a book cannot hold them 

all. Each one delivers me on a new path and readies me for the next journey. In this paper I 

talked about specific influences and how they have had an effect on me. The route that I have 

been traveling started with social ideals of William Hogarth and the relation I found in Terre 

Haute, Indiana. Next, was the path within myself, and the influence I have drawn from my love 

of nature with the help of writers Henry David Thoreau and Mark Twain. Third, I revisited my 

childhood and prominent ceramic artists and explored why ceramics is important to me. Finally, 

I made a tum towards my current subject matter, my grandparents and how those relationships 

influence to me. 

Everyday is a journey, but what really matters is if you experience it fully, or try to ignore it 

and take a different route. There are always going to be situations that will either change your 

ideas or encourage them. Everyone's path is different; this is only an explanation of what mine 

is for now. 
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• Appendix 

(1: 1) "Gin Lane" 

• (2: 1) "Beer Street" 

• 



12 

(4: 1) 

• 
(4:2) 

• 
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• (6: 1) "Bridge" 

• 

• 
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