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FIRE SCULPTURES AS PROCESS AND ARTEFACT. 

NINA HOLE'S CERAMIC QUEST

Gerd Bloxham Zettersten
Like a good fairy-tale it is magically real. The--so simple--act of enlightening our common, human condition through the process of art. Here that means to say the creation of an artefact through communal participation in the lengthy construction and firing processes, as well as in the subliminal realization of the work. This is achieved through a Raku-influenced unveiling, manifesting the created object as art at its momentary apex of life. This act of illumination is the real, and most significant, function of the Danish ceramist Nina Hole's internationally reknowned large format kiln sculptures. Through this act of illumination the kiln is transformed into a fire sculpture.

Background and overview

From the Danish point of view Nina Hole (b. 1941) has acted as an enfant terrible for the entire length of her round about thirty-five years of ceramic activity. After initial training both in graphics and painting in Denmark, she spent nine and a half years, 1969-78, in the USA, both as an assistant in studio work and as artist-in-residence at Fredonia State College, N.Y. It was her U.S. period, then, that gave Nina Hole the vital impressions and impulses leading by stages to a flowering and a fruition in her present process art. 

In a brief overview of her ceramic work, Hole is seen to have evolved her expressive  sculpture--created in every possible format and material, earth, stoneware and porcelain--through different firing techniques, ranging from salt-glazing to the painterly raku, in particular. And by Nina Hole's raku approach is meant two separate modes, of low-firing with oxidized mat glazes on the one hand, and of high-temperature wood-firing on the other. Together, however, they may be said to stand for a progression in attitude and focus. 

Meanwhile her forms may be loosely figurative, creating their own evocative mythologies, whether depicting an ancient Cretan princess, house shapes or the tower of her local Gothic church turned upside down and multiplied, to make the new figural form appear as if walking. For this category she uses layers of low-firing glazes with added materials, sand, ashes, "anything", to achieve the living and "raw", textured surface which is her mark, and to make it ready for decoration in oxides and other materials. In the low-temperature firing the mat surface is permitted to become "high" with colour. At the opposite end of the form spectrum a sculpture becomes its own kiln, in the ceramist's effort to achieve the freedom of large dimensions and new shapes. Such form takes its very cue from constraints of a technical and organizational nature, in as much as it is also aesthetically dictated by the nature of the site and the local topography.

And this is where Nina Hole's "real" training comes in, for what I shall call her expressiveness-in-process, with its roots in the evolving happening born in the USA of the 1960s. When approached as a phenomenon within ceramics specifically, the "happening" derives from the 1950s' and 60s' abstract expressionism of Peter Voulkos (1924-2002) and his circle. It was Voulkos' liberating, yet constructive, play with clay in search of the event that gradually made a decisive impact. In the same spirit a loose group of international artists calling themselves Clay Today formed at a large summer symposium on Funen in Denmark in 1990. Nina Hole was a founding member here, together with four other Danish ceramists, Peter Tybjerg, Birgit Krogh, Betty Engholm, and Niels Huang, while one member, Lene Regius, dropped out. Several American ceramists participated, including Frank Boyden, Tom Lane Coleman, Jim Leedy, Don Reitz, Paula Jean Rice, Ron Fondaw and Bob Shay, with other participants from Canada, the Netherlands, Norway and Iceland, together with the five ceramists from Denmark. In fact the group had started up informally already in 1987, and it also continued to meet internationally during a ten-year period, but had dissolved by 2000. What is relevant here, is that the communal attitude of unfettered and inventive creativity, derived from Peter Voulkos and represented by this group, caused Hole's own development to take wings. Leedy and Boyden were participants in its workshop meetings, who became particularly important to her. Ron Fondaw whose works had interested Hole already in her early, American period investigated the relation between architecture and sculpture through surprising combinations in a way which was to inspire her own work with kiln sculpture.

However, as may be evident, to describe the ceramist's consciously planned ceramic action as an "evolving happening" is also, at the same time, incorrect. Instead the duality aspect--of the communal process that results in the artist's already pre-conceived artefact, the fired-in-place sculpture/kiln--is arguably what has really animated Nina Hole. Or in other words, the fact that the social aspect is as important to the eventual outcome as the formal investigation. What is significant is that the experience of creative participation as one main element in the process must needs be carefully orchestrated. 

