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Marek Cecula: to object
By Edmund De Waal

Looking at the substantial new body of work that Marek Cecula has titled ‘In dust real’, raises a raft of questions. Here 
are many of the most intriguing paradoxes of ceramics wrapped up in a characteristic piece of linguistic quixotic ness. 
Here is the relationship between the hand and the machine, between ritual and the domestic, the intentional and 
the accidental, the commodity and the artistic object. Above all there is in his new work a meditation on the dramatic 
pull between the multiple and the singular: a meditation that raises the question of where value lies and how is 
value created. Cecula has not made life easy for the critics. Though he has been an unquestionably the major figure 
in international ceramics for twenty years, the fact that he works in both the industrial world (creating designs for 
industrial manufacture) and in the studio world (creating profound commentaries on the nature of the ceramic object) 
has prevented significant critical reception for his work. He belongs in both places and in neither. In dust real is thus 
a particularly good moment to take stock of this truly nomadic figure who works across discrete ceramic disciplines as 
well as in, inter alia, Poland, Israel, Norway and America.

In dust real is a project in which, European industrially-manufactured porcelain domestic wares-cups and saucers, 
tureens, teapots- are subjected to the fierce vagaries of an Oriental wood-fired kiln known as an anagama. They are 
pushed to their limits and sometimes beyond their limits to the point of collapse. The objects that come out of this 
wonderful collision of technologies, cultures and ideas are first and foremost startlingly beautiful. But they are also 
startling in that we see objects that we thought we knew, thought we has clearly demarcated, in a completely fresh 
light. It is startling in that the settledness of good bourgeois china (the ‘heritage of aesthetic conformity’ to use his 
words[1]) becomes profoundly unsettled. Both parts of this collision, porcelain and wood-fire, exist in complex cultural 
matrixes and exist in hierarchies of values, traditions and meanings, so the collision is interestingly difficult to map. 

In terms of porcelain Cecula is clear that he intended to ‘disorient and shift established positions in classification 
of porcelain…Imperfections and deformations created spontaneously by working elements become desirable and 
intentional in this case, transforming standard china into objects loaded with emotional charge.’ Porcelain’s very 
perfection and lack of deformation is his starting point. Characteristically Cecula sees these components as lacking 
in emotional charge: the material’s inexorable, almost admonitory whiteness is symbolic of the establishment, of 
conformity. In order to disorient this kind of porcelain not only does he fire it in the most conflicting way possible (and 
the kilns he uses are tempestuous) but he then uses many of the orientating structures for the display of porcelain in the 
West. Some are formal arrangements: garnitures and pairings of objects that recollect 18th century structures. Some are 
stacked like arrangements from a Chardin tea table, others like pots in the draining rack of a sink.[2] This use of formality 
makes them even more worrying, even stranger. These new groupings contain memories not only of kiln accidents 
(the most famous of which is Wedgwood’s Portland Vase, blistered and scarred, now held in the Stoke on Trent 
Museum in England), but also of the pillage and destruction of European collections during the last century. These are 
wounded objects-or objects that have been humanized. They are objects that now have become historicized.

Cecula’s use of wood-fire is particularly intriguing, as wood-fire has become the province of the more recidivist 
tendencies in studio ceramics, those for whom the ‘exaltation of the defective’ is a badge of honor. For Cecula there 
seem to be two different impulses here. One is the drama of this collision between these aesthetics, the dialectic of 
the industrial and the random, as well as the Oriental and the Occidental. The other impulse is more fugitive, but it 
seems to me that it is more to do with exploring the boundaries of control. For the marks of the firing on these objects 
are strange and willful. The shadows are memories of fire just as photography is literally drawing with light. Maybe we 
need to find a new word for drawing with fire. [3]

In dust real is a project that comes out of a series of works stretching over the last ten years in which he has explored 
the contingencies of industrial objects. In his project Mutants, for example, Cecula worked in the formerly state-owned 
Polish porcelain factory. He was confronted by ‘thousands of mass-produced porcelain objects bearing the same 
appearance, shape, texture and character. All of them glazed, well finished and proudly projecting the established 
values of ‘beauty’ promising safe visual satisfaction. The collective principles of ‘right’ proportions, friendly scale and 

‘good taste’ were densely packed within these domestic products.’ He decided to tamper with them: ‘Standing in 
front of this monumental production of porcelain I decided to create art works which will tamper with these shiny 
principles….’ In doing so he produced not just mutant objects, but what might be called dissident objects. We could 
say that what Cecula does is to object, throw up cussed alternatives to the status quo of aesthetic conformity of objects. 
He is, in his own words, ‘defecting the moulds’.

