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 This paper will examine the employment of the readymade by the contemporary artist working in ceramics and will explore its use and significance in relation to a sustainable position for ceramics. 
      The use of the readymade is quite contentious within authentic ceramic practice, as it renders redundant the kiln, mould and the necessity for glazing, although it must be acknowledged that these processes have been employed in the first instance. The challenge of the readymade towards the roles of conception and manual skill, indicate a fascination towards the anonymity of industrially produced objects. These challenges can be acknowledged as being positioned in direct opposition to ceramic practice, in particular the studio practitioner, and might confirm the limited presence of the ceramic readymade from the discipline of ceramics. Although the presence of the readymade has been limited, there are discipline specific artists who have utilised industrially-produced ceramics, for example, contemporary artists such as Richard Slee, Leopold Foulem, Penny Byrne and Barnaby Barford. The common proviso in this scenario, however, is the alteration, embellishment or re-presentation of the readymade through an interventionist re-contextualisation by the artist. In this observation the hand of the maker still resides, yet is has become decentred in relation to an authentic reading of ceramic process and technique. With this in mind, this text will explore how and why artists have adopted the readymade, what role it performs in relation to contemporary practice, and what significance it holds in relation to a sustainable future. 
The readymade

The nomination of found objects and prefabricated materials as ‘ready-made’ components of art is the crucial transformative event of early twentieth-century art. This much is self-evident and is reflected in the extensive literature on the readymade in art criticism, art history and philosophy since the 1960s. Indeed, the readymade looms vast over twentieth-century art carrying all before it, invoking both feelings of horror (at the supposed loss of artistic value), and of sanguine relief (of having the burden of academic naturalism finally lifted).

The ephemeral object and, in this case, specifically those made from clay, reference the readymade object as well as the mass produced object, devoid of the human hand or any obvious symbiosis between object and maker. The readymade ceramic object can be widely referenced within fine art practice but is almost totally absent from the history of ceramic practice. Generally, although this can be challenged, the most significant use of the readymade ceramic object can be attributed to Marcel Duchamp, most pointedly his work Fountain of 1917. The artist is referenced as commenting upon mass-produced objects:

Duchamp once described a ‘readymade’ as a ‘work of art without an artist to make it’.

Duchamp’s description makes reference to the work of art as existing without the practical intervention of the artist. This, in turn, raises the question as to the remit of the readymade especially within ceramic practice. In evaluating the substance of the readymade, the following text reflects upon several issues that are of significant relevance when considering the readymade within art practice:   

There are perhaps three ideas behind the readymades in the various guises. Firstly, a concern to challenge by example contemporary assumptions about the nature of artistic creation, especially, the roles of conception, manual skill, and accident or chance in the making of art. Secondly, a desire to expose the role of institutions and social groups in defining what accounts as art. Thirdly, a fascination with industrially manufactured, and therefore usually anonymously produced, ‘objects of desire’.
       

The authors of the text reveal the challenge of the readymade towards the roles of conception and manual skill, but they also indicate a fascination towards the anonymity of industrially-produced objects. All of these challenges can be acknowledged as being positioned in direct opposition to ceramic practice and might confirm the limited presence of the ceramic readymade from the discipline of ceramics. Although the presence of the readymade has been limited, there are, and have been, discipline specific artists who have utilised industrially produced ceramics these include Howard Kottler, Richard Slee, Penny Byrne and Barnaby Barford to name but a few. The common proviso in this scenario, however, is the alteration or embellishment of the readymade by the hand of the individual. Whilst a discipline specific exploration of the use of the ceramic readymade will be discussed later in the text, it is worth noting the utilisation of the ceramic readymade within a wider art practice particularly Installation Art.  

Installation Art and the ceramic readymade

Since the beginning of the 1950’s artists have been making works characteristic of what is now called installation art. Fundamental aspects of installation artwork are its habitation of a physical site, its connection to real conditions – be they visual, historical, or social – and often, its bridging of traditional art boundaries: public and private, individual and communal, high style and vernacular.

