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Latigo, 2007, 50.5 x 455 x 455 em.

ALKING INTO A RECENT EXHIHTTION IN MESSOULS
Montana, hosted by A&E Architects to viey
the exhibition The Birth of Rubble, one imume-

diately senses the pure physicality of Ryan Mitchell's

work. Large woodfired works like Bumndle and Moses
feel as if they have erupted from the sediments of the
sarth; they reference a makeshift tool or carnier, As

Mitchell has described, T tend to look for meaning and

truth in the residue and rubble of our daily world,

rather than the pursuit of our ideal goals.”

Like cross sections of the earth where the soil
decomposes and regenerates, the cycle continues
and Mitchell presents us with a sense of movement,
decomposition and reconstitution, His works speak
for him and his moment, Mitchell states that his work,
"explores the relationships between chacs and
beauty”. His artistic maturity comes through in the
continuity of the surfaces and his alteation to a pro-
fessional and crisp presentation. The works proudly
rest before us, suggesting the next moment in time, In

the Birth of Rubble, Mitchell’s discipline and spirit of
experimentation come through as he presents us with
one resolved work after another: Latigo, Lest Count
and Ramsss. The Control of the surfaces, establishing a
frontal point of view and awareness of the edges
reveal the artist's background as a painter. But they
are not paintings, nor vessels or containers; his works
are sculptures and executed in the same exquisite lan-
puage asan eastern mystic,

Mitchell's sesthetic attitude toward unglazed sur-
faces is an approach increasingly appreciated by
American ceramists, The structure and assembly of
his forms show the individual and communal évolu-
tions through the world of abstraction. His exper-
mentation and unquenchable curiosity are layered
like the surfaces he presents us, with a flash here, a
teduction there. The physicality of these works, all
recent, pay tribute to the visual language shared with
clay artists of the Intermountain West. The influence
of Rudy Autio and Peter Voulkos and the camaraderie

Coramics: Arl and Pecception No, 72 2008 87



Bundie. 2007 555 x 455 ¢ 50 o

of the ‘clay village' in Montana are not lost on his
audience, Mitchell conveys a sense of energy, full of
passion for making, inspired by the past yet coupled
with openness for learning something new. Having
these regional clay masters as a direct influence is no
surprise and undeniable similanties in Mitchell’s
approach can be seon. He pushes the limits of what
clay might be able to do, ignoring the mantle of utility
and focusing on the expressive nature of clay as a
sculptural medium, Yet two generations later,
Mitchell continues to 1l the fertile ground of abstract
CXPressionism,

There is always a slight incongruity with the pre-
sentation of such abstract and expressive works in a
sparsely populated region in the American West. It
i5 oo often a place simply considered by many, as a
void between coasts or a place to contemplate while
looking down when flying between important
engagements, The American West is a place that is
steeped in romanticism and narrative stary telling,
But Mitchell’s work is anything but romantic. It is
real and of the moment. His work is shockingly
mature for a young artist, yet the influence of place
seems profound. For the modern American cera-
mics movement has been shaped by a handful of
artists who fearlessly tilled the soil of aesthetics and
helped shatter the box of ‘applied arts’. The stereo-
types of the artist’s role in society and academia

88  Caramics: At and Pacception No. 72 2008

have changed a great deal in the past 50 years: From
the country’s interior, from places like Madison,
Wisconsin, and Helena, Montana, rippling out-
wards to far parts of the world, clay artists live in a
world that is much more of a society unto itself. That
society relishes the isolated nature that nurtures cre-
ativity, experimentation and personal vision. And
so shaped by skilled hands, tutored by masters and
tempered by fire, the clay community has become a
tight-knit village. Mitchell is an integral part of that
commurity,

However, Mitchell’s sculptural forms are visually
eloquent in & way that reaches far beyond this place,
for the internal relationships in his works are always
challenging, and are anything but regional. The forms
and surfaces speak to a connection of East and West
And the way that East found a home in the American
West through Autio and Voulkas dearly influences
Mitchell. He loves surfaces and each is particular to
itself, He has a respect for elder artists and those that
have laid the ground work that continues to be tilled
by the next generation, He pays attention to the vital-
itv of the edges of his forms

Like the earth’s sedimentation, these layered edges,
are like the layers of his ideas that capture time's pas-
sage, He continues to reflect upon “the fluctuations in
the world between brute hostility and beauty” and
the place of art in his life and the world around him. In




both the artist and his work, time and movement
blend in an ageless manner, While Mitchell carries the
spiritof Autip and Voulkos into contemporary art, his
voiceis unique. [ conducted an interview shortly after
the exhibition asking him for a brief description of his
works right now. Mitchell replied:
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To many people it seems mysterious how you put
these forms togethes in clay, Can you describe your
working methods?
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