This is a powerful expression, and it brings to mind an essential quality of his work-the ability to transgress within 
the arena where perfection is the only norm. Industrial objects are expected to behave. They are expected to stand still, 
repeating quietly. And it is the distance between these ‘inert’ objects and those that exhibit the marks of difference that 
lies at the root of the studio ceramic movement. Studio ceramics can be said to be fundamentally oppositional to the 
repetition that is the essence of industrial manufacture: Cecula’s work interrogates these two positions and reveals their 
inadequacies. It is reminiscent of the brilliant analysis that Thorstein Veblen made in his Theory of the Leisure Class, with 
his perception that it is the ‘exaltation of the defective’ that  creates value in our culture: ‘Hand labor is a more wasteful 
method of production; hence the goods turned out by this method are more serviceable for the purpose of pecuniary 
reputability; hence the marks of hand labor come to be honorific, and the goods which exhibit these marks take rank 
as of higher grade than the corresponding machine product….Hence it comes about that the visible imperfections of 
the hand-wrought goods, being honorific, are accounted marks of superiority in point of beauty, or serviceability, or 
both. Hence has arisen the exaltation of the defective...’ [4]

Veblen’s analysis, though written a century ago, is consonant with Cecula’s practice as an artist. In essence Cecula 
has moved his focus from using the complex technical skills that he has at his disposal into the arena of interpretation 
through fire. Even though Cecula presents this work as the removal of himself as the manipulator of forms from 
the arena of creation, it seems to me that he is challenging our sense of where artistry actually lies. 

Perhaps, like the architect Robert Venturi in his great credo for post modern inclusiveness, Cecula is unhappy except 
when he is exploring ambiguity: ‘I like elements which are hybrid rather than ‘pure’, compromising rather than ‘clean’, 
distorted rather than ‘straightforward’, ambiguous rather than ‘articulated’, perverse as well as impersonal, boring as 
well as interesting, conventional rather than ‘designed’, accommodating rather than excluding, redundant rather than 
simple, vestigial as well as innovating, inconsistent and equivocal rather than direct and clear…I am for richness of 
meaning rather than clarity of meaning; for the implicit function as well as the explicit function.’ [5]

Marek Cecula is dissident: we need him.

Notes
1.All quotations from the artist are from artist statements, or in a letter to the author December 30th 2005.
2.For a full discussion of the aesthetics of display in still life cf Norman Bryson Looking at the Overlooked, London, 1990
3.For a discussion of the aesthetic history of the shadow cf Victor Stoichita A Short History of the Shadow, London, 1997
4.Thorstein Veblen, 1899, q in George H Marcus Functionalist Design, New York, 1995, p 45
5.Robert Venturi,1966, ibid p154-155

Edmund de Waal is a potter, writer and Professor of Ceramics at the University of Westminster.
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BURNED AGAIN
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June 2004 Nääs, Sweden
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CM 6 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  38 x 38 x 27 cm  15” x 15” x 11” •
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CM 8 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  25 x 25 x 20 cm  10” x 10” x 8” •
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CM 1 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  22 x 12 x 20 cm  9” x 5” x 4” •
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CM 5 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  56 x 20 x 20 cm  22” x 8” x 8” •
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• “In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CH 2 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  54 x 13 x 12 cm  21” x 5” x 5” • “In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CH 3 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  54 x 13 x 12 cm  21” x 5” x 5”
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• “In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CH 1 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  54 x 13 x 12 cm  21” x 5” x 5”
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• “In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CM 3 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  40 x 20 x 20 cm  16” x 8” x 8”
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CM 4 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  56 x 20 x 27 cm  22” x 8” x 11” • 
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • CH 4 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  16 x 16 x 25 cm  6” x 6” x 10” • 
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Burned Again • GL 8 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  70 x 30 x 23 cm  27” x 12” x 9” •
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From scatology to in dust real
By Garth Clark 

At the gallery I receive hundreds of presentations a year from young artists entering the field. So I have an informal 
but revealing window on where the field is going, what subjects and styles dominate and which artists are the most 
inspirational to young entrants. In looking through the more progressive talents who sent in portfolios of their work, 
the individual who has had the greatest impact on new thinking is unquestionably Marek Cecula. Again and again 
references are made either directly to the artist’s impact on their work or clear signs of it in their art. 

This is a long way from the 1980’s when Peter Voulkos, Paul Soldner, and others working similarly with clay, were 
the dominant influences, stressing clay’s earthy and natural qualities. Cecula’s powerful work on the edgy cusp 
between art and design has opened up this exploration into twenty-first century issues. It is interesting to examine 
what he has brought to the field by juxtaposing two bodies of work, his first in a new sensibility thirteen years ago, 
and his most recent art.

I remember very clearly when Cecula first outlined his ambition to become a major player in the ceramic arts. It was 
in the spring of 1988 and Mark Del Vecchio and I were visiting him at his large studio in Brooklyn. Until that point, 
while he had made some art pieces, he was best known for his industrial design. He had just decided to close his own 
production facilities for his design work and while this relationship with industry would continue (it remains his bread 
and butter) he announced that he would be moving art to the front burner and he excitedly outlined some ideas he 
was exploring for major bodies of new work.