Specific inspiration
Accounting for Nina Hole's ceramic art performance as an extension in technique and scale of the concept of Raku, we realize, is not sufficient. Prior to and parallell with that development turns out to lie one other, major impulse. The Californian artist John Roloff's "landscape furnace projects" from the period 1980-92 already stood out as a model; Hole had read about them and studied them in photographs.
 

Roloff had started out with outsize site sculpture that was closely related to his research into geologic history--itself deriving from his early impulse to study earth and marine sciences, whereupon he transgressed into explorations of funk art as well as the process-oriented and redefined sculpture and "earth art" characteristic of the late 60s. Placing his huge sculptural projects in an open landscape topography, Roloff had sought a poetic interaction of geological and imposed materials, a marking of the earth through a process in time. The inter-active transformation he sought could best be effected through fire. Therefore his sculpture, often constructed as welded steel frames from which ceramic fiber blankets were suspended to cover the interior space, were fired like kilns, using propane gas in commercial burners. The refractory material would transmit the fire light, in a poetic sense transforming the sculpture into a "land kiln". Since such an "activation by fire" was carried through, for effect, in the dark of the night, the idea of a giant beacon drawing and mesmerizing the viewers' attention may also be apposite. Meanwhile glaze and earth materials included in the sculpture would fuse with the ground, leaving a formal marker. In this way the art "event", in Roloff's own term, was complete.

A brainchild 
Considered in this light, it is entirely natural that Nina Hole should have the impulse to apply the concept of Raku to the idea of large-scale ceramic constructions, conceiving of the clay-built kiln, in the literal sense, as its own ceramic sculpture. In this way the ceramist would at last be freed of the constricting conventional kiln. Instead the new, space-age tool, Roloff's ceramic fiber blanket, takes over the function of the kiln, saving up and increasing the heat--finally to be removed. In Raku firings, this action may be translated back to the ancient removal of "the kiln surrounding a pot" (paraphrasing David Jones).

So how did Nina Hole start out on the kiln sculpture part of her ceramic quest back in Denmark?

What happened was that in 1994 Designskolen Kolding (since 1967 the state school of arts and crafts in the Jutland town of Kolding) was to host a raku workshop camp attended by 4th-year students from equivalent schools in the Nordic countries, under an inter-Nordic, state-supported programme, Nordplus. The site to be used was the grounds of the Trapholt Museum which also has ceramics as one of its specialities. The ceramist Jørgen Hansen, then in a temporary employment as the leader of the ceramics department at the Kolding school, extended an invitation to Nina Hole, well-known for her mastery of Raku firings, to lead the workshop. Hole's response was that instead of traditional Raku firings, she suggested a special type of sculpture that could be fired on site. She had also heard of a similar project undertaken by Richard Launder as a workshop in Sweden; this, however, was based on a different idea.

Together Jørgen Hansen and Nina Hole then developed various systems for building clay columns-as-kilns, while dividing up the students into three groups. Each group would try out one technical approach.
 Common to all three was /the specification  /that the base of the column would be constructed as a fire-box, and that the structures consisted of repetitive clay elements. One was made up of plates thrown on the wheel, rolled-up and stacked on their ends, standing in rows of alternating angles, while another was built from thick coils of clay. Hole's own solution was slabs of clay, slapped on the ground and cut into rectangular pieces which were then folded into a loop shape with a tail-end, and placed on their edges in rows with the rounded side out. This meant that each slab could inter-lock with its neighbour. Already in this early trial, her guiding idea was a system of knit-wear, or as Hole describes it, "a coat of mail". 

Hole's formal-technical solution as to the nature of the clay construction constituted a modular approach, based on a central principle of spatial structure necessary for the success of the firing, which the Californian kiln builder Fred Olsen, subsequently Hole's technical partner, was to name "Nina Hole's holy technique". Although the actual firing technique was not completely developed at this point, it became clear in the firings of the three towers at Trapholt that it was only the particular, modular approach used in this tower that was functionally viable. As construction it was solid enough to allow it to be continued, if one should wish to. It is the same approach that has since been perfected by Nina Hole in an international series of site-specific kiln sculptures, with its true start at a huge ceramists' workshop symposium and camp at Gulgong in Australia in 1995 at Janet Mansfield's instigation. 

