
Karen Karnes, Retrospectively

Ihere rs a remarkable oaradox about Karen Karnes She rs both
one of Amerrca's best known ceramrsts here and abroad. and.
arguably. rts least understood. I say thrs not rn search of sympa-
thy bul for the sake of accuracy When you speak of Karnes,
even t0 some of her most enthusrastrc supporters, she tends to
be pegged as a tradrtronalrst Berng a tradrtronal potter rs a per-
fect lywonderful  pursurt .  r t  rs just that thrs does not apply rn thrs
case Traditronalrsts tend t0 be at odds wrth Modernrsm and
skeptrcal of therr contemporary socrety Therr work rs often
lrnked to a specrfrc perrod rn the hrstory of therr medrum that
they rernterpret They are nol known for expenment and rrsk
Therr forms and glazes change lr t t le,  r f  at  al l  None of these
oarameters f rt the art of Karnes

She has never belonged to the Anglo-0rrental school of Leach and
his followers who domrnate tradrtronal pottery here, in Brrtarn and
rn the Commonwealth But. at the same trme, one can see how a
superfrcral reading of Karnes can result In her berng mrslabeled
She rs an ardent supporter of the tradrtronalrst potters based on
her shared passron wrth thrs group of funclronalrsm She contrn-
ues to make utrlitarian wares as well as "art'pots She prefers a
rural work settrng although she rs a natrve of New York and strll
loves and is at home In the crty. visrtrng regularly for cultural sus-
tenance Also, she uses tradrtronal techniques from salt-glazrng to
wood-Firrng whrch are lrnked to a more conservatrve approach to
the medium. But this rs ludgrng the route she has taken to her krln,
not what she takes out at the end of a frrinq

l f  Karnes is a tradrtronalrst  then her tradrtron rs thal  of  Modernrsm rtsel f  Thrs rs the mrlreu rn whrch she learned her craft  f rom the
outset. She refined her knowledge of desrgn rn ltaly at the begrnnrng of the 1950's when thrs country was takrng the Internatronal
lead. She developed her crrtrcal understandrng of art around John Cage and Merce Cunnrngham She was never your cookre-cutter
version of the country potter;  but through her involvement wrth the communitres at Black Mountarn Col lege and Gatehrl l  Col lege rn
Stony Point,  NY she brought a sophrstrcat ion t0 the potter 's studro. rnformed, eloquent and rnqurrrng

She did not study ceramtcs at one of the more usual venues but came to clay rn the context of design at the New Jersey College of
Industrial Art in Newark. She arrrved rn 1948, at 23 vears old. and ended u0 rn the ceramics department where she fell rn love both
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wrth ceramtcs and wrth the ceramrcs Instructor.  Davrd Wernrrb. whom she later marrred, and had one son, Abel Her f  rrst  pots (one
is r l lustrated In thrs catal0g) were l rnked t0 a style of bromorphrsm popular rn art  and desrgn rn the 1940 s l t  could be found rn the
work o{ lsamu Noguchr,  Charles Eames, Joan Miro and others They stood wrth comfort  and elan 0n the krdney shaped tables that
were s0 defrnrt ive of the perrod The term used for thrs asymmetrrcal  organrc aesthettc was "free-form" and she explored rt ,  not 0n
the wheel because she could not yet throw, but by model ing and then moldrng her forms Desprte thrs r t  was never her goal to prol-
ect the slrckness of an Industnal 0blect

Karnes learnt t0 use moids rn such a way that her pots could be pressed Into therr forms and then taken 0ut and al tered In this way,
rmpressrng textures on the surface, emphasizrng seams where elements were lorned and openrng the mouth, she created oblects
that were drf ferent from one another and carrred the sense of berng hand-made. She became extremely profrcrent at mold work and
unlrke many potters who decry moldrng because of r ts rndustrral  assocratrons, Karnes values thrs period of her work and argues that
rt taught her more ab0ut the archrtecture of the vessel form than rf she had begun the wheel