We had already learnt never to take Cecula’s ideas lightly but at the same time we were skeptical. The trip of art into 
design works more easily than the reverse. Few have made the transition from applied art into high art with long-term 
success. It took a while for the moment to arrive and it was not until 1992 that Cecula had his breakthrough with  
Scatology the first of an inspired series of works that has followed ever since, Hygiene in 1999, The Porcelain Carpet 
2001, and The Last Supper 2003 (on dinner plates of course.) He has successfully crossed over from the applied arts 
to the fine arts and smartly decided to play on his strengths and experience as a designer, he used the language of the 
former to give him his relevance in the latter.

Scatology was created at the European Ceramic Work Centre in ‘s Hertogenbosch, a facility for experimental work. It 
brought into play a number of issues, many of which sound conservative in description, design; function, beauty of 
materials and all centered around pouring vessels. On the surface it involved the viewer in all of the aesthetic concerns 
that had driven the craft movement through the twentieth century. But the works came with a set of less familiar 
qualities (at least for the ceramics world;) nostalgia for an industrial past, excitement about imagined forms and 

functions for the future, mixed media (stainless steel and porcelain) and high technology that caused the viewer to look 
at the familiar from unfamiliar ground.  

Whereas the crafts stress the soft warmth of materials, Cecula chose to use porcelain and steel in a way that was 
cold, hard, precise and analytical. As a result they do not allow one to fall back into sentimental relationship with 
the work, processes or materials as craft so often allows, even encourages, us to do. The choices Cecula makes demand 
an intellectual response. Yes, they are also handsome visually but without context they are also sterile. 

Scatology carried with it the aura of a design project, an approach that is becoming more common in fine arts, and 
so speaks of the artist’s involvement with industry and gives the works a sense of being part of something seemingly 
scientific, rational and useful when none of the above are true except in the broadest of metaphors. In short, in these 
quasi-medical objects create a laboratory for questions, not for answers.

When the works were on view in New York we found that viewers had different responses in placing these objects in 
time (past-present-future?) and in discerning exactly what purpose, meaning or function these objects and their steel 
drains represented. What fluids flowed and why? Was it just to expunge or was it to purify? Did it deal with toxicity 
and danger? Was it about healing or post-mortem processes? Although we never see fluids, they are ever present as 
the overweening metaphor. The works were seen at a time when AIDS was still a very volatile issue and notion of 

“bodily fluids” was a highly charged political issue with fears of invaded privacy, contagion and death. 

Visitors were curious, moved, sometimes disturbed but few left without being touched by the exhibition which was 
a different view of ceramics as any they had experienced to date. As for the issue of time, the response was generational. 
Younger viewers saw them as futuristic, older viewers saw them as nostalgia. As one man explained, “they make me 
think back decades ago to when hospitals still used porcelain vessels”. Today they use plastic and metal. The same was 
true of meaning. Younger views were less disturbed by the notion of body fluids than older viewers, given that the latter 
had perhaps more experience with physical dysfunction and that these objects spoke more directly to them about issues 
of mortality that to the younger audience.

Since then Scatology has infiltrated our field as have the artist’s later series and they have adjusted the perspective 
of many ceramic artists’ view as to where the field should go and what subjects are relevant to ceramists in a post-
Industrial environment that is changing the social order. Twenty-five years ago forty-five percent of American workers 
were employed in industry. Today that number is just over ten per cent. This represents a dramatic shift (mostly 
downward) in social values, job security, financial mobility and yes, even patterns of drug abuse in the current bleak job 
environment. It has produced a curious affect on the once despised factory, which now has become a lost value, not 
a corporate prison, replacing a yearning for the old days when grandpa worked at the factory and earned enough 
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to send his children to college. In turning industry into the new nostalgia, it takes away the crafts most potent moral 
argument, its resistance to the dehumanization of machine age.  

This ties Cecula’s work to a movement, the dominant one in ceramic art today, Post-industrialism, a term coined by 
Mark Del Vecchio in his 2003 book Postmodernism, and a movement of which Cecula has been the de facto leader. 
Unlike others who have worked in this arena (Raymon Eluzoa was one of the first, drawing from his biography of living 
in the steel towns) Cecula’s work is not directly political. His art is not about workers rights or a critique of globalization. 
His approach is more that of a formalist, a neutral observer, tweaking the industrial aesthetic, shifting the way we see 
things but without a literal message or overall theme.

Nonetheless, Cecula is a critic. As a liberal in a conservative field, his work is always at odds with the brown-bread 
stoneware aesthetic that still dominates ceramics, at least numerically. At times his critiques are deliberate and at times 
it is just the by-product of his art. In his latest body of work, In Dust Real, Cecula takes on the sacred cow of ceramic 
art, the wood-fired vessel, and everything is flipped upside down; culture, time and aesthetics.

