

















as a parvenu American ceramist. Not until Saxe showed
slides of his work did his obvious technical expertise
assuage their antagonism.

Since apartments at the factory for visiting artists
were not yet available, Saxe made a daily two-hour round
trip on public transportation from an apartment in Paris.
{This cumbersome schedule was tempered by his having
easy access every weekend to all the museums in that
venerable city.) The factory itsell had locks on the kilns,
no hot water and limited facilities for invited artists, but
Saxe relished a daily encounter with the contents of the
Résources Bibliotheéque, a library and archive of original
designs, models and molds from the factory’s beginnings
to the present. Added to that was the incredible display of
18th-century porcelain in the Musée Nationale de
Ceramique de Sévres,

Sivres reinforced Saxe’s ideas about his work. He
considers his time there an “experience of historical art” in
the environment in which it was produced. Living in Paris
enabled him to gain an in-depth understanding of another
culture, plus a “unique opportunity to do research and push
change in form for myself.” Sévres also made Saxe keenly
aware of “the symbaolic things people focus on™; us a
government-supported institution founded in 1738, the
factory had used its resources to supply luxury objects for
an elite class, which ultimately helped fuel the French
Revolution of 1789,

Back in Los Angeles, the two shapes for the
antelope jars (cylinder and torso) acquired a variety of
attachments between 1984 and 1989, Vacillating between
crideness and sophistication, the surfaces sprouted rongh
raku pieces or sleek, silvery buttons, As a focus for such
organized chaos, Saxe added a diverse group of em-
hlems—a fleur-de-lis, foreign alphabet letters, an amper-
sand and alphabet letters in an old English typeface—
because the shapes were intriguing. These additions are a
global, contemporary embellishment yet not unlike Sévres
Jars and bowls overlaid with drops of thick, jewel-like
enamel or swags and rosettes,

A National Endowment for the Arts grant in 1987
gave Saxe the resources to do more with molds, and
among the shapes he added to his cast forms were double
gourds {previously he had thrown gourd shapes). Seeking
some truly unusual examples for casting, he started 1o
grow his own, but then discovered a gourd ranch in central
California. There, stepping gingerly between the ranch’s
roaming chickens, goats and cats, he found a variety of
bizarre shapes that, after casting, he could playfully endow

with human characteristics. Placed on a base that imitated
feet, enhanced with handles that hinted at ears or arms and
with gemstones as eves and mouth, the gourd-vessel
opened the way for more outlandish gamiture than was
possible on earlier forms, Certainly the torso antelope jars
hinted at this direction, but the gourd’s more obvious
anthropomorphic associations easily lent it to an even
more humorous interpretation.

A parallel direction began in 1989 with a senes of
teapots in the form of lustered ampersands and French
curves. Once again, what Saxe had used as finials and
handles on earlier forms were given a life of their own.
The predecessor of these vessels with their cactus finials
and omate handles is not the English teapot. Rather, they
owe their pedigree to 19th-century Chinese wine pots or
ewers made in the form of good-luck charms or prosperity
symbols, and used as gifts or for ceremonial purposes,

Like all Saxe’s vessels, no matter how elaborate or
embellished, the ampersand ewers are Tunctional—lids and
spouts work properly. But use might be hazardous;
attached to some of the looped tassels are dainty fishing
flies, capable of bodily harm as one tries to fill the vessel
through an opening in the base.

In Saxe's recent work with gourd shapes, the
ornaments have become increasingly exotic and purpose-
fully ephemeral. Intended as tokens of personal memory,
charm-bracelet trinkets, found objects, semiprecious
stones, dried flowers and antique silk tassels dangle from
handles and finials. (He is, however, amenable o having
them replaced by an owner's own memorabilia.)

Almost all the gourd forms, their molds, a varety of
tassels and jars of glazes that go into Saxe’s sculptures can
be seen on the shelves of his orderly studio. The only
hidden items are the eclectic collection of gems, shells,
rocks and drifiwood housed neatly in shallow drawers.
Beyond attesting to his acquisitive nature and sensitivity to
form and texiure, all these objects have contributed to
making recent work a postmodern fusion of art-historical
associations with erotic and ofien humorous references o
human anatomy. Saxe has accelerated and enriched the
witty, intellectual acsthetic in earlier work for an opulent
confection of diverse materials. What at first appears as
attachments unrelated to the whole, gradually coalesces
into an object tantalizing the eye and mind.

The author A frequent contributor o Ceramics Monthly,
authonhistoriandecturer Elaine Levin resides in
Northridee, Califomia.

Far left: "Gourd, ™ 12 inches in height,
glazed and lustered porcelain
with mived media, 1989,

Left: “Huladick {Lavender),”
plazed porcelain in Plexiplas case,
approximalely 15 inches in height, 1969,
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