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The Blobs Aren’t Talking  

By NICK STILLMAN Published: March 3, 2010 

A view of Ken Price’s exhibition at the Matthew Marks Gallery. Mr. Price, known for both ceramics and 
sculptures, is featured in several other New York shows. 

The mottled, multicolored surfaces of Ken Price’s sculptures glimmer with an 

almost paranormal glow, so it’s revealing to witness their humble origin as heaps of 

brown clay. In his studio and home in the mountains of Taos, Mr. Price has an 

arsenal of small tools resembling dental instruments that he uses to finesse the 

material into shapes resembling slugs or — recently — human feet with curlicue 

ankles. Demonstrating the process last month, he scraped and scrubbed a just-

birthed form of fired clay for a moment before tossing the instrument he was using 

down, ambling over to another lump of clay and changing the subject; although he 



taught ceramics at the University of Southern California during the 1990s, technical 

demonstrations aren’t his ideal day’s work. 

 

When it comes to discussing what these oddball shapes might mean, Mr. Price is 

notoriously elusive, so one infers what one can. The ideas for the shapes that 

become Ken Price sculptures begin with drawings, “but the same drawing might 

make all of these forms,” he said, gesturing toward six works in progress poised on 

a tabletop. Not much about the new works — their shape, their color — is 

predetermined. In an era when most contemporary artists produce elaborate 

statements to justify their works’ being and explain the intent, Mr. Price operates in 

a state of chosen uncertainty. “I don’t really know what I’m going for,” he said with 

a touch of defiance. 

 

Despite a recent battle with tongue and throat cancer that has left him having to 

relearn how to speak and unable to swallow (although the cancer is now gone), he 

remains a remarkably productive sculptor and renderer of graphic, cartoonlike 

drawings. Born in Los Angeles in 1935, Mr. Price was a dynamic force in the city’s 

close-knit community of surfer artists of the 1960s, a group that included Ed 

Ruscha, Billy Al Bengston, Robert Irwin and Larry Bell. Aside from Mr. Ruscha, 

perhaps no Los Angeles artist of his generation has been so prolific, though Mr. 

Price’s name, unlike Mr. Ruscha’s, tends to elicit only vague recognition — or 

blank stares. 

 

Mr. Price’s almost indescribable ceramics are revered by fellow artists for 

dissolving the chasm between art and craft, while his lumpy, blobby, sluglike new 

sculptures are quintessential examples of biomorphic or formless art. He is 

considered a crucial link between post-minimalism and postmodernism, yet he has 

been the subject of just a single retrospective, which traveled from the Menil 



Collection in Houston to the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis in 1992. Mr. Price 

has never really had his “moment.” 

 

Judging from the ubiquity of his work in New York this season, that might be 

changing. 

 

A solo show of his new sculptures is on view at Matthew Marks’s main space on 

West 22nd Street in Manhattan until April 17, and his earlier sculpture is being 

exhibited at Nyehaus Gallery on West 20th Street until June. At the same time Mr. 

Price’s work is part of a two-man exhibition with Josef Albers at the Brooke 

Alexander Gallery on Wooster Street (also until June). And — in perhaps the most 

unconventional show devoted to his work — the Franklin Parrasch Gallery on West 

57th Street is, through April 21, featuring Price-related ephemera like prints he did 

for poetry books by Harvey Mudd and Charles Bukowski, an album cover for Ry 

Cooder’s “Chicken Skin Music” that features his drawings and several Del Maguey 

tequila bottle labels also emblazoned with Price drawings. Perhaps most notable, 

however, are some future plans: a major retrospective of Mr. Price’s sculptures 

from the late 1950s until the present will open at the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art in the fall of 2012 before traveling to the Nasher Sculpture Center in Dallas 

in 2013 and landing at the Metropolitan Museum of Art later that year. 

 

A partial explanation for this onslaught is a more general fascination with Mr. 

Price’s generation of 1960s artists from Los Angeles. David Zwirner’s recent 

exhibition, “Primary Atmospheres: Works from California, 1960 to 1970,” provided 

a comprehensive review of the crowd Mr. Price once ran with, featuring artists like 

Mr. Irwin and Mr. Bell, whose works emphasize surface and light. Nyehaus Gallery 

has notably been giving priority to solo exhibitions by California artists associated 



with “finish fetish” and “light and space” aesthetics like Peter Alexander, Craig 

Kauffman and Laddie John Dill. 

 

But Mr. Price’s work has never neatly fit in, not even with that of his closest peers 

and friends. “There are problems of classification for him,” said Franklin Parrasch, 

whose gallery has been showing Mr. Price since 1993 when Mr. Parrasch wrote 

him a fan letter telling him he was obsessed with his work. “The work is about 

creation, evolution, connections to otherworldly phenomena,” Mr. Parrasch said. 