At first it seems that his new body of art is a radical departure from earlier work, which in a sense it is, but there is still 
a linear logic to this work that clearly connects the two, as we will explore. Let me first explain that potters who do 
wood fire are the true fundamentalists of ceramic art. They see themselves as a breed apart and in many ways, because 
of the honor they do to old-style firing, claim to be purer and more valid than other ceramists. The fact that the bulk of 
their work is derivative and very few contribute anything to the art of this century has done little to dent their feelings 
of superiority. 

Wood firing is a very macho technique. It requires the potter to carefully and continuously stoke the kilns with mounds 
of wood from twenty-four to thirty-six hours, an arduous, grueling task that also takes considerable skill. The purpose 
of this is to harvest the rich effects of wood fire, thick clusters of ash on the surface, flame marks and a wide range of 
hues from black to golden beige on the clay. Unfortunately this surface energy—fiery and crusty—is often sought as 
an end in itself and not a means to communicate something more symbolic and artistically complex. It is about labor 
and pyrotechnics. 

That is not a shortcoming in In Dust Real. Encountering this firing technique on Cecula’s carefully composed still-
life stacks of dishes, is wonderfully disorienting. The dishes in question are extremely elegant, stylishly decorative 
nineteenth century porcelain. It thrust the volcano of the Japanese Anagama kiln into the quiet, ordered charm of 
a European tea party with a resulting chaos of clashing values and categorizations. On the simplest level the ash 
flashing on these vessels is at once beautiful and violent. It in incongruous with this kind of European ware which is 
considered delicate, refined and socially upward. 

The rawness of the firing threatens that order. The forms seem at risk and appear as survivors of some catastrophe, 
some massive accident of progress. The fact that all the objects Cecula has selected are serving vessels, adds to 
the disconnect as the objects have clearly fused together and can no longer serve their purpose. With cups in particular 
we sense the disconnect by imagining that the silky caress that expensive porcelain cups offer our lips, has been replaced 
by a blistered, abrasive that will give offence to senses (and to the porcelain dinnerware tradition for that matter.)

Decorative as these objects are they are still the fruit of factory production and designed during a period when 
the industrial revolution was revving up to take over the world. They also raise similar issues to Scatology but form 
a different and surprising viewpoint. In Scatology, whatever the process is that is being undertaken with Cecula’s 
vessels, we understand that it is ongoing. With In Dust Real the message is very different. The process took place at a 
moment in time, it is not continuing, and the results of that fiery confluence have been fixed and recorded. 

They remind me of a photograph, Ashen Tea Set, 2001 by Edward Keating, that was published in the New York Times. 
The photo was taken a week or so after 9/11 in an apartment close to Ground Zero. The windows had been shattered 
and an eerie orange dust created by the disaster had settled over a silver tea service. It was, for me, the most potent 
image to emerge for that disaster, a clear threat to the niceties and fragility of our notion of civilization as symbolized 
by the tea service coated in dirt. But Cecula’s services do something else. 

The photograph can be clearly placed in history and its cause and effect are known factors. Cecula’s tea service leave us 
with no answers, just like the works in Scatology. We can see the effect but can only wonder at the cause. We are left 
to search through our fears and vulnerabilities to consider what event could have produced this pyre. So it finally does 
the same thing as Scatology, forcing us again to consider mortality and nudging us to imagine a scenario in the future 
that might produce this work; a scenario that we may or may not be part of. Either way they are sobering sculptures. 

But they are not somber and have a witty side particularly for the ceramics world. The clash to the two cultures East 
and West, the lamination of two aesthetics that have never been put together before, a dance macabre of different 
ideas of beauty, has a touch of humor. They are divine paradoxes. Also without actually saying anything negative about 
the traditional wood firers, Cecula, merely through his freshness, through using this technique to give an emotional 
context, reminds us how bankrupt and imitative most who use this firing in ceramics have become art-wise, thereby 
opening another window that will not soon be closed. 

