Lares and Penates: Recent Work by Ken Eastman

Minimal even austere, Ken Eastman's ceramics echo
themes seen in architccture and in domestic vessels, For
poetry critic Jane McCabe they have 2 more profound
meaning,

The stame’s alrve with whats inzisible — Seamus Heaney

1 have just been w Ken Easuman’s smuidio near Leominster
and came away startled and delighted. 1 usuallv write about
contemporary poclry, and looking ar Fasuman's work in
progress —a row of pars ranged on one long shellin brilliant
December light, I could see and imagine the relation
between  gronps skillfully - and  miraculously
brought wogcther w make horh meaning and music, and this
cqually skillfal and inspired grouping of solid objects st
collectvely create the “life of the invisible.”

Eastman’s newest pols are all approximately the sume size
— cight-inch interrupted cvlinders — and have an iniense
interrelationship. Bul each is distnct. One is anguolar,
turning on itself, another is entively round. One is ribbed,
another pocked: some are completely smooth. Some are
empty, othery seem full. One has a kind of spout, another a
sort of mbular wwer bult into s wall. The runge is
exrracidinary. Together they make a statement larger than
themselves. A stalernent dear, severe and elegant. Mo
showting here, no flambovance. But there is wil and rhythm
and a certain grounding that suggests significance.

Signilicance? Eastman might protest about the word, Lle
once remarked, “There is no content here, they are not
afoed anything. 1 love that” In another mode, Keats called
his Grecian urn, “a foster child ol silence”. Fastman's pots
are, in their way, quite silent. And they are somehow
tosterlings. TTe talks about them with a curisus mixoure of
decachment and  enthusiasm. Iv is as il be bad just
discovered them with great surprise, as if someonc had
suddenly offered them to him as gifts,

ol words

Ken Eastman — € .F:w-.r'flrom" deioal, 1994, 42 3532 i dem

These pots are partly Jdefined by the kind of space in
which they rest. They do not sit on plinths; pigeons do not
sit an them. Their ancestors are cupped hands, a calabash, a
shell, a skull, a gourd. Fven if they end up in a museum,
they will sill belong in the home. Vessels, containers,
beakers, they are meani metaphoncally for food and drink,
the lip and the spoon. Lucking at them, we can immediately
Jjudge their capacity, how [ull they are, how empry.

Eastman’s pols are lares and penates, houschold gods
mednl L protect us. As both shelter and fortress, they keep
things in and keep things out. Although monumental in
shiape, they are never monumental in size. Two of Eastman’s
most recent ceramic pieces make this particularly clear. The
first was commissioned by the De Wine Voo Gallery in
Amslerdam, celebrating its 20th anniversary. Their brief was
simple; the piece was to be monumental but nol more (han
i 20 centimetre cube. Fastman has produced a fortified ciry,
an unearthly blue, solid and enclosed space. Bul i suggesty
groupings of towers and Lurrels. And just as impormantly, it
hints at a complex interior spare — tunnels and labyrinths.
You can  casily imagine a spiral smircase, cven an
underground parking lol. Tt seems (o have many {loors and
functions, a public building builr for public show and use.
Within the prescribed limils this piece emerges much larger
than its own lilc.

Equally, bur perhaps less mtentionally monumental, is
Eastman’s impressive ‘Cheeseboard’. Slightly larger than the
Amsterdam piece — approximately 45 centimenres square — it
resembles it closely. ‘Lhe wedges and rounds cerrainly evoke
Gouda and Fdam, but they also creare their own internal
structural diwdogue. "Lhe cheeses rise to different levels; they
are almost like landing pladorms. Some are whole, others
have been cut, 'LThe ‘board’ scems to contain them, hut they
alzo control s siructure,

Rotlh these pleces are about form, about the hieral
creation of space. But they are alsn very much about cites
anil cheese, And like much of Eastman’s work, they will
ultimately rest in o house. In an important sense, Eastman's
pois are kinds of houscs, The philosopher, Gaston
Bachelard, wriles, “T'he house shelicrs day-drewming, the
house protects the dreamer. the house allows one to dream
in peace” ! So, if a pot is a sort of house, who lives there?
One answer i3 no one - just space.
possibility.  And  if,
prossibility,