When Weinrrb left the College to work for Desrgn Technics, a pottery company rn Stroudsburg, PA, Karnes followed hrm. desrgnrng lamp
basesfor the fac tory  In l949,a f te rashor ts tay theymovedto l ta lyandforergh teenmonthsworkedrnSestoF ioren t rno .asmal l  po t te ry
town near Florence Karnes set up a pot shop at home, started to throw and contrnued to work wtth molded forms The owner of a local
factory was so charmed by her work that he agreed to frre her pots wrthout charge. Karnes drd not feel conf rdent to carry boards of pots
so rnstead she placed the boards on her motorcycle and cautrously wheeled the wares through the streets of the vrllage to the pottery

Ihe factory owner was not the only one to admrre her vrsual ly assertrve pots The legendary Gio Pontr.  archttect.  desrgner and edr-
rcr of Donui was greatly rmpressed when he encountered her work by chance and promrnently featured it in hrs lournal lhe work
attracted kudos rn Amerrca as well In 1951 she sent two pots t0 the 16th Ceramrc Natronal rn Svracuse. New York and won the Lord
and Taylor Purchase Prrze

Karnes returned to Amerrca and rn 1952 became a graduate fellow at Alfred Unrversrty She was Just gettrng settled when an offer
arnved for her and Wernrib to come for the summer to Black Mountarn Col lege. near Ashevrl le.  North Carolrna Black Mountarn was then
the most avant-garde arts school rn the country lts pottery was founded rn 1949 by Bob Iurner and the facrlrty's desrgn was by archr-
tect Paul Wrlltams She never returned to Alfred t0 complete her degree and remained at Black Mountarn for two and a half years Her
loss of a degree never bothered her, I did not want to teach s0 rt was of lrttle use to me." Karnes was commttted to berng a worklng
potter and she realrzed that ambrtron. She rarsed a famrly, burlt two homes and has lrved solely by the Income of her pottery ever srnce

Black Mountarn was a strmulatrng, nonconformrst envrronment wrth a constant ly shrf trng faculty of artrsts that rncluded John Cage,
Merce Cunningham, Anthony Tudor,  Franz Klrne, Jack Tworkov and Robert  Rauschenberg Karnes and Wernrrb wasted lr t t le trme rn
turntng the pottery into a centre for progressrve ceramrcs Wrthrn months of therr arrrval they hosted an rmportant symposrum, mod-
erated by the Bauhaus potter Marguerrte Wrldenharn wrth Bernard Leach. Sholr  Hamada and Soetsu Yanagr (who were 0n a lecture
0f the U S at that t rme) The next year they rnvrted Peter Voulkos, Danrel  Rhodes, and Warren McKenzre RudV Autro noted that those
three weeks at Black Mountarn were the turnrng p0rnt rn Voulkos's l r fe and career,  "He came back to Helena but was never the same
agarn l t  must have been the most rmportant thrng that had happened up 10 that t rme."

Wernrrb has later vorced reservatrons about Black Mountarn He fel t  that the crafts communtty was n0t treated as the equal of  the
ftne arts.  Certarnly Albers had been rnsrstent rn not wantrng to have a ceramrc facr lr ty {earrng that "clay, lackrng the resistant prop-



erties 0f other materials, was too easily abused by the beginning craftsman," and the crafts courses that were added after his depar-
ture were controversial. Karnes did not feel that she was marginalized. She felt welcomed and the Black Mountain community pro-
v ided 'asympathet icenv i ronmentw i th fan tas t icar ts t imu la t ion . . .avery l i ve lyp lace tobe. " ln fac tdesp i tesomepat ron iz ingbehav-
ior at the outset, many of the painters, sculptors and photographers welcomed their presence and felt that the potters, with their
regular work rhythms, tangible results and closeness to materials and process, actually provided the school with an astringent dose
of pragmatism and prevented it from degenerating into a metaphysical Disneyland.

Karnes worked mainly on the wheel at Black Mountain. She had started t0 throw in ltaly and proved to have a gift for this technique.
She made mainly functional wares, including elegant but sturdy tea and coffee services, and these reveal not just a crisp strength
but also an undercurrent of lyricism in her throwing, with distinctive narrow throwing rings spiraling uniformly through her pots. This
expressive facility was unusual in one so new to this method of producing forms.

