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Interview with Ken Price and Douglas Dreishpoon 
 
 
Douglas Dreishpoon: A student of ceramics in the late fifties, you gravitated to the Cup naturally, 
as though it were a rite of passage. That you continued to evolve the form over the next two decades 
begs the question: How did the cup sustain you? What is it about the cup that differentiates it from 
kindred vessels – the plate, jar, vase, and bowl? 
 
Ken Price: Yes, I just liked the cup idiom and was drawn to it by instinct. It was intimate, 
private, unimportant, and a way of working on my own. I don’t think working with cups was a 
planned approach; it was more about how it felt to make them. 
 What’s different about the cup? Well, for one thing, using one means you hold it in your 
hand and put it in your mouth so you can drink some hot coffee or tea from it. That’s a connection 
you can’t have with a vase or a plate. So the cup is a universal symbol of nourishment and sensual 
life. Also, the cup is its own subject matter. It doesn’t have to be about anything other than itself. 
The cup form presents a preordained framework that is flexible, and lots of artists have used it to 
express their ideas and feelings. 
 
D.D.: Most people associate the cup with notions of comfort, usefulness, and domesticity. 
Certainly, there’s nothing heroic about this unpretentious object. Considering the high testosterone, 
maverick, no rules ethos of the Voulkos studio, the cup as sculpture must have seemed like a quaint 
idea. Was this the case? Talk to me about the poetry of small things, your persistent preference for 
sculpture of the human hand. 
 
K.P.:  Because Voulkos was a big guy with big hands, he didn’t make many small things like 
cups. But he understood that small objects can have power. The two most powerful sizes are very 
small and very large. Small scale has both the connection of intimacy, and the fantasy of heroic 
proportions, since pieces slightly under hand-size are so easy to visualize as being monumental. I 
think part of the pleasure of working small is that the scale of the detail is also smaller, so little 
changes on something can make a big difference. 
 
D.D.: One has only to survey the works gathered for this exhibition to realize that the cup became 
the catalyst for prolonged experimentation with form, color, and glazing. In strictly formal terms 
(analogous with DeKooning’s Women paintings), process can transcend the primary motif.  

Still, with the notable exception of the Slate Cups, as well as the Gaudi Cup and its 
geometric variations (all from the early seventies), the cup’s integrity remains intact. When was a 
cup no longer a cup? 
 
K.P.: Your question makes it sounds like I knew what I was doing, and that it all made sense. 
“When was a cup no longer a cup?” – when it became a sculpture of a cup? The question is like a 
zen koan. I may know the answer, but I can’t say it. 
 
 



	  

 
 
D.D.: The earliest cups constitute a veritable species. Some sprout stout legs and a little pink nose; 
others bear warts and coexist with turtles, snails, frogs, and a fantasy camel named Pamel. There’s 
something decidedly surreal about these unlikely conflations. 
 
K.P.: When I made that series, I was very interested in reptiles and amphibians, and didn’t feel 
it was unnatural to have lizards or snails on cups. They go together, don’t you think? 
 The title Pamel means part camel. In 1960 a lizard cup I was making came out looking 
like a camel. So I put it in a little sandbox in front of a photograph of the pyramids. Then a 
collector bought it as a gift for his daughter Pamela. 
 
D.D.: Some cups offer prime surfaces for drawing. When was drawing appropriate? How did 
drawing find its way to a particular object? How were matches made? 
 
K.P.: I think drawing on pottery is almost always appropriate. In early times the only surfaces 
you could draw on were architecture and pottery. The societies that had clay used pottery to 
record their cultural information, so there’s a long history of highly accomplished decorated 
pottery. And this history includes great artists like Kenzan. 
 But we’re in a different situation. Our culture has no need for pottery to carry its 
information, and people who make images have plenty of good surfaces to draw and paint on. So 
now making and decorating pottery is really esoteric, but I think it’s still a valid approach for 
individual artists who can figure it out. It helps if you can make up a fantasy culture to do it in. 
 
D.D.:  Your process thrives on improvisation. It always has. Your rolls can be prolific, as one idea 
bleeds into another. Did the cup form feel open-ended in its potential for variation; were there 
moments when it failed as an idea? 
 
