Myon. 2000. Earthenware. 40 x 30 x 17.5 cm.

FRIEND JOKINGLY CALLED SARAH WHITE'S CERAMIC
sculptures “dysfunctional pottery,” but, in a
way, the joke conveys the essence of White’s
work. With theirdistended shapes, alternately bulbous
andattenuated herearthenwareformsrecallthediscom-
forts of sickness. Her recentbody of work consists of 13
vibrant pieces thathover ona wall and are named with
anatomical terms such as Striate and Myon. Shown in
2001 at Pewabic Pottery’s Stratton Gallery in Detroit,
Michigan, they are the result of “lengthy musings and
curiosityaboutthewayourbodiesfunctionandmisfunc-
tion.” Theseriesisbased onhumanorgansandis, White
says, “fuelled by thisinterestin thebody and the urge to
expresswhatisgoingonunderneaththethintarpofour
skin.”
Thereissomethingalienabouttheseinsect-likesculp-
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tures, butthey evolve frominner space, notouterspace.
When poring over anatomical drawings from different
eras, White became interested in how unfamiliar the
insides of ourbodiesare tous. “Thehistorical drawings
wereinterestingbecausetheywereoftenincorrect. They
might show the heart as if it were as big as a football,
based on the perception that because you could hear
yourheartbeating, ithad tobelarger thanwenow know
itis.”White’ssculpturesconveythissenseofconfusionand
uneasinessaboutourbodies, partlyby showingthe cor-
respondence between the valves and tubes of internal
organsandthoseofhospitalmachinery. Thinkingofartifi-
cial respirators, dialysis machines and radiation treat-
ments, White questions our blind faith in the ability of
these mechanisms to cure our ills. Furthermore, she is



Obtund. 2000. Earthenware. 45 x 45 x 25 cm.

constantly considering the changesofthebody—itsnat-
uraldaily functionsaswell asthe mutationsand abnor-
malities brought on by disease and injury.

Handbuilt of red earthenware, many of these pieces
shareabasictorso-likeshapefromwhichsmallerforms
protrude, some of them quite tenuously attached. The
glazes-grey-green,amber,aveinyblue-arereminiscent
ofcoloursfoundwithinthebody.Herglazesareunsieved
toallow specksofcolourand arelayered on thickly. She
oftenfiresthe piecesseveral times, experimenting with
overfiringand underfiring. The resultisinterior glazes
thatare oftensmooth, while the outersurfacesarescaly
or pebbly, conveying the sense of something whose
roughoutershellhasbeen cutopentorevealavulnera-
ble core. Fleshy or sandy in hue, the inner surfaces also

haveaslightmetallicshinethatsuggestswetness. “The
contrastingglazesaremeanttoheightentheoddnessor
unfamiliarity,”Whitesays.“Iwantthemsimultaneouslyto
attractand repulse. We don't think of bright colours as
negative butinsidethebodybrightcoloursoftensignify
disease or infection.” Indeed the sculptures elicit from
Viewersthesameuncertainperversefascinationwehave
with our own wounds.
Oneworkshowstheamberyellow ofafadingbruise,
mottledwithalighteryellowreminiscentofoldteeth.Its
shape is basically torso-like, where one might imagine
legs there are only two protuberances connected by a
loopingcoilofclay;wherethechestshouldbeisafolded-
over flap. Though the shape is evocative of abody that
haslostitslimbs, itisobviouslyawhole. Theloopatone

Ceramics: Art and Perception No. 51 2003 33



Striate. 2000. Earthenware. 25 x 45 x 30 cm.

end connects it to itself; the flap seems to protect what-
everishiddeninsideandhasarevoltingeconomyofform
thatisutterlylikeanorgan, yetitisunidentifiableasone.

The same economy is apparent in other sculptures
whose parts interact via several channels that lead to
piercedbulbcup-likeformshangingbeneaththem,ready
tocatchwhatevermightdripfromabove.Thebulbserves
as a receptacle for the channels leading from larger
vaguelyoblongshapesoutofwhichopeningsspout. The
visibleinteriorof onespoutisasmoothwaterybluepas-
sagefromwhichsomethingcanfloweasily.Itspalecolour
is at odds with the blue crusty exterior of the rest of the
piece, suggesting thatadelicate processmust take place
inside this strangely armoured object.

Viewers often wonder about the origins of these sur-
prisingsculptures. Whiteworksfromwhatshelikestocall
her “philosophy ofinundation,” gatheringideasfroma
variety of sources. Shereads, looksatall sortsofimages,
andsometimesmakessketches.Generallystartingwitha
vagueideaof the general orientationofapiece (vertical,
round, long), she theninvents the work as she makesit,
tryingtoreach“somesortofcompromisebetweengrav-
ity and a denial of gravity.” Sometimes experimenting
withsmallerformswillleadhertotherightwaytomakea
bigger sculpture. “Physically the clay doesn’t have as
muchpressureonit,solcantakemorerisks.Myexplora-
tions onasmallerscalelet meinvestigate ways to make
larger work.”

Her work has been shown at galleries and in juried
showsthroughouttheUS, includingatthe 1999NCECA
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Foramina. 2000. Earthenware. 40 x 27.5 x 30 cm.

ClayNational Herpreviousworkhasdrawnfromsimilar
themes and referred to the forms which enthrall her -
bodily organs, microscopic organisms, medical instru-
ments, household tools and industrial machinery. This
earlier work tended to be glazed in the same or similar
tones, each piece partofalargerseries. Hernew workis
different in that each piece stands alone as a complete
thought. Though organs must work together tokeep a
body going, Whitesays“eachisacontained systemfora
specific function.”

Anative of North Carolina, White received her BFA
from UNC-Chapel Hilland wenton to earnan MFA in
ceramicsfromtheUniversityofColorado,Boulder,where
she studied with Scott Chamberlain and Betty Wood-
man. Shehastaughtdrawing and ceramics tostudents
frommiddleschoolthroughcollege,andnowteachesat
Durham School of the Arts in Durham, NC.

Julia Ridley Smith is a writer living in Roxobel, North Carolina.