The concept of a "kiln sculpture" as such, on the other hand, was developed in common by Jørgen Hansen and Nina Hole, first at the Nordplus workshop, and last at "Clay-Sculpt Gulgong", after which their collaboration ceased.
 Here Nina Hole had been invited as one of a number of ceramist masters who together with visiting helpers would construct and demonstrate a site-oriented ceramic installation, and Mansfield's proposition for Hole's project was "A Spirit House". Hole herself then invited Hansen as an associate, due to his technical skills which she thought were necessary to effectuate the firing of the kiln. On location they together laboured hard to find the right idea for the shape of the modular building block to suit the local clay material, finally to settle on Nina Hole's own suggestion for a looped slab, as well as a sculptural idea which she had sketched out in advance in Denmark. This was a two-legged house structure, with the two "legs"--two towers or kiln shafts--joined together at the top like a sloping saddle "roof" and thereby framing a central opening. The function of this archway which Hole had devised back in Denmark, was precisely a linking to the surrounding, open landscape. In the nightly firing that landscape would abide the rise of the sun, which would eventually join in and second the unveiling of the glowing sculpture at dawn. 

As done already at Trapholt, this sublime spectacle in its turn was heightened by the cascade of sparkling sawdust mixed with salt and carbonates which was thrown over the red-hot sculpture by the participant onlookers. This procedure is in effect another reflection of the Raku firing process, when the pot is thrown into straw, thereby achieving a secondary reduction. After the workshop, the Gulgong sculpture was named "House of the Rising Sun". The name was inspired by the structure's beautifully coloured, local red clay which made it possible, this first time, to fire it without the layer of terra sigillata that was used later on in order to enhance post-firing coloration.

It was at this important event in the world of wood-fired ceramics, that Nina Hole among other invited masters met two who would be instrumental in the promulgation of her process art sculpture across the world. One was the Canadian Chuck Wissinger who had participated at a Clay Today symposium in Denmark in 1992. He gave her the early opportunity to create her next site-specific sculpture, "Viewfinder", at Edmonton in connection with a residency at Red Deer College in 1996. Another was Fred Olsen, mentioned above, who was to agree to master-mind the technical part of the project in three other kiln sculpture processes to date, in Lithuania and Copenhagen in 1998, and in Athens in 2002. On these collaborative occasions Olsen has designed the fire box and the draft system, while Hole has been the originator of the sculptural form concept.

Before that collaboration Hole, together with helpers, had carried through the construction and performance firing-and-unveiling of sculptures in three other places--California's Napa Valley in 1996, Kalmar in Sweden in 1997, and at Aberystwyth, Wales, for the International Potters' Festival, again in 1997. Later "solo" events have taken place at Montemor-O-Novo in Portugal in 2000, assisted by Danish ceramist Claus Domine Hansen, and at Tapei Country Yingo Ceramics Museum in Taiwan in 2001, with Swedish assistant Ann Charlotte Ohlsson, as well as at Hole's home base, the International Ceramics Center Guldagergaard in 2003. The center is situated near her own small village on south Zealand, and was created in 1999 at the initiative of Clay Today and Nina Hole herself. Here--at the private end of Hole's international world--the center functions as a guest workshop collective, while also offering extensive kiln facilities to visitors. 

The site versus Nina Hole's "holy technique"
So what is the secret principle that ultimately commits Hole's large-scale sculptural artefacts to the public memory of works of art? 

There is no doubt that site-specificity is wholly significant. This is very clear from the sculptures' individual response to the topographical scene, whether this is a landscape site or an urban architectural setting. As we have seen with the Gulgong house, the living environment comes to determine the sculptural form and character, not least if local materials are used; this happens almost in spite of the draft sketches brought to the task. Planning and building the kiln sculpture in relation to local steering factors is of paramount importance.  Improvisations, too, and most importantly, solutions in response to unpredictable constraints, will always be an essential part of the process.  In Athens Fred Olsen described the predicament of the kiln sculpture builder and artist succinctly: "Everything is unpredictable--the fire, the clay, the weather." And in architectural criticism it has often been established that success in the creation of a work of architecture will depend on the almost superhuman flexibility of the architect master-minder in the handling of unexpected parameters. Nina Hole herself expressed in Athens what she saw as her task on each occasion: "My talent lies in giving form. Therefore I must create form as best I can. As a kind of thanks to the elements."

This is where one confronts the duality of Nina Hole's undertaking. It is when regarded as an element of site-specificity that one realizes fully that the expressiveness-in-process that she seeks is BOTH a parallel phenomenon to the artefact AND a precondition for it. At the very same time as it is an evolving product of a set-up environmental and communal situation, the work also comes to express aesthetic autonomy.  It turns into a work of art in its own right apparently through its own momentum and irrespective of its creator/master-minder. Yet this is not so. 