K.P.: I lost my affinity for functional cups sometime after I had to give up drinking coffee. I’d 
already quit using tequila and sake cups. And then after a while I lost interest in the whole cup 
idiom. It seems strange that losing the functional connection should wipe out the cup form as a 
vehicle for ideas too, but I think that’s what happened.  
 
D.D.: Cups proliferate during the early seventies, with your move from Los Angeles to Taos, as 
ubiquitous elements in the various “units” that eventually become Happy’s Curios. Many of the 
smaller cups, dedicated to the Mexican Dia de los Muertos, were intended for fine mescal. Death 
hovers around many of the curio units, especially the Death Shrines. Ritualistic libation is one way 
to soften life’s existential sentence. Humor is another. How does the humor color the cups? 
 
K.P.: The units were actually the remnants of Happy’s Curious, which was a failed installation 
piece that was intended to be a tribute to Mexican pottery. That’s where the death imagery comes 
from. In Mexico, objects made for the Day of the Dead were already combining death with 
humor. Not only did the Mexicans approach death this way, they were not concerned at all with 
good taste, and had no fear of bright colors. 
 The inclusion of humor keeps work from becoming too self-important and ponderous. 
Having some humor in the form is most effective, and hardest to pull off. I think humor works best 
when it’s an element of serious work. 
 
D.D.: Some of the earliest cups appear hermetically sealed in simple boxes designed and 
constructed by you. Likewise, many of the smaller mescal cups and robust mugs lining the shelves 
of Happy’s Curious are inseparable from the architectonic units they’re displayed on. Elaborate on 
the creation and development of a context for the work. 
 



	  

 
 
K.P.: Making the boxes with the glass doors and frosted glass tops was an attempt to give the 
pieces a controlled environment to be in. If you put a light above them, the diffused light inside 
looks good. Stylistically these early boxes were influenced by Cornell.  
 In the mid-sixties I developed a glass case design that works well with certain pieces if it’s 
lit from directly above. When the case is illuminated, the piece inside owns that space. Then later 
I tried various ways of controlling the light, putting pieces in internally lit situations, some of 
which worked out. I made these for small objects that need to be presented at eye level and well 
lit because the best way to view them is at close range.  
 For the Happy’s Curious exhibition at LACMA in 1978 I used several ways of showing the 
pieces: there was an internally lit cabinet with six pieces, one piece in a showcase window, and 
another showcase window with twenty-four pieces. There were individual pieces in glass cases, 
framed drawing and posters, weavings, two death shrines, and ten units. The units appeared as if 
one interior wall of a curio store had been cut into sections, with each section becoming an 
individual unit. Each unit presented an arrangement of pieces on shelves as a way to display the 
types of curious that were currently available. 
 
D.D.: In a perspective review of your work for The Village Voice in 1994, Peter Schjeldahl wrote: 
“A vessel has an inside and an outside. From that fact, among others, Price has made poetry.” Three 
years later in another review for Art Issues, he elaborated on the idea: “His [Price’s} use of the 
ceramic vessel, for instance, doesn’t so much take off from the form’s history as teach that history to 
mean something different.” The cup’s bottom its deepest pocket, isn’t always visible. Does an 
inside/outside dichotomy, created by mysterious voids suggesting metaphorical portals to other 
realms, originate here? 
 
K.P.:  Yes, that could be right. The void is mysterious and female. The cup has an open top but 
the internal space below can be closed and hidden. So this could be the source of the mystery, but 
I hope it’s not that simple. When I’m working on something, I make as many decisions as possible 
by eye until the piece feels right – which means it looks good and has something about it that 
conveys a feeling. When it feels right, it is right. And if I’m happy with the result I don’t analyze it 
any further. It’s when work goes bad that you try to figure out what happened. 
 I appreciate the kind words from Peter Schjeldahl. 
 
D.D.: What was the last cup you made? When? Why? Do you still think about making cups? 
 
K.P.: There was a time in the late eighties when I used to make cups to relax from making 
sculpture. But it’s been ten or twelve years since I’ve even thought seriously about making pottery, 
so I’ve probably made all the cups I need to make. Since about ’94 I’ve been concentrating on 
making sculptures and drawings.  
 
 
 