Garth Clark is a New York-based critic, writer, historian and dealer of ceramic art. He is the author, editor and contributor to 40 books 

and has written over 150 catalog essays, monographs articles and reviews. This year he added the prestigious Mather Award for 

Distinguished Art Criticism from the College Art Association to a long list of honors and honorary doctorates including being made 

a Fellow of the Royal College of Art, London.
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Royal Copenhagen Porcelain
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October 2005 Guldagergaard, Denmark
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 16 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  38 x 38 x 28 cm  15” x 15” x 11” •
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•  “In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 13 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  70 x 30 x 28 cm  28” x 12” x 11”

“In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 17 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  70 x 30 x 35 cm  27” x 12” x 14” •
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • WCL 7 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  38 x 38 x 28 cm  15” x 15” x 11” •

••“In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 9 / RC 8 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire 38 x 38 x 43 cm 15” x 15” x 17” 
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 “In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 3 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  50 x 18 x 26 cm  20” x 7” x 10” •
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• “In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 3 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  50 x 18 x 26 cm  20” x 7” x 10” •
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“In Dust Real” 2005 Transformation • RC 2 Industrial Porcelain, wood fire  27 x 18 x 21 cm 11” x 7” x 9” •
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Industrial Intervention
By Glen Brown 
 
Today it seems curious that uniformity and anonymity in objects designed for mass production should once have been 
hailed as welcome signs of commitment to social reform. This optimism – disseminated, for example, in the 1920s 
by spokesmen among the Neoplasticists, Constructivists and Bauhaus artists – assumed that elite personal styles, 
which brought celebrity to individual artists and prestige to their affluent patrons, would in the future be replaced by 
a genuinely enriching collective vision. In praising artistic “typewriting” over the signature work of individuals, Theo 
van Doesburg, for instance, was not advocating a style-less art but rather proclaiming the value of design in which 
a common humanity could find itself reflected free of the distortions of egotism and nationalism. Industry, however, 
has generally proved to be less Utopian than socially minded artist-designers, and today it is rare to encounter in the 
anonymous uniformity of manufactured objects much that aspires above the bottom line of marketability.

During a 2000 residency at the formerly state-owned Ksiaz porcelain factory in his native Poland, New York ceramist 
Marek Cecula was struck by the frigid uniformity of the thousands of glistening white plates and vessels lining 
the warehouse shelves: mass-produced domestic objects devoted to “principles of ‘right’ proportions, friendly scale, 
and ‘good taste.’” Recognizing that this respectable but anesthetic sameness – what he deemed a “monument 
to the collective failure of imagination” – was by no means limited to the products of a single factory, Cecula set 
about undermining its complacency through a series of works that he dubbed Mutants. Cast from discarded factory 
molds into which he carved additional minor concavities, the porcelain vessels of the Mutants series were deliberate 
aberrations that acquired a strange and unexpected visual appeal from their deformities. The walnut-like abscesses on 
their surfaces, intended as irritants to the sterile uniformity of the mass-produced aesthetic, ironically seemed to redeem 
the forms by manifesting within them a semblance of human imperfection.

The intended ugliness of Cecula’s sabotage of uniformity in the Mutant series, the proliferation of warts or tumors on 
the bland but otherwise flawless forms, was not simply a sign of his disdain. To overcome the numbing regularity of the 
factory forms by giving them an exquisite uniqueness, by raising them to a level of one-of-a-kind beauty, would have 
been to condone the objet d’art. Cecula, however, sought a uniqueness that did not immediately entail elitism, and 
he had no wish to revive aspects of the porcelain tradition that had once flattered the vanity of emperors and elevated 
the prestige of aristocrats. Choosing flaws over flourishes, he gave a unique character to each piece, differentiating it 
slightly from the next by continuing to alter the molds between castings. This procedure offered proof that conformity 
could be overcome with relatively little investment of time and effort, but Cecula’s intention was not to define 
a specific model for industry; nor was he simply turning vessels into sculpture. His works, which he believes to be fully 
comprehensible only within the context of ceramics history, were primarily intended as commentaries on the potential 
for re-introduction of creativity and uniqueness to factory ceramics production.

Critical as the Mutant works may have been of the sterility of certain mass-produced ceramic forms, Cecula is hardly 
an enemy of industry. In fact, he has designed utilitarian objects for manufacture that have proved both commercially 
viable and faithful to his commitment to uniqueness in the individual product. Moreover, one of the most ambitious 
of his recent works – the 2002 installation The Porcelain Carpet – was an acknowledged product of collaboration with 
industry. Consisting of 576 commercially manufactured plates arrayed on the floor in three rectangles of equivalent 

size, the Carpet is both conducive to the idea of utility and resistant to actual use. Plates on a floor remain serviceable 
though impractical as plates while becoming serviceable though impractical as a carpet. More important than this 
utilitarian ambiguity, however, is the fact that the three sets of plates represent stages in a commercial process of image 
reproduction. One set is plain, one printed in black and white, and the last printed in full color. The image, a digitally 
photographed North Indian carpet, was mapped onto the plates using special software, then printed onto decals that 
were applied to the plates and fired in place. In the resulting Porcelain Carpet, the relationship between traditional 
decorative art production and advanced manufacturing technology is thus both literal and imagistic.