The emergence of our current understanding and reference to installation art has its origins in the middle of the twentieth century. The formulation and execution of works typically includes the use of constructed elements as well as the use of readymade, found and recycled objects. Ceramic, due to its physical nature and ubiquity, manifests itself as a material that alludes to the properties of the constructs of installation, where its role can play out several functions. Due to an extensive familiarisation with the material clay and the numerous applications it occupies within society and culture, the use of ceramic, particularly within the field of installation, has not been the exclusive medium of the trained ceramic artist but has been utilised without the necessity for formalised specialist training. The fluidity of the natural material and its capability to be transformed into numerous applications displays ceramic as a material that constitutes multiple functions within the structure, function and fabric of society, hence the utilisation of the ceramic readymade within the field of installation art. The use of the readymade ceramic object invites informed interpretation and it is here that clay is transformed from a non-characteristic form in its original state and assumes the form of another thus adopting new interpretation as a consequence. The layering of meaning or multiple reading becomes extended as additional contexts are laid upon the ceramic readymade object when it forms part of the constructs of the installation framework. This context for multiple reading is significant in the analysis of ceramic when it is used within the arena of installation art. In observing the engagement of the ceramic readymade within a fine art context, we are able to stress the previously mentioned absence and need for the artist to have a formalised training and understanding of the technical processes of ceramics. The artist will engage the object for different reasons, promulgating its existence within the visual and theoretical landscape. The maker and writer Paul Mathieu offers a comment on this:
Objects are inherently abstract (…..). Objects are also inherently conceptual; they are the materialisation of an idea, even if that idea, that concept is, more often than not, function and/or decoration. Yet these notions of abstraction and conceptualisation have been appropriated and absorbed by visual art practices; they are now generally perceived as intrinsic and, for the most part, unique to visual art (and to language).
 

Mathieu goes on to say:
Object makers need to reappropriate their historical ownership of these terms.

If we accept Mathieu’s observations, there appears to be a disjuncture in relation to objects that are appropriated from those that are made. Whilst this does hold truth, numerous makers, that is to say, artists that have a formal training in ceramics, are engaging the readymade with confidence, precisely for its inherent extended qualities. The adoption of the readymade appears to have been a much slower process if we make comparisons with fine art practice, and this will have many reasons, not least the division between studio practice and mass production. 

      In considering the readymade within the cultural domain, the domestic landscape can be acknowledged as the most significant, as this is the place where the material plays out its functional role. This landscape has become fertile ground for the studio ceramic artist as the roles that these objects perform become integral to interpretation and execution of constructed artworks. What can be observed from this scenario is the admission that the re-contextualisation of the object introduces a sustainable element within a new artwork through the recycled use of the object. 
‘Re-interpreting the domestic ceramic object 
      To use a comparative observation, the domestic object, in particular the figure, was the central theme of the 2007 show Domestic Deities at the Garth Clark Gallery in New York. In the accompanying exhibition guide, Clark develops the theme of the show:

All are tough sculptures subject-wise. Clear-eyed to the point of brutality, these artists look at childbirth, self-mutilation, consumerism, sexual mutation, genetic engineering, religion and nationalism through the seemingly non-threatening medium of the figurine.
 

Clark’s observations manifest themselves through the twelve exhibiting artists, including myself, re-interpreting the figurine from twelve different perspectives. The direct use of the readymade figurine featured significantly and this direct use therefore, indicates that the figurine has been re-presented. This was clearly evident from the exhibition outputs themselves. My own work, Auto-materiality, presented a readymade figurine alongside a wet slip-cast duplicate that was fed by its own material through an intravenous drip bag. Barnaby Barford’s work displayed readymade figurines that had been dissected, reconfigured and re-painted, all without the use of the kiln or authentic ceramic processes. Tony Hayward similarly reconstructed the readymade figurine using cutting tools and adhesive. The work of Marco Paulo Rolla also used the figurine directly; his piece Oracle showed a figurine that had been smashed to reveal a ceramic skeleton inside. This work combines both the readymade object in juxtaposition with the handmade skeleton. 

      What these works reveal is an active exploration of the figure within contemporary ceramic practice and particularly one that realises a conceptual position. The investigation and re-presentation of these familiar objects from ceramic history has taken on board the re-definition of an authentic approach to practice and the processes of ceramic, and this can be evidenced within the work exhibited. In observing a re-defined approach to practice and process, several of the artists had negated the use of the kiln and the necessity for construction with clay. Whether it was the artists intention or not, the act of recycling becomes significant within an analysis of the work, particularly in respect of a sustainable perspective. These artworks are engaging ceramics that have already been constructed, which are then being reconfigured without the use of considerable power or raw materials. 
No kiln in sight!