“How do you put that into art historical discussion?” 

 

During the 1960s and ’70s, when most object-related work was trending toward 

the drab and monochromatic, Mr. Price’s sculptures shined with color: toxic 

greens, cloying pinks. He exploded out of a ceramics background and onto the Los 

Angeles art scene with egg-shaped objects that he showed at the fabled Ferus 

Gallery in his debut solo exhibition in 1960. Their exteriors blazed with color, and 

Mr. Price often created an orifice inside where wormlike shapes were painted with 

dark, foreboding colors. “Those eggs and dome-shaped ceramics were psycho-

erotic,” Mr. Ruscha said. “They made you scratch your palms.” 

 
Prodding the invisible barrier between functional art and fine art inherent in 

ceramics, he then turned to making mugs and cups off and on until the early 

1990s. They often have absurdist handles in the shape of animals. (“That was when 

I thought, my God, this guy is terrific,” the artist Vija Celmins said of initially seeing 

the mugs.) When an animal’s shape proved too fragile to function as a handle — as 

with hermit crabs — Mr. Price simply made drawings of hypothetical mugs. 

 

In 1972 Mr. Price embarked on a six-year, never-finished ur-project of pottery, 

posters, weavings, painted dishware and installations he called death shrines, all 

inspired by the colors and craftsmanship of the pre-1950 folk pottery he saw in 



Mexico during surf trips. Taking his cue from a curio store and bar in Taos selling 

Mexican ceramics in the attic, he hatched a plan to rent a storefront, make his own 

billboards and fill the space with his own riffs on the ceramics he loved. The 

project, titled “Happy’s Curios,” occupied him for much of the 1970s, was 

displayed at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art in 1978 and is one of the more 

ambitious and bizarre pursuits in recent American art history. 

After he moved to Taos in 1971 he began to incorporate elements of New Mexico’s 

dramatic, jagged landscape into his sculptures, making the work even harder to 

define. He also passed through an extended period in the 1970s and ’80s of 

making geometric constructions with suggestive slotlike orifices that he ultimately 

found “really unpleasurable to make” and led him into formlessness in the 1990s. 

 

Classification issues aren’t likely to change with his new sculptures, which can look 

like a stack of soft internal organs, a gorgeous extracted tumor or a glittering lump 

of dung. The dialectic of attraction and repulsion is their motor. Charles Long, an 

artist and the chairman of the art department at the University of California, 

Riverside, emphasized that the works should be considered crystallizations of 

specific mental states: “Each piece isn’t just a weird shape. It’s a moment.” 

 

In his studio Mr. Price described how he achieves the shimmering effect for the 

surface of his new sculptures. Near each work in progress is a small color chart 

with a spectrum that becomes brightest near the top; black is always at the bottom. 

This represents the order — from the bottom up — of colors to be applied to the 

sculpture’s surface. Each color is applied in five coats before the next color can be 

applied; each sculpture is painted with 14 different colors. “Something like 70 

coats of paint,” Mr. Price said with a sigh. 

 

Jackson Price, Mr. Price’s son and helping hand in the studio, emphasized the 

importance of thin and even coats of acrylic paint, as it is he who executes the 

delicate next step of the process. Once painted, the overall surface of each piece is 

carefully scrubbed with sandpaper to reveal the depth of colors underneath; the 

effect is what gives a Price sculpture its characteristic brilliance. The process is 

dependent on chance, with some controls. “The first coat of paint is always black,” 



Ken Price explained, “so that when you sand all the way through, there’s a little 

black circle around the white areas. That’s so it looks good rather than bad.” 

This salty dryness is typical of the artist, who would rather discuss jazz or the 

Dodgers than his technique or implicit meanings in his work. He warns that the 

search for explicit social or political content in his work is fruitless. “What I’m 

shooting for is for something to look right,” he said with a shrug. 

 

The diversity and lack of real-world referents are probably what has prevented Mr. 

Price’s work from being broadly appreciated sooner. But Mr. Long, for one, is glad 

that Mr. Price didn’t diverge from the unique and sometimes obscure path he 

carved out in the mountains of Taos: “What I hope he’s remembered as is a keeper 

of the fire for faith in experience. When topicality isn’t there in art, people tend to 

be at a loss. That’s probably why it’s been such a long haul for him. But he didn’t 

change, and I’m really grateful for that.” 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/03/07/arts/design/07price.html?pagewanted=1&_r=0&adxnnlx=
1369849039-uEf8Mvz1N6cedzQDtUkVNQ 

 


