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Ceramics by Toshiko Takaezu are surrounded by paintings, 

allowing the artwork to be experienced in a different context. 
Credit: Yale University Art Gallery 
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In one area of the Yale University Art Gallery’s expansive exhibition “The Ceramic 
Presence in Modern Art: Selections from the Linda Leonard Schlenger Collection and the 
Yale University Art Gallery,” three earth-toned ceramic spheres by Toshiko Takaezu are 
huddled together on the floor. “New Black Moon” has daubs of black, white and green, 
with streaks of amber clay visible at the top. A band of muted greens, grays and oranges 
bisects “Small Moon #36” like an unruly equator, while a meandering crack pierces the 
surface of “White Moon Ball #2 (Exploded Moon).” 



Paintings hang on the surrounding walls, and how museumgoers perceive Takaezu’s work 
might depend on where they stand. From one side, the spheres are framed by ethereal 
Color Field paintings by Mark Rothko, underscoring the depth and quietude of both artists’ 
pieces. Shifting positions, there is Sylvia Plimack Mangold‘s “Valence With Grey Cloud,” 
its horizontal swaths of diaphanous color highlighting the landscape quality of “Small 
Moon #36.” Across the room, three black circular shapes in “Elegy to the Spanish 
Republic, No. 78” by Robert Motherwell echo the stoneware trio, while the painting’s bold 
brush strokes recast the marks on “New Black Moon” as gestural, dynamic, perhaps even 
violent. 

Artworks are in dialogue throughout “The Ceramic Presence.” Curated by Jock Reynolds, 
the museum’s Henry J. Heinz II director, and Sequoia Miller, a doctoral candidate in art 
history at Yale and a ceramics artist, the exhibition reconsiders the effect of ceramic 
sculptures within the broader context of artistic expression in the second half of the 20th 
century. 

“There’s been an ongoing perception that those who work in clay are somehow working in 
a lesser medium, and their work isn’t often displayed in the same manner as painting and 
sculpture,” Mr. Reynolds said. Challenging that convention, “The Ceramic Presence” 
showcases modern and contemporary ceramics alongside significant paintings, sculptures 
and works on paper from the same period. 

 “Our intention is to break down the barrier,” he said. “Rather than argue about it, we 
thought, let’s show how it can be done.” 

The exhibition has 233 objects on two floors. They include works by such notable painters 
as Willem de Kooning, Helen Frankenthaler, Jasper Johns, Franz Kline and Jackson 
Pollock, and sculptors such as Mark di Suvero, Isamu Noguchi, Martin Puryear, David 
Smith and Ursula von Rydingsvard. There are three of Sol LeWitt’s wall-sized “Wall 
Drawings,“ two early collages by Robert Rauschenberg, Philip Guston’s full “Suite of 21 
Drawings” and a portfolio by Agnes Martin of 30 small minimalist screenprints titled “On a 
Clear Day.” Interspersed are more than 100 clay sculptures, 85 of them on loan from Linda 
Leonard Schlenger, whose extensive collection of modern and contemporary ceramics was 
a catalyst for the exhibition. Among the objects on view are Ruth Duckworth’s evocative 
abstractions, Robert Arneson’s whimsical, larger-than-life self-portraits and some rather un-
plate-like plates by Peter Voulkos. There are all sorts of vessels by Hans Coper, Jim 
Melchert, George E. Ohr, Lucie Rie, Voulkos and others. Some are delicate and elegant, 
some are massive and rough-hewn, some push the boundaries of what a vessel can be. 

“The Ceramic Presence” is not a survey; it is not organized chronologically or thematically. 
Instead, pieces by selected artists are grouped to accentuate visual associations. Six of 
Kenneth Price‘s vibrant biomorphic clay sculptures are perched on pedestals beside Joel 
Shapiro’s geometric charcoal drawings and Josef Albers’s “Homage to the Square: 
Unconditioned,” with the curvaceous qualities of Price’s works contrasting with the 
angularity of the others’ artwork. Elsewhere, the cylindrical limbs of “Lola,” a moody, 
headless stoneware figure by Anthony Caro, mimic those of the standing nude in David 



Park’s painting “The Model.” Nearby, the placement of John Mason’s towering clay 
“Untitled, Vertical Sculpture” with de Kooning’s painting “Untitled XIII” and Hans 
Hofmann’s painting “Fortissimo” encourages visitors to contemplate the artists’ 
commitment to materiality and exuberant gesture. 

“Whether it is paint or clay,” Mr. Reynolds said, “you can feel the presence of the hand 
moving things around.” 

Vessels by Rie and Coper are set in a gallery lined with Martin’s prints, LeWitt’s “Wall 
Drawing #91” and an untitled painting by Robert Irwin, all meticulously executed in 
subdued palettes. Zeroing in on the conversation between Rie and Martin, Mr. Miller said, 
“It brings a little more sensuality to Martin and a little more serenity to Rie. It’s a different 
way of looking at their work.” 

In another array, two small bronzes by Dorothy Dehner, “Landscape” and “Low Landscape 
No. 1,” are next to Guston’s painting “Hilltown (Rome)” and Voulkos’s wood-fired 
“Untitled Ice Bucket,” which appears to be collapsing in on itself. The pieces share 
horizontality, somber colors and an aura of despair. 

“If you stand back and look, you get a sense of aggregated landscapes, cityscapes, ruins,” 
Mr. Reynolds said, “and a formal sense of something torn.” 

The show’s hefty catalog (slated for publication in November) offers academic support for 
the curators’ contention that ceramic sculptures should be fully integrated into the canon 
of modern and contemporary fine art. Three essays by Mr. Miller examine the evolution of 
ceramic art within the wider arena of fine art through theoretical, historical and formal 
lenses. He cites, for instance, the influence of numerous personal relationships among 
artists who were teachers, students and colleagues working side-by-side in different 
mediums, particularly in New York, California and London, and he traced early-20th 
century avant-garde practices of assemblage and abstraction to greater experimentation 
with materials and an expanded notion of the vessel in the postwar period. 

The curators agreed that while these ideas were important, encountering the work visually 
was primary. “The scholarly information will supplement the experience,” Mr. Miller said, 
“but the absolutely key argument is that the work stands by itself.” 

 
	  

	  

	  

	  

	  



	  
Vases by Lucie Rie, with Agnes Martin’s screen prints “On a Clear Day.” 

Credit: Yale University Art Gallery 
	  

 

A sculpture by John Mason next to a painting by Willem de Kooning. 
Credit: Yale University Art Gallery 