-’kl‘lﬂl_‘!ll‘ff ATIEWeT ],b
i Fastman's case, the answer s
it is intentionally unrevealed; “the Mower 1s
always in the ahnond”? But Eastman's pols — open or
cnclosed — do suggest habitation; there is sty there.
They are secure houses, heavily grounded, deeply centred.
Like houses, they are both autonomous and intimale —
“something dosed must retain our memories, while leaving
them our original value as images”® They are al once
(‘ITHHL“IILJ'lli!!_{ and reassuring. The novelist Henri Boseo says,
“When the shelter is snug, the storm is good”# \'b|||]|::'
Fastman’s pots could hardly be called snug, they certainly
afford un escape from chaos. And they do creaie inleresinge
wearher around them. Grouped together us they are on the
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Ken Eastman — stoneware with slips  ABOVE Twao vessels for ‘Shelf Life’, approx. h.20cm, 1995 BELOW LEFT ‘Untitled’. 1993, 33x45x2%m
RIGHT ‘Place’, 1995, 20x20x20cm
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Ko Lrsbmen’s Touse and studio, 1993

Kin Festman — “Unbitled’, 1993, 34 2 27 ¢ 57 5rm
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Ren Fastwen — Porms and Content’, 1993 sacl vessed abond 330m
Trigh

shell in the studin, all stand fiereely and scparatcly away
frome euch other and at the same time form a dynamic
comnunity. These pots make an inhabited space; “tonl calice
cst demeure” {every chalice is a dwelling place)®, Even an
empliness hecomes @ presence; it is a definiton of what is
nal there.

Of course this kind of abstract writing is (ol of pickalls,
When 1 write aboul contemporary poetry, 1 feel on
somewhal saler around. There s uwsually a  rangible
corvelative and the language of literary analvsis has imuch i
commmon  with  the  language of literature. When  the
American poet Emily Dickinson writes, “My Life stood = a
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Ken Eastman — “Swell Poi, 1993, 40vdox] dem

Loaded  Gun®, we can  immediatcly  visualise  the
metaphorical weapon; we know that it is made of metal and
contains bullers: we know how it is held and tha i can kill.
So her way of wrnting aboul her lile’s unlocked potential
makes literal, visval sense. We cun imagine the release of the
explosion hoth literally and psychelogically. In one of oy
hest known pocis, Robert Frost writes ahoul swinging on
birch wrees: in another poem, Wallace Stevens writes about
ways of lookiog at @ blackhird, We have seen hirches and
blackbirds. And although none of these poems is only or
even mainly aboul puns or frees or birds, they do ofter a
literal frame of reference; the lileral image and the abstract
one come rogerher,

Pots are a different malter allogether. They are absolutely
tangible. You can touch them, move themn abiout, cven break
them. And they are absolutely silent; they can he neither
reud, played, said nor sung. Pats are both fundamental
aned magical. They are literally made from earth, wr, fire
and water — the clemental gods, From them the living
are [ed and given drink; the dead are buried with them,
even in them. They svmbalisc renewal and nourishment
in life and in aliec-lile. A por is a beaker. And a beaker is
alse its own contents — mMysterious potions, ointments,
halms, coves aml poisons. This miraculous combination
of imaginuation and clay that is poiery brings the
invisihle 1o hfe. Ken Tastman's lares and penades will
protect us. And thev also offer the energy ol that
invizihle hfe.

Technical infermation

The work is slab built using ¥ matenal (in past T material
and C material). It is painted with layers of coloured slips,
both on o greenware and hisque and fired several limes 1o
1I80°C,

Slip

China clay a0
Ball clay 4
Soda feldspar B
Borax trit 15

This wsed on the wnfered wed bascwited jrivees.
No glaze is ever used.
Firings arc all oxidation in a kiln 2’ % 2" x 2" chamber siec.

References
1 Gaston  Bachelard, The Posizes of Spece, Beacon Press,
Boston, 1869, p.io.

@, Henri Bosco, IAmiguiare, quited in Bachelard, pot.

5. Bachelard, op. cir, p.6.

4, Henn Bosco, :innre:rJ in Bachelard. p.39.

b Jean Bourdeillette, Les Dipifes dans fa Main. Sequers. pols.

fuoted in Bachelard, i)

Ken Easimian’s new work @ o show al Condemporary Ajplied Arf,
43 Eaviham Street, London WC2 May 15-fune 24,




	Page 1
	Page 2
	Page 3
	Page 4