To the casual viewer this transformation may be most clear in the urban works, but then, too, the artistic project has offered an urban challenge, where a failure would present unusual ramifications. Nonetheless--or for that reason--it is probably a city-sited sculpture, "Commemorative H" in Athens, created on the occasion of the International Academy of Ceramics (IAC) 50th Anniversary meeting, that may be said to have crowned Hole's series of process art works so far. After some deliberations it was placed in front of the Athens Academia, with the 4 metres high H-figure--standing for Hellas--on an axis from the academy building's temple porticus. This way, it takes its place in a formal, site-specific composition. And at the same time the site is in an open space "where the oranges fall down on the ground", according to Nina Hole herself.
 

Paradoxically, the cultured, urbane sculpture form in Athens may be viewed as in close competition for a ranking with the "Charlottenhus" form which was built in one of the courtyards of the Danish Royal Academy of Art, where the surrounding space was closed off by high, red-brick walls on three sides and an arcaded building on the fourth. But in this delimited spatial situation Hole introduced a towering  mythical beast, a wholly unsymmetric and non-classical form; ambiguously, it was placed on the central axis, yet at an angle. The symbolism is unmistakable, intentional or not: we are witnessing the invasion of a pocket of urban-culture privacy by untameable art, myth, nature, a being as if born out of the collective artistic effort of two and a half centuries in this very location. And yet it is a "hus", a house, constructed according to the laws of building, which here means the laws of building a kiln-house that is to function as a giant beacon. The essential requirement was four fire-boxes in a partially divided funnel structure that is at the same time a resonance chamber for the glowing heat. But the law of kiln-house-building has also given it its cellular wall/skin and the scaly vertebrae that were to keep the ceramic fiber blanket off the body of the structure, while at the same time mimicking the need to do so in an image that turns poetic. Which is an example of Nina Hole's "holy technique" at work, but as representation.

One realizes now that Hole's "holy technique" in fact does operate on two levels at once, that of the concrete, real-life technical solution and that of the architectonic concept, meaning to say on an aesthetic meta-level. 

Her formal-technical solution is contained within the idea of the construction through the bent slabs of clay, standing on their sides for strength, and stacked in rows on top of each other, thereby forming an open weave wall--a clay structure of modular spatiality, devised to allow thermal contraction without cracking. This way modular space, or what Hole calls "negative form", is let into the structure for the technical purpose of preventing the damaging shrinkage and cracking of the clay that would otherwise result from the firing. The technical solution constitutes a maximized application of the well-known trick of adding grog, sawdust or paper to the clay in order to create canals through the clay body giving it an elasticity that allows for thermal contraction. Also the kiln-clay must be treated in this way, through the addition of 30-40% grog as well as combustible materials. 

What it means is an insertion of particles of spatiality into the clay body on a micro-scale which takes on an additional significance on the macro-scale. Here the fabric of the weave as such--its actual configuration--empowers the "negative form" in an abstract sense, creating an architectonic, "negative" space structure which relates directly to the outer architectonic space of the siting. Openings in the wall, windows in regular rows, conceptual perspective links between contained architectural space and spatio-in-extensio, the unlimited space--that is the aesthetic bearing of Nina Hole's singular idea.

It is small wonder that Hole has come to ponder the problem of architectural boundaries lately, prompting her to compose her Guldagergaard sculpture in 2003 in the form of an architectonic multi-part installation. Linear walls flanking the two kiln-houses gave the work the name of Passage.

House--body--symbol

From the analysis of forms and site in relation to technical solution it becomes clear that neither the ceramic artist nor the architect can run away from his/her own, abstract, conception of the artefact. In Nina Hole's work the kiln form has usually been evolved from other ceramic work of a figural character. The chosen form will then steer the process of construction. But it will also emerge as poetic truth on a symbolic level.

This turned out to be true already of the Edmonton sculpture, "Viewfinder", in 1996. During her stay at Red Deer College Hole worked in parallel with a set of clay figurines of standing women, returning to a fascination with the Minoan Snake Goddess which she saw as a model for women--for her, "power women". Her inspiration for this investigation went back to a visit in Crete in 1984, after which she had studied literature depicting the Snake Goddess;  in Crete she had marvelled at "the life that was present still" in the women, whether they appeared in wall frescoes or as small clay sculptures. Now she crowned these women not with a head, but with a Minotaur-inspired set of multiple horns. Parallel to this activity the kiln sculpture evolved for the first time with two separate chimneys, placed side by side. As their outsides tapered inwards towards a joint head, the sculpture took on the dress form of the Minoan women sculptures. But this time the "head" was added as a metal arrowhead (removed during the firing), and conceived as a symbol of the Nordic heathen god Tor. It was now that the kiln sculpture was given its name by an Indian boy. In this way the symbolic meaning progressed, while eventually the work was taken to pieces and restaged on a metal plinth, behind glass in the lobby of an office building adjacent to its original site in an urban plaza.
 Here it appears, removed from the firing event, in its final manifestation as an eclectic art work.

