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It begins with a cup. The simple cup caresses the users most intimate zone of the body, 

the lips, sharing a level of intimacy typically reserved for a lover or close family member.
1
 The 

early production of Felt Forms reflected on the intimate exchanges one has with a cup. I took an 

interest in the connection between user and object and the interaction that takes place through the 

cup’s functionality. I started to investigate the cup’s form and function as it sensually interacts 

with the architecture of our mouths. The relationship formed between user and object, as well as 

the utility of the vessel became substantial reference points for this body of work. 

 Through the making of this series, I read about the cultural significance of the vessel at 

length. Engaging in research of the vessel’s importance across history and throughout cultures 

encouraged me to reflect on why and how I made my own vessels. 

My method of production includes a non-traditional ceramic approach. I utilize felt to 

create hand-sewn vessels, which I then immerse into a liquefied clay bath. The empty spaces 

within the fiber are filled and fired in a kiln. In the firing process the fabric burns out and I am 

left with a shell, the preserved traces of what it once was. The final fired pieces act as relics of 

their previous existences. I think about the issues of presence and absence, how the shapes are 

preserved but none of the original forms are left, and walk the line between losing and gaining 

pieces through the creation of these objects.  

I have full control over the pieces before they are fired. I am able to stretch, push, and 

pull the fabric as I am sewing. Once the clay slip has coated the fabric, the control is fairly 

limited but still there. When the objects are placed into the kiln, I invite destabilization into my 

process. I let the firing play out; forms slump and crumble in on them selves from the severity of 

the heat. My work becomes eternal, fixed, and permanent in the new positions they have 

succumbed to through the process. I embrace the nature of the materials and their tendencies to 

buckle and fall from their own weight. The fired pieces become vitrified skins of the forms that 

preceded them. I accept the will of the materials and witness as control is implemented and 

ultimately released to reveal new and unsuspecting compositions. 

I look at the vessel as any container that contains. Every day vessels- cups, jars, plates, 

bowls and architectural elements inform my pieces. While architectural elements may not be 

thought of as everyday vessels, I think it is important that I make note of my interest in 

architecture as a vessel. Buildings are merely large vessels that contain us. The space within a 

                                                 
1
 “Pete Pinnell: Thoughts on Cups,” YouTube video. 



vessel is where its utility lies. This utility, from monumental to handheld, is one that I seek to 

form an understanding with. As Paul Mathieu states: 

 

Both (ceramics and architecture) operate on the same principle of containment and they 

are articulated formally around the transition between an interior and an exterior, 

defining a volumetric space; they are both about transition and passage with a period of 

relative stasis between the two events, when the content is contained by the container.
2
 

 

Paul Mathieu’s discussion of the link between architecture and ceramics has been 

extremely influential in my art. I look at the interior and exterior of architectural spaces to inform 

the pieces that I make. Condensed into a small scale, my work creates a more intimate 

concentration between the objects and the viewer. The small scale pressurizes my work and 

intensifies the experience of the viewer by expressing a quiet power and the potential to be 

portable, handheld objects.  

Materials carry my work and create a conceptually stable ground for extension. One artist 

who also let materials guide her work was the influential sculptor Eva Hesse. Hesse utilized 

materials that were new to sculpture during her time, like latex and fiberglass. Her work draped, 

slumped, and dangled from her use of materials and related directly to the body and its quirks.
3
 

Hesse was inspired by the malleability of her materials and throughout her practice explored 

their properties and boundaries. Her forms suggested bodily orifices and imitated skin, as seen in 

her piece Repetition Nineteen III.  
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 Paul Mathieu, The Art of the Future: 14 Essays on Ceramics. 248 

3
 Grace Glueck, “Bringing the Soul Into Minimalism: Eva Hesse,” The New York Times, May 12, 

2006.  

 



          

   Repetition Nineteen III. Eva Hesse. 1968. Fiberglass and polyester resin.  

     

The nineteen containers that make up Repetition Nineteen III are similar in structure but 

each one is individually molded. They each possess their own indentations and imperfections. 

The cylindrical forms are individual, yet they are all the same. They are like human beings – they 

share the same basic parts, but they possess their own unique qualities. Hesse let the material 

seek its own idiosyncratic form, as I did too in a piece of similar composition, Vessel 

Arrangement No. IV. Vessel Arrangement No. IV, like Hesse’s, reflects the characteristics of the 

material. There are dimples, folds, and imperfections within my containers. They are related but 

each individually unique. Like Hesse, I am flexible with the arrangements of my work so their 

overall set up will change with each installation. In Hesse’s last interview, she told Cindy 

Nemser “Life doesn’t last; art doesn’t last.”
4
 Hesse was interested in using materials that had a 

lifespan, that would change color and eventually deteriorate over time. I work oppositely. I 

preserve my vessels by coating them in clay slip and fire them to make them permanent. Even if 

broken, my fired objects will never return to their fabric or clay states post-firing and they will 

remain ceramic indefinitely. 
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 The Thought Experiments: Eva Hesse at the Berkeley Art Museum. 



