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From the point of view of the craft of ceramics we are dealing
with work of a high order; but is this a significant sculptural con-
cern? To what degree does the material matter, when these forms
might have been made otherwise? In what sense is a glaze like the
surface of a carving or a casting (how does it relate to the material)?
From a sculptural point of view, does it matter that pieces are hol-
low? Does it matter that the off-balance eftects are often only effects,
that they entail no real threat of collapse? (Unlike, say, the steel
plates of Richard Serra, or Jugawara’s slabs of polished granite,
which threaten catastrophic failure.) And lastly, are not some of
these pieces too close to the Braun Multimix or (in the next room)
to Peter Rice’s steelwork?

This last question is not trivial or accidental, because the forms of
early modern sculpture are dialectically related to a wide range of in-
dustrial goods, furniture etc., sometimes to the point of mutual par-
ody. This has continued in the designs of Philippe Starck and the
Braun studios, not to mention the sublime spars of the Beaubourg.
And this is why their language has been rejected by most contempo-
rary sculptors. It has come to signify the normative claim to ‘univer-
sal values’ even when the objects may be made by the oldest of all
sculptural methods. And of course, a certain chaste smoothness is an
integral part of modernist ‘good taste’, also rejected by many.

Deirdre McLoughlin’s work s likely to be praised by some crafts-
people for the wrong reasons, and rejected by many ‘fine-art’ sculp-
tors for equally wrong, but different reasons. Her mastery of clay
building and glazing is probably the less interesting aspect of the
work; and her formal imagery is likely to be dismissed as ‘formalist’.

My own view is that the relation of process to end result, includ-
ing the glazing, is absolutely important; that the pieces have an ad-
mirable integrity in all their parts; that the craft aesthetic is essential
to their perfectionism; and that, yes, they are rather old-fashioned
because of the three preceding points. Now the critical question has
to be, does this matter? In some cases, I think this does. I was not
very convinced by the two works called Couples (1 and 2); these
seemed to me to be objects of taste rather than sculpture. Beautiful
objects, but so are some pebbles. On the other hand, Detent - con-
sisting of two parts holding themselves upright and together with a
skewer of black iron (or wood?), and Arrest Resisted had a spatial and
gravity-defying mass/power that considerably exceeded their small
size. The two pieces entitled Upsydaisy, with their hint of improvisa-
tion were also what I would term truly sculptural; they transcended
their natural matter-of-factness and their actual dimensions.

To prioritise craft skill is always conservative and has little to do
with artistic merit. While this does not worry those working in
‘fine-art’ traditions (it is the very stuff of a great slice of the past 100
years of sculpture), it does raise a problem for the ‘artist-craftsper-
son’. The suspicion must be that a certain kind of perfectionism of
form is incapable of bearing contemporary meaning; we suspect it of
simplifying the plural tasks of construing the world. In more general
terms, a devotion to particular material skills often seems to con-
demn the sculptor working in ceramics or glass or fibres to be re-
peating concepts already exhausted elsewhere. A good deal of ce-
ramic sculpture and ‘fibre-art’ is of this kind; it says nothing that has

not been said better, before, by other means.

McLoughlin is much better than this. She is the real thing - a
sculptor of some power. But it would be interesting to see if she
could carry through her sculptural ideas in materials other than clay.
For my part I would assert that the less dependent upon a particular
material skill a person is, the more that person enters into ‘the ideas
and language of modern sculpture’. Today, the question is of the ap-
propriate skill employed in multiplicities of languages. There is no
one language, and the appropriate skill most required is likely to be
philosophical dexterity and analytic power. This is very hard to
match with the pursuit of a particular material skill. Thus the ques-
tion “What will McLoughlin’s next work be like?” is not simple cu-
riosity. Will she make ‘objets d’art’ or fully enter into the plural lan-
guages by which alone the world can be construed?
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