Meanwhile the folds of the Minoan dress maquettes were to live on in the outer sides of the "Commemorative H" sculpture. For Nina Hole they were a symbolic reference, but they were also, and as much, a technical solution. Fred Olsen was to praise the triangle-shaped slabs used to make up the folds as constructionally extremely strong, an idea which was to allow the building of the chimney towers to their height of 4 metres.

Hole's "negative form", then, in the symbolic sense is also that of a vessel, a house form or a human container. In the end it is easy for her to switch between abstract form and figure form, or combine them in a synthesis. The latest example is the two human-size "dolls", sitting on the floor and reclining against a wall, which have been exhibited in the "Ceramic Ways" exhibition in Copenhagen in the spring of 2004. The large white figures, made of earthenware and covered with terra sigillata, have been constructed out of numerous "building blocks" in the shape of semi-open clay slab boxes placed one next to the other. However, the form of the individual blocks has been successively gradated, to enable them to take their designated position within the figural sculpture form. The resulting spatial volume appears at one and the same time massive and empty, positive and negative.

To conclude
Nina Hole's large format artefacts are individual demonstrations of a creative process, but precisely through that function they are also happenings, involving collaborators and participant public alike. What Hole appears to have seized hold of, is a presentday need to be present--collectively--in the now, to share the event. In the German conceptual artist Joseph Beuys' terminology the performance-as-happening was an "action", or something which indicates intent and focus. In Nina Hole's hands the initial impulse from the Clay Today experience of creative participation has turned into creation through dialogue. It appears that such dialogue is not only enriching, but in today's world it is also necessary.







     *

�   The following overview is an elaboration of the account of Nina Hole's work and role given in Gerd Bloxham Zettersten, "Perspective on Danish Studio Ceramics, 2002", published in Wendy Tarlow Kaplan and Hope Barkan (eds.), From the Kilns of Denmark. Contemporary Danish Ceramics, Copenhagen: Rhodos 2002. The book was produced to accompany the exhibition, curated by Kaplan and Barkan, of 30 ceramists' work, and has travelled around the USA and Europe in 2002-04.


�   One early such article was Elaine Levin, "John Roloff. A Ceramics Monthly Portfolio", Ceramics Monthly, July/August 1986. Other articles referred to by Nina Hole are Constance Lewallen, "John Roloff: Landscape Furnace Projects, 1980-1992", published at the artist's website, and an article byJennifer R. Crohn, in Arts Magazine, April 1992.


�   D. Jones, Raku. Investigations into Fire, The Crowood Press 1999, p. 151.


�   The works of the Nordplus workshop are described by Jørgen Hansen in Ceramics Monthly, May 1995, p. 20-21, with photographs by Nina Hole. 


�   Jørgen Hansen has given a divergent representation of the collaboration in his recent book, Glødende ler. Brændingsskulpturer, Skippershoved 2003 (in interview-form). Nina Hole's original idea and contribution are not given sufficient acknowledgement, and the account of her part in the Gulgong project appears misleading.


�   Accounts of the Clay-Sculpt Gulgong meeting which are generally more technically specific, are to be found in Ceramics: Art and Perception, 21, 1995, Ceramic Review 157, 1996, and described by Jim Robison in his book Large-scale Ceramics, A & C Black 1997.


�   The collaboration is described in Frederick L. Olsen, The Kiln Book--materials, specifications & construction/Third Edition, Krause Publications 2001, pp. 230-32, and in Fred Olsen, "Nina Hole. Fire Sculptures", in Kerameiki Techni 43, April 2003.


�   The Athens building process/firing event has been recorded in its entirety in a video film, Jord & Ild, by Torben Larsen and Nisse Koltze, Kimer Film (Denmark) 2002; copyright Kimer Film 2003.	


�   Cf. John Graham, "An Archway in Edmonton", Ceramics Technical 5, 1997, pp. 32-35.