      The reworking of the readymade figurine is central to numerous artists working today including Tony Hayward, Leopold Foulem, Penny Byrne, Paul Wood and Barnaby Barford amongst others. Common characteristics are the use of found figurines and kitsch ceramic knick-knacks that are primarily altered without the use of the kiln. Within these artists work, figurines are dissected and reassembled, animal heads are transposed to human forms and existing historical fashion representations are over-painted as can be seen in Byrne’s reconfigured combat dressed figures. In examining such work, it is apparent that a redefinition of familiarity contributes significantly to the expansion of authenticity within ceramics.
 Work of this genre becomes quite contentious within authentic ceramic practice, as it has relegated the use of the kiln, the mould and the necessity for glazing. These observations notably display an inference towards an expanded, redefined arena, and one that is instigated through the familiarity of the objects contained within such work. 

      The artists mentioned have a background in ceramics, and, as such, have a solid grounding in the techniques and processes of the discipline. To the purist, however, it might be considered that they have surrendered craft skills to conceptual ideology. In light of this notion, John Roberts, however, provides some food for thought:

Are all artists who employ the readymade encoded to diminish or even destroy the idea of themselves as unified creators and engage in the dispersal and displacement of their authorship? Does the readymade lead inevitably, to the dissolution of the artist?

I would argue, that whilst these artists have relinquished the skills that would be applied in a formal approach to ceramics, alternative practical application has been employed in the execution of the artworks. This alternative approach to creation relies on diamond saws, epoxy resin and enamel paint – skills and techniques one might cynically argue that are absent from many taught ceramic courses. Their work is made predominantly of ceramic, yet the approach and execution is alien to an authentic discourse. In an analysis of their work, the objects and the constructed narratives become elevated, enhanced particularly by the semiotic and socio-historical significance of the readymade objects. A proviso in this situation is the fact that the readymade – atypically - has been embellished by the artist and as such bears the trace of the maker. With this in mind, the craft skill still resides within the work, but has become decentred, transposed to a different location. If we apply this observation to Roberts’ theory surrounding the dissolution of the artist, then the individuals employment and reconfiguration of the readymade does not apply, possibly due to the reworking of the readymade and therefore its transition from its pure state. 
Whilst the absence of the kiln has been discussed it must be acknowledged that the readymade is also being employed and reworked within the familiar processes of ceramics practice, although the initial stages of creation from raw clay to fired object are negated. Karin Nilsson is one such artist who engages the readymade, and whilst it might be acknowledged that her work relies on the kiln, and as such, the use of energy in the creation of artwork – her work draws on an alternative approach to sustainable practice that of endurance and longevity. Terms, which go hand in hand with the words de jour ‘recycling and up-cycling’. In an interview with Karin she comments: 

‘My interest lies within the mass produced, and highly consumed items, where the aesthetic expression is often perceived tasteless and the material value is low. Mass produced objects raise strong feelings of recognition, bringing associations, narratives and notions of time and existence.  These are objects that we have kept around for generations, things we have encountered in different scenarios and contexts. Objects are not static but exist in a constant shift through time, trends, settings and people.’
Karin’s work re-uses mass-produced objects to create a new aesthetic, reconfigured so as to appeal to a new audience and thus become engaged in a continued longevity.     
Reconfiguring the readymade 

      The technique of using unfired ceramic collage is an integral approach to the work of Tony Hayward. Similar to Byrne and Barford, Hayward cross-fertilizes ceramic figurines to invite a new reading, which demonstrates the intervention of the artist’s hand but not in the context of authentic ceramic practice. For these artists the critical issue is the reworking of the readymade object. Hayward declares a research interest in ‘scrap and waste materials and the hidden life of things’
 and this regurgitant approach to practice, and particularly that of ceramics where the readymade is re-employed, has certainly emerged as a distinct genre. Many exhibitions will now contain work constructed from the readymade in addition to crafted objects, a complete example of which was the ‘Domestic Deities’ exhibition at the Garth Clark Gallery. 