The general fate of images in mass production – the metaphorical flattening of their uniqueness through repetition – is 
in an important sense resisted through The Porcelain Carpet, in which each plate carries a unique fragment of a unified 
field. Cecula’s next major work, The Last Supper, focused even more intently on the problem of ensuring individuality 
in the relationship between factory produced plates and digitally generated surface decoration. Applying the gesture 
of Marcel Duchamp’s mustachioed Mona Lisa to the context of the ceramics industry, Cecula set out to reinvigorate 
a ubiquitously deflated masterpiece while simultaneously rescuing 13 plates from industrial sterility. Set on a low table, 
the arrangement of plates confers upon the image of Leonardo’s famous fresco a physical complexity that precludes its 
easy digestion. At the same time, the plates are elevated from their metaphorical one-dimensionality and marked with 
personalities. A propos of The Last Supper theme, redemption is conferred upon them by their participation in the life 
of the larger image.
The related concept of aesthetic redemption through a kind of formal suffering, a disfiguration of surface and shape, 
was explored in the Mutants several years ago and has been revisited in Cecula’s current series, In Dust Real. In these 
works pristine factory produced porcelain vessels have been deliberately re-fired in the volatile atmosphere of an 
anagama kiln. Inspired by the Japanese wood-fire tradition and intrigued by the reversal of technological history implicit 
in employing a more primitive kiln design, Cecula has created unique and even expressive objects from forms that were 
initially anonymous and conformist. “For me, great work has come out of what is ordinarily the most destructive part 
of the kiln,” he explains. “The irregularities of fire and ash can be seen as either positive or negative. I am emphasizing 
the element of the uncontrollable.”

Serendipity clearly has its place in Cecula’s recent practice, but it is not conceived as an end in itself. Each component of 
the In Dust Real works is carefully selected from among hundreds of re-fired vessels in pursuit of specific visual effects. 
Accident is merely invoked as an aspect of the broader critique of lax imagination in industry. From Cecula’s perspective, 
the series returns the mass-manufactured porcelain object to something central to the ceramics tradition: the creative 
potential of fire. Moreover, by perpetuating the vessel form, if not its utilitarian applications, Cecula produces heuristics 
for the revitalization of an industry that has, through a distancing from its historical roots, sunken to a low-level of 
inspiration. In the end, it is not the substance of the wood-fire aesthetic itself that matters in his current work, nor its 
applicability or non-applicability to contemporary factory production, but rather what it suggests about the potential for 
alternatives to uniformity that might be invoked with the return of artistic vision to a debased commercial practice.

Dr. Glen Brown is Associate Professor of Art History at Kansas State University.
This essay was originally published in spring 2006 issue of London base Ceramic Review Magazine.  
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MUTANTS is the first body of work created for 

this specific project that interacts and redefines 

industrial ceramic products. It represents critical 

analysis in reaction to the principles of mass-

produced aesthetics. I designed this process 

that effectively interferes with the production 

by creating defects in the molds from which 

these objects were cast. By exploiting these flaws 

the porcelain objects no longer adhered to the

concept of what established aesthetics should 

be. Veering from the anonymity inherent within 

industrial mass production, these mutations display 

a disregard for any sense of conformity which 

transforms these objects into individual works of art.



Mutant # 2. 2000 • Industrial Porcelain / Alternated  25 x 15 x 25 cm  10” x 6” x 10”  •
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• Mutant # 4. 2000 • Industrial Porcelain / Alternated  20 x 15 x 25 cm  8” x 6” x 10”

58 59



• Mutant # 3. 2000 • Industrial Porcelain / Alternated  28 x 18 x 15 cm  11” x 7” x 6” 
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Mutant # 1. 2000 • Industrial Porcelain / Alternated  28 x 15 x 27 cm  11” x 6” x 11”•
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Mass-production is an inspiration for originality.

The project In Dust Real is a culmination of more than two years of activities which resulted in the creation of a unique 

body of work that merges classical industrial porcelain and oriental wood fire. This process set the stage for a creative 

collision between art, craft and design. This emergence gave birth to a new ceramic by-product and inspired the 

concept, beauty of imperfection.  

Manipulation of industrial mass production and its ware is a subject I have been challenged by for many years. 

As an artist and designer, I have been engaged with various methods of industrial processes and have access to these 

facilities. This unique position grants me various channels for creative interaction, which are physically and ideologically 

distanced from traditional ceramic studios.  

This project began to take shape in 2003 during a residency at Guldagergaard Ceramic Center in Denmark, where 

I observed collective wood fire in a large cross draught kiln (anagama type). I was impressed by the unpredictable and 

creative act of fire which spontaneously paints the wares with flames and melted ashes in high temperatures. I realized 

that typical wood firings offered expressive qualities but the accidental aspect of this process could provide a new 

conceptual interpretation. This observation helped to set the groundwork for the cycle of events that shaped this body 

of work. Seleced porcelain forms from various manufacturers were accumulated for firing in two famous European 

kilns. The principle strategy in this project was to remove myself as a “manipulator” of these forms and to work only 

with the critical ceramic process, THE FIRE.

