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Editor's note: In this two-pan
portfolio, Michigan poter John
Glick discusses chunges e his
mid-carcer studio upproaches and
philosophies. Analytical and ex-
permental throughout his 26
years as a fullime poner, Glick
has continually sought something
better in all aspeas of his work
This, combined with a willing-
ness 10 readily share his discov-
eries with others, has made him
one of Amnerica’s most intluential
OIS,

Part 1T of this ponttolio will ap-
puar next month, Both pants owe
# debt to the retrospecaive of his
work, shown recently at Alfred
University (New York), which served as o caralysi for Glick 10 reassess
hoth his cireer joumney and cureemt heading,

I NEVER IMAGINED that there would be so many changes in
what T make as a potter or in the profusion of my influ-
ences. But they happen regularly, predictably, nudging me
off any comfortable moorings. Complacency doesn't stand
much of a chance.

Examples that signal changes? Shape, surface, the spirit
of the work—these are the most easily seen indicators. But
there are other issues that make up a background texture: a
renewed interest in using images from nature in my work;
changes in physical approaches to working based on health
considerations; how 1 work with studio assistants; and, cer-
tinly, how 1 feel about selling my work in a cruft marketing
structure that is undergoing extreme shifts of focus. And, to
b sure, there are other issues to be discussed; issues that
are often more complex to understand. These are the ones
that get to the heart of being arntists. Why do we do our
work? What makes us willing to put up with the pain of dis-
covery and learning? There was a time, some years ago,
when I thought 1 knew more about all this, Now, partial ex-
planations abound. 1 check my compass and steer with
instinct and hope.

What [ Make and Why

I have become very much aware of change not only in
what 1 make, but also in what 1 think about making, A
generalization to begin with: [ see the relatively brief time
I've been potting actively (26 years) in perspective. 1t has
something 1o do with the evolution or the progression the
work has made over those years, and what I am motivated
to make now. My attitude has shifted a lot since 1 was
“raised” in clay in the late 1950s and early '60s.

This period marked the rebirth of interest in the pot or
vessel, A great deal of my history is in this direction. Yet, [
have also had a constantly adventurous streak, which has
found its way into my functional pots, as well as the sculp-
wre or nonfunctional work—{or example, the electroplated
stoneware sculpture 1 did in the late 1960s.

These atypical phases of work continue, thankfully.
Practically speaking, there are times when the mechanics of
doing widely divergent bodies of work become cumber-
some, but it's a price worth paying—such cross-fertilization
is always rich.

I have thought a good deal about the term “production

potter.” This is partly because I notice how readily people
use that term to describe someone who eams a living
making, among other things, useful pots. Earlier in my
career, | may have used the description for myself. Now,
however, I don’t believe what 1 do can correctly be termed
production. It has more to do with heing productive in a
philosophical sense. So we are not talking about numbers
of pots, but about doing things in moderate numbers and
being productive. All this comes about because of my
interest in the pursuit of the spirit of creativity and the
asking of the ever-present question “What if*"

One thing I'm clear about in my work is thar 1 like...no,
love...to decorate, The odd thing about this is that among
my early influences were two teachers who were relatively
conservative in decorating their own pots: William Pitney at
Wayne Stte University; and Maija Grotell at Cranbrook. But
the motivating forces for my decoration were Jupanese por-
tery, and to a lesser degree Korean and Chinese pouery,
scen in books and museums. You would probably not have
too much difficulty picking out the Japanese influence in
my work from the mid 1970s. This was what a friend once
called my “Oribe period.” It's a good thing he did, too, be-
cause comments like that help move one away from such
“love affairs” before they become destructive.

Over the years, my pots’ surfaces seem to tell the story of
a wip that began with clay isell and led to the painting
world. There is a love of the flow of color—a watercolorlike
quality of revealing, yet being able to conceal as well—that
keeps cropping up. And, for the past several years, | have
noticed a marked resemblance between the marks on my
pots and natural things, such as insects, feather patterns,
satellite photos. 1 find it reassuring that 1 am creating sur-
faces that reflect these influences, but I have not con-
sciously set out to do so. In the end, all anyone can do is
rely on intention and instinct. And, yes, I do trust instinct.