      Hayward’s 2005 piece Loving Couple consists solely of a readymade figurine with the small addition of a found plastic head, and was featured in the 2010 ‘Jerwood Contemporary Makers’ exhibition.
 Whilst Loving Couple bears neither minimal trace nor intervention by the artist, others artists, notably Richard Slee, position readymade figurines alongside ceramic elements that have been personally constructed within what might be termed more traditional practice. The presentation of the untouched readymade becomes disrupted as Slee integrates the figurine into a larger work that contains a trace of the hand of the artist. His 2001work The Wheelbarrow of Medusa
 is a prime example of Slee’s integration of both readymade and constructed handmade elements. This work, as with others in his extended portfolio, utilises the domestic ceramic figurine / object, which, as already discussed, holds the capacity through inherent qualities to proffer a conceptual presence. This manual intervention, as apposed to a purely cerebral action, could indeed contribute to the notion of conceptual ceramics as a distinct arena.
 

At this point it is quite relevant to introduce the notion of conceptualism and its connection to sustainability particularly if we reference art historians Maja and Rueben Fowkes who state that ‘the origins of sustainable art can be traced to the conceptual art of the late 1960s and early 1970s, with its stress on dematerialisation and questioning of the functioning of the art system.’

Although not wholly conducive to ceramics, the established discourse of conceptual art has provided the structure and background for the development of conceptual ceramics. Whether the emergence has been a natural progression of cultural development or acknowledgement of the continuous re-grounding of art practice, the area certainly has significant representation, the continuation of which can only contribute to the enhancement of conceptual ceramics and the expansion of conceptual practice as a whole.

      Artists such as Byrne, Barford, Slee and Hayward clearly evidence in their works the integration of the readymade into ceramic practice, albeit, with a reworking by each individual artist. This demonstrates that such discourse has become a significant language for the contemporary ceramic artist and, as a consequence of distortion, has contributed to a conceptual position. Aligned to this notion is the admission that a trichotomous connection can be drawn between the readymade, the conceptual and sustainability. To examine this relationship further I will discuss several of my own works created in 2010.
The following works comprised part of a solo exhibition at Tullie House Museum and Art Gallery in 2010. I was invited to create a contemporary approach to their collection of over 800 pieces of 18th and 19th Century porcelain. Within the works constructed for the exhibition I engaged the readymade from varied perspectives, which in turn expressed notions of adoption, intervention, activation and stimulation, components found within the discourse of conceptual practice. The location of the readymade within the pieces proffers different performative constructs and these will be explored through an analysis of the artworks. 
The Ceramic Regurgitant 

Britannia

Contained within the collection held at Tullie House Museum, is an exquisite figurine of Britannia dating from around 1780. This object is prized within the museum and displays all the characteristics you would expect to find within a fine English porcelain figurine. 

Figurines operate through mimetic structures, whereby the miniature porcelain object has the capacity to form an association to the human world. This association has many characteristics for example a ‘likeness to a person realised in the modelling’, the use of associated objects, in this example the union jack emblazoned shield, or the naming of the figurine as in this case Britannia. These familiar associations assist in the connection to real lives that objects can perform, in support of this notion Susan Pearce comments further:
Objects, we have noted, have lives which, though finite, can be very much longer than our own. They alone have the power, in some sense, to carry the past into the present by virtue of their ‘real’ relationship to past events, and this is just as true for casts, copies and fakes as it is for more orthodox material, for all such copies bear their own ‘real’ relationship to the impulse which created them, and have their own place in history….  .

The work Britannia engages the figurine as a pivotal element in the constructed narrative. To heighten this, the work is housed within a vitrine, an historical and familiar format for the reading of objects within the museum. The work consists of the figurine standing upon ceramic shards, a metaphor for the once great ceramics industry in Britain, surveying the landscape in front of her. Ahead figurines emerge from shards and ceramic detritus, some damaged, some fully formed. Ants (workers) carry small shards of porcelain from the feet of Britannia to a nest, constructed at the far end of the vitrine, where upturned figurine bases bear the back stamp of the industries new centres of manufacture. Whilst the reality of the work is self evident, the work is also a comment on the development of consumer culture and the excesses of manufacture
.
In adopting a reading of the work from a sustainable perspective, all of the elements within this work already existed whether as a readymade ceramic object, or detritus from broken ceramic artefacts. No kiln firings were employed within its construction (of course the objects have already gone through this process initially), the work is purely constructed through placement of the various elements that make up the piece of work. As an artist creating this work, we are mindful of a previous observation made in relation to the decentring of craft skills, in this case the meticulous placement of components in pursuit of a visual and theoretical narrative. 
Postmodern Animal