               

     Vessel Arrangement No. IV. Kim Gregory. 2013. Porcelain. 

 

Senga Nengudi, a feminist sculptor, works similarly to Hesse, using materials that stretch 

and slouch. Nengudi uses nylon pantyhose that possess the same elastic property as human skin. 

Nengudi’s work explores the materiality of the flexible, yet restrictive construction of nylon and 

references its likeness to our own outer layer.
5
 Nengudi’s use of pantyhose allows her to ask 

bigger questions about containment and the role of materials. 

Nengudi’s choice of materials has led me to further consider why I choose to work with 

felt and clay. I use felt, a blend of cotton and wool, both for its stability as a fiber for my process, 

but also for its rich cultural link to apparel. For me, felt is reminiscent of the warmth and comfort 

associated with clothing. It is texturally interesting and complex, and its tactile nature is so 

specifically felt, it is hard to mistake it for any other material. 
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 “Senga Nengudi: RSVP 2013,” The Studio Museum in Harlem, accessed April 3, 2014. 



I utilize clay as a material for its reference to the human body. Clay is smooth and sensual 

at the leather hard stage and embodies the surface of smooth skin. It, too, stretches and sags. It 

cracks when it is dry and the surface can be treated to look and feel hard or soft. My forms are 

awkward, much like the human body. My objects bend and fold and possess an anthropomorphic 

quality. They drape and dangle like a human form static in motion. It is hard to ignore the 

immediate connection between clay and flesh as seen in Vessel No. IX, where the lip of the 

vessel looks moist and slimy, much like a human’s pair of lips.  

 

                    

                         R.S.V.P. Senga Nengudi. 2004. Nylon and sand. 

    



         

           Vessel No. IX. Kim Gregory. 2014. Stained porcelain. 

 

 Like Hesse and Nengudi, I too let materials inform my process. Cuts are made 

haphazardly as I work. If a section informs me that it wants to be wide, it will be wide. Just as 

Hesse and Nengudi embrace the nature of their materials, the ceramic vessels I make reflect my 

own choice in materials. An incredible amount of texture and detail can be seen within my fired 

works, as seen in Vessel Arrangement No. VI (detail). Each individual fiber and threaded loop is 

visible in its vitrified form. When lifted and placed down, my pieces make the very specific 

ceramic ‘clink.’ My pieces walk the thin line between imitation and interpretation.  

I value my fired pieces for their faults and urge the viewer to find beauty in the 

embarrassing. I look at my work within the realm of the Japanese wabi-sabi aesthetic. Wabi-sabi 

characteristics include: asymmetry, roughness or irregularity, modesty, simplicity, and 

imperfection. Wabi-sabi, as stated by Koren, is a “beauty of things modest and humble, a beauty 

of things unconventional.”
6
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 Leonard Koren, Wabi-Sabi for Artists, Designers, Poets & Philosophers. pp 7 



 

                

     Vessel Arrangement No. VI (detail). Kim Gregory. 2014. Stained porcelain. 

We are containers ourselves and utilize containers on a daily basis. Questioning what it 

means to have and to hold has been a constant driving force for this body of work. Paul Mathieu 

sums it up nicely, where he reflects on the composition of a container and all that is put into 

consideration when producing containers. He states: 

  

“Containers are spaces where opposites are unified, where differences are reconciled. 

[…] Containers combine in symbiosis top and bottom, front and back, interior and 

exterior, surface and form, representation and presentation, image and object, material 

and concept, nature and culture, art and life, body and mind and all and any other binary 

oppositions we can conceptualize (life and death, dark and light, etc.). [Ceramic] objects 

are obviously inherently material and physical, but also and importantly, inherently 



abstract (in the sense that they only represent themselves) and inherently conceptual, 

since they must be thought first, in order to exist.”
7
 

 

 Mathieu’s description of objects as being abstract because they only represent themselves 

is of great interest to me. I base my works’ compositions off of already existing forms (old glass 

chemistry sets, the shape of a chimney, a coffee mug) so they represent something, but they are 

always altered in the creation process. I shift their scale and emphasize their lengths or widths 

within their adapted shrunken states. Post-firing, my pieces appear to be in the midst of 

transforming from one thing to another. They are caught in the act, bending, and falling over. 

They are constantly transforming through all of my interventions within the creation process, but 

they ultimately stand and remain frozen in time as if they are in constant limbo between 

movement and stasis. 

I look to my vessels to ask bigger questions about existence, within the objects 

themselves, but also within my own self. Objects soothe and organize, and fulfill specific roles in 

our lives. Domestic ceramics are intimately associated with my own everyday life.
8
 This series of 

work portraits my modern lifestyle and makes note of my everyday dependence on fibers and 

ceramics to contain. As an artist, I look to these objects to function as communications about the 

connection that occurs between people and objects. 

Throughout the evolution of this work, I continue to find myself reaching back to the cup. 

It starts and ends with a cup. 
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 Vincentelli, with review by Reed, “Women and Ceramics: Gendered Vessels,” 160. 
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