In 1954 Karnes and Weinrib left Black Mountain to become founding members of the Gatehill Cooperative in Stony Point, Rockland
County, New York. Black Mountain Col leges resident archi tect,  PaulWil l iams and his wife Vera, had grown disenchanted with
the schools endless f inancialand pol i t icalwrangl ing, they disagreed with some new pol ic ies and so decided to leave and found
an artist collaborative. He acquired a bucolic one hundred acre swath of wooded land with its own stream and built a model res-
ident art community with Karnes, Weinrib, Cage, Tudor, and Richards amongst its first residents. After a few years Karnes and
Weinrib began to have different goals as artists. Weinrib eventually gave up ceramics and moved to sculpture and plastics. He
also moved to India and later Japan. ln 1959 the couple divorced leaving Karnes alone to raise her son and so her approach to
her career and an income now become more focused.

In 1957 she was recommended to the owner of a clay mine in New Jersey who had offered free clay. The owner turned out to
be a ceramic engineer and he lectured both Karnes and M.C. Richards on technical ignorance and lack of invention amongst stu-
dio potters when i t  came t0 clay and funct ion. To make his point,  he asked why potters did not make f lame-proof pots adding
that he had the recipe for a f  lame-proof clay. He offered to share this information and Karnes grasped the opportunity.  Within a
few months she was soon producing dist inct ive f lame-proof casseroles, a sophist icat ion undreamed of amongst potters at that
time. (And still a rarity today.)

The casserole proved to'be'an immediate success and sold for about $35, a huge sum at the time and has remained the bread-and-
butter item in her pottery. The casserole, unaltered in its design is stil l in production today, nearly fifty years latel and is one of the
great classics of post-1 950 s American pottery. lt has a low centre of gravity, which spreads out the food for even cooking and also
makes it easy to handle and balance when handling a heavy pot f i l led with piping-hot food. The wide and generous mouth makes for
ease of serving and cleaning. The gently curved walls and domed lid encourage an even distribution and circulation of heat. The sim-
ple shape and brown color give it a sober appearance, but for a single moment of visual theatre, the handle on the lid is made from
a twisted ribbon of pulled clay. lt is applied quickly and has a wonderful gestural energy.

The next ceramic signature t0 come from Karnes was her move into salt-glazing in 1967, a perfect marriage of form, surface and aes-
thetic sensrbility. Karnes did her first salt-glaze firings at a workshop in Penland, North Carolina in 1967. This venerable technique
was first introduced by German stoneware potters in the 13th century and involves tossing salt into the kiln at a crucial point in the
firing. The salt then vaporizes and attaches itself to the surface of the pots in the kiln, leaving them glazed with a distinctive sheen
and a texture not unlike that of an oranqe rind.
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Karnes's response to sal t-glazrng was remarkable l t  was love at f  rrst
srght.  l t  was not as though she was merely "applyrng" a surface so
much as she was feel ing r t  The understandrng of r t  was not a matter
of chemistry, at least not of the ceramrc varrety. it was much more vis-
ceral and interror and for the next fifteen vears produced the most
extraordinary body of salt wares that we have seen srnce the pots of
the magical  Mart in Brothers in Victorran London nearly a century ear-
l ier.  The way in whrch she manrpulated the sal t  and the f i re to pro.
duce a wide range of colors and textures was unprecedented and i t
was this achrevement that established her at forty-two, as a master
ceramrst of  internat ional srgnrfrcance

0ne tends to not ice the color frrst .  Karnes combined the tradtt ional
blues and tans of sal t  f rre with sprrals of br ight green. sharp mustard
yel lows and sultry mauves. Even the pieces that seem at f i rst  glance
to be monochrome reveal themselves to be surpr is ingly polychromat-
ic at c loser inspect ion. The facetted l rds on her jars added another
dimension, drrectrng the frr ing acr0ss therr cut planes to leave some
srdes of the facets unglazed and others scorched with halos. Karnes
had taken salt-glazrng from merely a process to becomrng an art .
Even as a student rn London n 1972 |  was aware of this srnqular and
ground-breakrng body of work