I grew up thinking dinnerware, by definition, meant a
matching set. Indeed, my earliest work in dinnerware
largely reflected those notions in glaze and color. But then,
in 1965, a weaver friend pushed my thinking a step for-
ward. As we discussed the settings 1 would do for her, she
asked me not to make them all alike, not to make “match-
ing parts.” That led to an approach that has proved much
more satisfying.

Now, [ insist on letting each part of a setting have its own
personality. To be sure, | confer readily with customers
about color choices, shape and size of the pieces in each
setting; but the painterly aspects are a part of my work [
must stay in touch with. So, it isn’t uncommon to hear me
say, “I wouldn't be interested in doing that” I would rather
not take on a commission that might mean I would lose the
essential freedom of surface I've come to enjoy so much.

Typicully, my clients wait at least a year from the time
they place an order until the dinnerware is actually made. A
common request is for 12 place settings, but in the past year
I've done as few as 8 settings and as many as 24,

If there has been a lesson in all this for me, it is that I'm
glad 1 learned to trust my instinct, 1o stand my ground for
what I know makes the work as vital as it can be. Cerntainly,
I have had my moments of making relatively large quanti-
ties of similarly shaped pots over the years. But what |
found out, time and again, was that the more repetitious the
pots were, the less “affection” was available for any one
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It's a self-perpetuating condition. Once it gets to a certain
point, it doesn’t go away by resting for a week. Such repeat-
motion disorders are best treated by qualified physical ther-
apists. In my experience, intervention (not avoidance or
muscle relaxants or working in pain) is the best way to
correct this problem. A physical therapist can prescribe
exercises designed to compensate for the stress from the
kind of work we're doing.

Taking advantage of labor-saving equipment also makes
good sense. For almost 20 years, | hand wedged all my clay
prior to use in throwing or handbuilding. In the training 1
received, there was a certain romance ascribed to the
proper wedging of clay. But the fact is that hand wedging is
enormously stressful to arms and shoulders. 1 felt too much
of that strain, and responded by purchasing a de-airing pug
mill. Whether used for clay to be thrown on the potter’s
wheel or for extrusion, the mill is a great asset. Recently 1
built a very large extruder that requires 225 pounds of clay
just to load it. The idea of hand wedging that much clay
would frankly rule out any pleasurable thoughts about the
use of such a tool.

Another health issue worthy of attention is avoidance of
airborne dusts. That can mean such things as wet cleaning
whenever possible, never sweeping without a well-oiled
compound going down on the floor, opening windows for
cross ventilation during cleaning activities, and not allow-
ing clay debris to build up on the floors just to be crushed
and tracked around the studio. We're also investigating use
of an air cleaner system that filters out airborne dust, plus a
small wet vacuuming system that sprays water right next to
the vacuum head.

These changes, while perhaps not revolutionary, speak
about a general attitude that exists in the studio these days.
It is simply one of using common sense and labor-saving
devices whenever possible, being concered about health
and trying not to do the things that (however slowly) will
culminate in problems later on. It's really a matter of
clearing away the cobwebs about earlier thinking, and
putting things in better perspective so that future work re-
mains pleasurable.

On Apprenticeship

I no longer refer to the person who works with me in the
studio as an apprentice, but more properly as an assistant.
My interest in having an assistant comes out of a belief that’s
connected with returning something to our field by provid-
ing someone an opportunity to evolve ideas and test atti-
tudes in a supportive environment. I didn’t have that expe-
rience, but when I was in the army (drafted and sent to West
Germany in the early 1960s), | was able to study the day-to-
day training/interaction with apprentices at the family pot-
teries of the Hohr-Grenzhausen area. 1 decided then that 1
would make such training a part of my own studio. Over
the past 26 years, I've worked with over a dozen assistants.