BURNED AGAIN

The first group was fired in June 2004 in Nääs, Sweden where during the last decade a unique assembly of wood firing 

kilns had been developed by Elisa Helland-Hansen and Keramikkonst, at HDK from Gothenburg. There, for the first 

time I fired and experimented with different types of wood and kilns and I began to recognize the unique possibilities 

and their powerful potential.

Porcelain, fired for the second time takes on the effects of the wood firing thus creating a new conceptual layer, which 

alters its original classification of industrial china. 

 

TRANSFORMATION

The second part of the project focused on well-known porcelain objects that were produced with a sense of classical 

heritage and a strong display of ornamentation, which could be identified after the wood fire transformation. 

Danish manufacturer, Royal Copenhagen Porcelain, agreed to be a sponsor and contributed several of their traditional 

tableware settings in the form of biscware.

Guldagergaard Ceramic Center, with its routinely working “Cross Drought” anagama type wood kilns, built by 

Fred Olsen, became home with the working base for the second part of this project. The Center generously supported  

it with logistics and specific knowledge of firing techniques. In early part of 2005 the biscware from Royal Copenhagen 

Porcelain was loaded into the kiln for three days and nights reaching 1300°C in reductive atmosphere. The results from 

this kiln were less invasive than the previous group fired, but the remnants of classical decoration added the unique 

appearance to this body of work. From a large number of pieces fired, only a select group was chosen to show this 

act of transformation.  

Through this process, mass produced objects became challenging notions of beauty and functionality, redefining 

the values of domestic ceramic products, which now crossed over into the territory of art.

In this project my actual working material was not only the clay or fire, but the total content of ceramic culture.

Marek Cecula 2006



October 2005 Guldagergaard, DenmarkJune 2004 Nääs, Sweden
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Solo Exhibitions
2006      Garth Clark Gallery, New York, NY
2004      Garth Clark Gallery, New York, NY
2003      Racine Art Museum, Racine, WI
2002      Grand Arts, Kansas City, MO
2001      Garth Clark Gallery, New York, NY
2000      Galeri Ram, Oslo, Norway
1999      Centre for Contemporary Art, 
                  Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw
              Garth Clark Gallery New York, NY 
1998      Periscope Gallery, Tel-Aviv, Israel
1997      Galerie Karin Friebe, Mannheim, Germany
              Modernism Gallery, San Francisco, CA
1996      Garth Clark Gallery, New York, NY 
              Revolution Gallery Project, Ferndale, MI
1995      Modernism Gallery, San Francisco, CA
1994      Garth Clark Gallery, New York, NY
1993      Garth Clark Gallery, Kansas City, MO
              Gallery Maas, Rotterdam, The Netherlands

Selected Group Exhibitions
2006      Multiplicity: Rubin Center for Visual Arts, El Paso, Texas
2005      The 3rd World Ceramic Biennale 2005, Korea
              Le Musée Royal de Mariemont, Belgium 
2004      Museum of Art and Design, New York, NY 
2003      J.M. Kohler Art Center, “Formed to Function”, Sheboygen, WI 
2002      Garth Clark Gallery, “Groundswell”, LIC, NY
2001      American Craft Museum, “Handmade by Design”, NYC.
              Everson Museum of Art “Ceramic National 2000”, Syracuse, NY
              Touring exhibit: “Confrontational Clay, The Artist as Social Critic“
1998      Fundacion Luis Seone & ECWC, Coruna, Spain
1996      San Angelo Museum of Fine Arts, ‘96 Ceramic Competition,  
                  San Angelo, TX
1995      Rogaland Kunstnersenter, “New York Clay”, Stavanger, Norway
1993      Everson Museum of Art, 29th Ceramic National, Syracuse, NY
              American Craft Museum, New York, NY
1992      American Craft Museum, “More Than One“, New York, NY

Fellowship Grants and Awards 
2002 Ceramic Research Center, Guldagergaard, Denmark
2001  Grand Arts, Project Grant, Kansas City, MO     
1999 Louis Comfort Tiffany Fundation, Fellowship award, New York, NY 
1998 Europen Ceramic Work Center, ’s Hertogenbosch, The Netherlands
1995 New York Foundation for the Arts, Fellowship Award, New York, NY   
1993 European Ceramic Work Center, ‘s Hertogenbosch, The Netherlands
1992 Abington Art Center, Best of Show, The Clay Cup, Jenkintown, PA
1991 New York Foundation for the Arts, Fellowship Award, New York, NY   
1990 Wichita National, Award of Excellence, Wichita, TX
1987 Product Design Excellence Award, Accent on Design, New York, NY 
1982 Kohler Industry, Art-Industry Program, Sheboygen, WI