Her achrevement went beyond the rich color palette and into form She drd not take the drrectron that most contemporary salt.glaze
pottery seems to follow, towards hard-edged, geometrrc, almost metallic form (This tendency comes with the traditron, when German
salt-glazed wares first appeared, and for centuries hence, the stoneware potters delrberately mimrcked the shape and crisp formality
of metal  vessels.)  Rather than fol low this handsome but r ig id approach, Karnes's pots unleashed a soft- focus anthropomorphism and
a latent sexuality which had always been present but in more restrarned form The sensualrty of the surface (rt feels glorious to the
touch seduct ive, smooth and drmpled) ts what I  belreve unleashed a fecund and erot ic qualr ty rn Karnes's forms. Do not expect the
artrst t0 confirm or deny this. Karnes does not lrke talkrng about the psychology of her art, but the evrdence is in the work

Karnes achieved this in part  through the way that form and surface caressed one another but also In some more overt  detar ls,  rn par-
t icular the dist inctrve shal low orrf ices she created on the pots 'surfaces. Sometimes she did thrs by applyrng clay t0 create the r l lu-
sion of an opening on the srde 0f the pot or else rn other cases she would carve rrregular depressions rnto the bel ly of the vessel.
Yet, at no stage did this become coarse 0r blatant; it was always clothed In abstracti0n But it was a powerful lrfe-enhancrng pres-
ence, and, r f  one may use an abused term, sexy

Penland provided Karnes wrth more than JUst a breakthrough rn her art .  At thrs craft  school rn the fol lowrng year i t  also brought Karnes
into contact with two important people in her l r fe,  Paulus Berensohn and Ann Stannard, providing her wrth a guru In the one case
anda l t fe -par tner in theother .Berensohn,au thoro f  the lnspr ra t rona l  book  Frndrng1ne 'sWayWi thClay , isaph i losopherwhomakes
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pots. His pots were pinched (a handbui lding technique)which did not inf luence Karnes's work visual ly but the deeply fel t  spir i tual i -
ty and his principled set of ethics that these pots represented had a profound effect on her own creative credo. Karnes was hardly
adrift philosophically. As her friend and fellow potter Michael Zakin remarked {a comment echoed by many contacted during the
course of preparing this retrospective), "l have never known any artist who has lived her life and made her art with such unswerving
integrity and with such a clear sense of purpose." But Berensohn's influence was able to sculpt, reinforce and clarify her personal
mission and give her added conf idence.

Ann Stannard, was then teaching art  at  King Alfred's Col lege in Winchester,  England when M.C. Richards, who had met herthrough
The Society for Education Through Art, brought her to America in 1967 to give workshops on kiln building. lt was at a time when both
she and Karnes were seeking change and commitment and the camaraderie they established blossomed into friendship and then a
life-long partnership. Stannard moved from England, settled in with Karnes at Gatehill and for a while also made pottery but later
shifted her focus to spirituality through the Sufi movement.

In 1979, Stannard and Karnes, now both in their fifties, decided to leave Gatehill and create a home of their own. They moved to
West Danville in Northern Vermont where they homesteaded for 3 years under conditions that would have intimidated potters half
their age. The house was a mile and a half from the road and the movement of materials and supplies was an arduous trek. At first
their pioneering had a certain raw appeal but the heroism of what they were doing soon wore off and prompted a move to a more
accessible home in Morgan, Vermont near the Canadian border.

Karnes ceased salt-glazing, despite the fact that she was by now considered the most significant practitioner in this technique and
that these works were stil l eagerly sought after by galleries and collectors. She began to make wood{ired pots, a logical and per-
haps symbolically conect move in a tree covered state. But again Karnes surprised her community. She did not take her wares in the
direction that the nascent American wood-firing movement was following. Instead of attaching herself to the growing popularity of
the Japanese Anagama tradition of Bizen and Shigaraki, with brown crusty surfaces, ash-flashing and kiln-tears, she reinvented the
tradition. Her pots, at first huge lidded vessels and later other shapes, were a polychromatic delight. She created rich colored sur-
faces in midnight blues, royal purples and acid greens fading to softer tones like a set of veils. lt was quite unlike any other wood-
fired pottery. They were lightly speckled with iron and their tonal spectrum gave them great depth. The first exhibition of these mas-
sive lidded jars with precise almost geometric forms was held at the Hadler/Bodriguez Gallery in New York in 1979 and was the talk
of the ceramic world.