In general, an assistantship tends to last about a year, but
this is not a hard and fast rule. Some have gone on for two
years. It's open to anyone who is interested. Whether a
would-be assistant has a sculptural orientation or a func-
tional-vessel orientation, it's fine with me; but I expect total
involvement in all aspects of studio life. We do everything
together—planning all projects (large and small); mixing
clays and glazes; studio maintenance (be it as large as

building a kiln or as simple as repairs on existing equip-
ment)}—so that experience can be gained in the overall
structure (all the nuts and bolts) of studio activities.

Being a dyed-in-the-wool tool maker, I also try to teach
all aspects of tool making—design, fabrication, sharpening,
repair. Knowing how to make and repair studio tools and
equipment is very important to widening your viewpoint
about what you might tackle as a studio artist. When you
are hampered by lack of technical and mechanical know-
how, many doors simply never open toward new ideas.

The amount of time available to an assistant for personal
work is up to 50% of the time spent in the studio. Generally,
in the early morning when we meet to discuss the day’s
activities, I outline what I think should happen so that each
of us knows what to expect.

Often 1 assign specific study projects to the assistant.
These are designed to really search out the essentials of a
body of work. A good example would be dinnerware. I'll
ask the assistant to design on paper, then make and glaze a
small dinnerware grouping. The assistant is then free to do
whatever is wished with the resulting pots. Or, on rare oc-
casions, | may even turn over commissioned work that 1
may not have time for (provided the client is willing) so that
the assistant can have the experience of working with a
client who has specific needs, of dealing with different per-
sonalities, as well as actually designing, producing and pric-
ing objects. Where better to do this than in a studio with an
experienced adviser?

We also have ongoing critiques. Sometimes, prior to a
firing, we will evaluate the entire group as a whole. It’'s an
excellent time to walk about form and concept evolution,
and certainly to cull any excess pieces from the group. It's
hard to say exactly, but I would suspect about one-third to
one-half of the assistant’s personal work will be recycled.

Critiques, no matter when they occur during the work-
ing day, are also excellent times to examine the thoughts
that an assistant may have about career goals—be they pro-
fessional potting, teaching or some other aspect of the field.
It is a time to talk about fears, hopes and other such issues,
as well as all the technical matters that will affect future
work as an independent artist.

We also attend visiting artist’s lectures, exhibitions at
local galleries, and have ongoing discussions (we call them
“brick kicking™) with other artists and collectors who visit
the studio. This is a wonderful opportunity for a studio as-
sistant to reflect on the diverse perspectives of people from
various backgrounds with different approaches to their
work.

I care about building the self-esteem and self-reliance of
my studio assistants. 1 often say that this is the time to
experiment a lot, to get the feeling of creative play locked
into your brain and into your heart, to fly high with ideas.
Once you enter the practical world, it can be difficult to
hold onto a feeling of freedom. Creative playfulness is
what’s going to get you through the hard times when ideas
aren’t flowing; that open-minded, questioning attitude will
be what comes to the rescue.

One final aspect of the assistantship that I think is
important is participation in our periodic open house sales.
This gives the assistant an opportunity to evaluate work in
light of a fundamental aspect of studio potting—selling to
the public. A



Asove Porcelain p!‘;lf(.’, 18 inches in diameter, wheel thrown
and carved, with lavered glizes (ncluding copper red), reduction
fired. 1980,

EFT Wheel-thrown stoneware howl, 11 inches in diameter, with
poured, brushed and railed glazes, reduction fired, 1976,




A Cermics Monthly Posttolio

wGtm Stonewstte box, 10 inches in fength, assembled from
extrusions, with stips, glizes and oxides, fired 1o Cone 10
in recduction, 1977,

now Stoneware pitcher, 12 inches in height, wheel thrown,
with pulled handle, salt ghized, 1974,