Lectures, Presentations and Workshops
2005 University of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA
 California State University Long Beach, CA
 Keramikkonst at HDK, Gothenburg, Sweden 
2004 Europäisches Industriemuseum für Porzellan, Selb
                 “Renewing Ceramics”
 University of Art and Industrial Design, Linz, Austria
2003 KHIB University College of Art and Design, Bergen, Norway
 School of Art and Design, Halle, Germany
 Maryland Institute Collage of Art, MD
2002 Rhode Island School of Design, RI
 State University of New York, New Paltz, NY
 Pittsburg State University, PA
2001 American Craft Museum, New York, NY
2000 Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas City, MO
 SHKS. National Collage of Art and Design Oslo, Norway           
 Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LU
1999 Cranbrook Academy of Art, Detroit, MI
 University of Art Philadelphia, PA
 Tyler School of Art Temple University, PA

Collections
Le Musée Royal de Mariemont, Belgium
Newark Museum of Art, Newark, NJ
Mint Museum of Craft and Design, Charlotte, NC
Nordenfjeldske Kunstindustrimuseum in Trondheim, Norway
Smithsonian National Museum of Art, Washington, DC
Los Angeles County Museum of Art, 1997 Acquisition
 

Periodicals and Reviews 
Kunsthandverk (Denmark), 2005
Ceramic Arts and Perception, 1994, 2000, 2003
NY Arts, 2002, 2003
Art in America, December 1997
Contact (Canada), Summer 1997
Keramik Magazin (Germany), March / April 1997 
American Ceramics, April / June 1995, Feb. 2001
Ceramic Review Magazine (UK), Spring 2006

Selected Bibliography and Publications

Books and Catalogues 
“Shards“ by Garth Clark
“Postmodern Ceramics“ by Mark Del Vecchio
“The Artful Teapot“ by Garth Clark             
“Object for Use, Hand Made by Design“ by Paul J. Smith
“Corporal Identities-Body Language“ by Ursula Ilse-Neuman
“Modernism, Twenty-Five Years“, Modernism, San Francisco, CA

1998 Washington University, Seattle, WA     
1997 Centre for Contemporary Art, Ujazdowski Castle, Warsaw, Poland
 California State University, Long Beach, CA
 Mathesius Hochschule, Kiel, Germany
1996 Kent State University, Kent, OH
 The School of the Art Institute of Chicago, Chicago, Il
 Bezalel Academy of Art and Design, Jerusalem, Israel
1993 Akademie voor Kunst en Vormegevig, ’s Hertogenbosch, 
 The Netherlands
1990 Industrial Seminar, Villeroy & Boch Industry with Parsons 
 School of Design
1987 Koninklijke Akademie, ’s Hertogenbosch, The Netherlands
 Museum voor Sierkunst, Gent, Belgium
 University of Applied Arts, Vienna, Austria
1986 National College of Art and Design, Dublin, Ireland
 Cooper-Hewitt Museum, New York, NY

Carnegie Museum of Art, Pittsburgh, PA
Kemper Museum of Contemporary Art, Kansas City, MO
Museum of Art and Design, New York, NY
Cooper Hewitt Museum, New York, NY
Museum Hertkruithuis, ’s Hertogenbosch, The Netherlands
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston, MA
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Parsons School of Design, New York 1985-2004
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Credits: 
Thanks to Royal Copenhagen and Rörstrand Ind. 

for donating major part of the biscware necessary for this project.   
Polish porcelain manufacturers, Chodziez, Cmielow, Wloclawek. 

My gratitude and thanks to Ann Linnemann and Elisa Helland-Hansen for contributing 
their intuitive knowledge in wood firing methods and the enthusiastic support of this project.

Special thanks to my wife Dagmara Kopala for documenting the project and her 
dedicated partnership. To my assistant Przemek Miszczyk 

Projects photo documentation: Dagmara Kopala 
Phtography by: Sebastian Zimmer 
Catalog design: Sebastian Zimmer

Printed by Jawist, Kielce, Poland

KILNS and FIRES 

Burned Again 
June 2004 Nääs, near Gothenburg, Sweden, Anagama wood 
fire Kiln build in 1997 by Torbjørn Kvasbø and Jack Troy. 
Elisa Helland-Hansen in charge. 
Supported by Keramikkonst at HDK, Gothenburg, 

Transformation
October 2005 Guldagergaard Ceramic Center in Skaelskor, Denmark
Cross draught kiln „Church Kiln” Anagama type, build by Fred Olsen in 1998  
Ann Linnemann in charge. 

Resources of Porcelain biscware.  
Royal Copenhagen, Denmark.
Rörstrand Porcelain, Sweden. 
Chodziez Porcelain, Poland.
Cmielow Porcelain, Poland.
Wloclawek Porcelain, Poland.

Mutants
June 2000 Ksiaz, Fabryka Porcelany. Poland
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