Ever since, Karnes has been ceaselessly innovating. While surprising as each new body of work might be, there are no arbitrary shifts
in the creative path. There is consistency to her changes that has an organic inevitability. The first response is one of shock, but as
one examines the pot further one accedes "well, of course, that is the next step." Lidded vessels were followed by vases with huge
disk-shaped lips, then with forms from which long arms jutted invitingly from their sides, with multi-mouthed vessels, segmented
nesting bottles in which two or three forms are locked in embrace, large pods that were not actually pots but spoke about pots with
new intimacy, insight and freedom. Then there were pOts with multiple spouts sprouting from the tops of her forms such as the one
of the cover. And there were several other series besides.

It needs to be pointed out that the idyll in Vermont was marred by a catastrophic and potentially fatal detour. 0n May 10 1998, Karnes
was firing as usual in her kiln shed as she had for years. While she was always very careful and observed all the safety rules, the
wooden shed had, after continuous firings and little rain become totally tinder-dry and flammable. Towards the end of the firing it



exploded in flames and within fifteen mrnutes had not just engulfed the shed and studio but the house as well. Stannard barely
escaped in time. Insurance covered the loss of the house and it seemed as though Karnes's career as a working potter was over.

As often happens with seemingly bad events there can be a surprising positive consequence. Pre-fire, Karnes had only a vague sense
at best of the deep affection and reverence with which her community held her. After the conflagration, hundreds of potters, collec-
tors and other supporters across the country rallied to support her, replace her lost materials and equipment and made contributions
to a rebuilding fund. lt was an immense, immediate outpouring of respect and an acknowledgment of how much Karnes had given to
her field-not just her pottery which speaks for itself-but for that which was less obvious, her generosity to her field, the artists who
attended her workshops, the many potters she assisted in setting up their studios and guiding their careers and the many working pot-
ters who depend upon the revenues that come from the annual 0ld Church Pottery Sale she organizes every December, the most suc-
cessful event of its kind in America. And then there was a final but concrete footnote. While everything else was destroyed, what sur-
vived, perfectly fired were the pots in the kiln and these were shown at our gallery in 1999 as a homage to a courageous career.

Karen Karnes and Ann Stannard moved back into their rebuilt home and studio in 1999. The fire and the rebuilding had changed
Karnes as an artist. This event has placed over fifty years of labor into a new perspective. Karnes now had a better understanding
of her legacy and its value. Perhaps it is even what encouraged her to take an even greater risk than usual and produce her most
adventurous body of work to date. For the past two years, Karnes has been toying with radical extensions of what a pot can be. This
unapologetically anthropomorphic art comprises vessels in groupings of two, three 0r more. They are tall, thin, undulating and sen-
suous. They move and turn with the ease and authority of dancers, like stoneware groupings of a team of Louie Fullers without the
veils. They blend the pot with sculpture, the vessel with figure, volume with linearity and emotion with cool, objective abstraction.
They are, at least from this writer's point of view, as exciting and as nuanced as any vessels being made today.

Yet when one adds these vertical volumes to eighty or so pots that make up this long overdue retrospective, they do not appear as
aliens. They can all chatter with each other, these children of her kiln, from the oldest to the youngest, about mouths and necks,
about lids and spouts, about the sensuality of line and the pregnancy of volume and how the same vocabulary can produce so much
difference. There is no point at which one finds one body of work silent and alienated from the other as sometimes happens in an
artist's career. There are no experiments in faddism gone horribly wrong at the expense of continuity.

This seamless journey through seven decades and tens of thousands of pots is perfectly captured in the following quotation; "[Karnes]
produces pottery of graceful strength and unstudied dignity, expertlyfashioned to fulfil l the requirements of its service. Created qui-
etly from her living and for living with, her stoneware fits the round of days, the rhythms of the weather, the rituals of the hearth,
with their seeming sameness yet infinite variety." While these words fit her current work like a glove, they were written forty-five
years ago and are drawn from the closing coda of an article written for Craft Horizons by Dido Smith in 1958. Karnes's sense of "serv-
ice" may have adjusted with time, attending a little less to the functional and a little more to the contemplative. But as we gaze 0ver
this vista of pots, short and fat, long and tall, we realize that Karnes's determination and courage has been rewarded. She has
achieved that goal that all artists seek and only a few achieve; Karnes has through her depth, consistency and authenticity, managed
to grow beyond mere invention and has succeeded in channellng the universal.

Garth Clark
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