A predominance of objects within the collection that feature animals led to the creation of the work Postmodern Animal. As with most of the objects, the animals are depicted as working animals and not as domesticated pets. This observation linked perfectly with my proposed question as to what might the collection look like now? When considering the dog within contemporary western society, we imagine the dog as a domesticated animal that lives with us in our home and is treated like one of the family, although working dogs are abundant particularly within an agricultural setting. The pet dog, has, however, succumbed in extreme cases to a celebrity ideal, where pets are treated as fashion accessories and the line between human and animal becomes somewhat blurred. In transporting this comment on celebrity culture to the gallery, Postmodern Animal engages domestic breeds of dog, realised in porcelain, and dressed in designer fashion. 
The miniature ceramic object holds semiotic significance, as we are able to identify with it as a familiar image. The qualities of the performative nature of ceramics, and in particular modelled and cast figurines – demonstrates the properties that ceramics possess in creating an expanded field and language for ceramics as a discipline. In this scenario the familiarity of the object has the ability to perform as a conceptual tool. 
Within this work the readymade object is recycled, a waste product found in a charity shop. The clothes too are abandoned garments once used to dress dolls. This work, as with the previous Britannia, re-uses the waste from consumer society – and in doing so contributes to a positive sustainable position. 
Peepshow

The installation work Peepshow developed from the visual narrative of the original piece within the collection. The figurine depicts a popular form of entertainment from the eighteenth century, whereby the viewer would encounter a set of pictures, more often than not presented within a format to resemble theatrical scenes, this method was adopted to highlight an illusionary sense of depth and three-dimensionality. The very nature of my encounter with the object, in private, in the stores, hidden from public view, heightened my awareness that I had become engaged as voyeur and complicit in the act of ‘peeping’. This analogy drawn between the figurine and the museum is significant, as there prevails a certain curiosity even fetishism with what remains absent from public view. 
Constraints on public space within museums, more often than not, mean that more work is held in storage then on public display. This is the case with the Williamson collection, and hence, the work created for the exhibition consisted of a false wall within the gallery space, which gave the impression of leading into the museum storage rooms. Viewers are offered a small glimpse into the room, containing pieces from the collection, through keyholes placed into the wall. This work aims to stimulate an awareness of the virtually unchallenged access contemporary culture affords us, and how a somewhat censored challenge forces us to re-evaluate our situation. 

This work relies solely on the objects contained within the museum collection. The narrative within the work is also drawn directly from the original peepshow figurine, enhanced by objects that have been repositioned form the store. This work, ephemeral in nature, existed for the duration of the exhibition, once finished, the objects resumed their original position – returned to the cabinet or shelf within the museum. This work differs from the others discussed, as it existed for a moment in time – its production devoid of the need to create additional objects – the final work, no longer in existence. Could this be the ‘gold star’ in sustainable practice? 

Conclusions
Readymades are an unavoidable starting point for any discussion on how the things of our daily life are used in the arts. But within crafts, readymades never really formed an independent, strong tradition of its own, for obvious reasons.

The quote from Jönsson is perhaps the best place to start in relation to drawing some conclusions to this text. His admission that the readymade has no strong tradition within studio practice has an element of truth. Historically the readymade has been at odds with those craft narratives where traditional skills and the hand of the maker were prominent a situation that has also been exacerbated by the self-evident division between studio and mass production. It has also been evidenced within this essay, however, that an expanded field for craft / applied practice has developed, and one that appears to be more comfortable with the readymade and its obvious absence of craft application. Whilst I have discussed work that has minimal artist intervention, for example Loving Couple by Tony Hayward, the use of the readymade acknowledged in this essay is as a consequence of artist embellishment through varied applications. In this scenario the readymade is reconfigured and it is perhaps this alteration that has allowed it to enter the crafts canon. 

      From the perspective of a sustainable approach to ceramics, the adoption and integration of the readymade into studio practice can be seen as a positive step. The artwork evidenced demonstrates an absence of the kiln and the need to construct work that uses raw materials. This, perhaps, has much to do with the relocation of craft skills, which rely less on formal approaches to the medium. Whilst some may think that this approach to ceramics may be detrimental to the discipline, it can be argued that as we become ever more conscious of our future environment and as raw materials become more expensive, it is perhaps inevitable that artists have begun to adopt a regurgitant approach to their practice. 
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