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Peace/War, Survival/Extinction

An Artist’s Plea For Sanity

ics artist before. His craftsmanship, technical exe-

cution and ability to manipulate and bring clay
to life are well-known among potters. It was when I
attended his exhibition Peace/War, Survival/Extinction:
An Artist’s Plea For Sanity at the Holocaust Museum
in St Petersburg, Florida during the 2011 NCECA
conference that the significance of his work became a
reality for me. It was one of those rare opportunities
to observe an artist’s lifelong artwork all in one place,
reading it like a book. Except
that Notkin does not write
books. His language is built
from symbols, which become
the building blocks of his art;
the perfect medium for him to express his social
and political viewpoints about different incidents in
history.

In the early beginnings of his career, the late 1960s,
acting as an active anti-war organiser, protestor and
draft resister, Notkin already started using his art-
work asamedium to protest against the Vietnam War.
As part of the Bell Jar series, And They Shall Beat Their
Swords into Plowshares was created in 1974, just after
the war ended. Notkin himself considers this piece
as one of two of the more important works included
in this show. It laid the foundation for his narrative
sculpture, influencing his choices of images as well
as the methods by which he mixed and manipulated
them to establish his unique aesthetic.

From the top a horse-drawn plough (opening up
the fertile earth for new growth) crowns the work,
indicating prosperity and peace. This is followed
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sadly by destruction while the story reverses itself
when observed from bottom to the top. In this piece,
the observer may speculate that Notkin was opti-
mistic after the Vietnam War, hoping that all in the
country would return to normal and that it would
again prosper.

Already pointing to his later works, particu-
larly some of his later teapots and murals in which
he combines loose components to tell a story, the
‘tinker toy” approach had symbolic meaning. His
work became bolder; a skull,
military weaponry and frag-
ments of building materials
and imagery of destruction
became signature elements,
used in one way or another. Looking at the overall
show, this Bell Jar piece makes an opening state-
ment, preparing the viewer for what to expect from
his continuing works.

Tearors: Including the piece Tea Set — Irag, there
were eight teapots on display, created from 1987 and
representing a period of 20 years, a strong indication
of the important role that teapots play in the artist’s
portfolio.

Notkin, born in 1948 in Chicago Illinois, was
introduced to Asian art at an early stage of his life
when his father, an immigration lawyer, was often
given gifts of art in various media of Chinese origin.
Works of intricate detail and tight craftsmanship in
the form of a Cloisonné vase, wood or ivory carvings
and porcelain pots are all part of the artists earlier
recollection.

The teapot was first developed in Yixing, China,
in the mid-Ming Dynasty, approximately 1500
AD. Notkin was introduced to Yixing teapots
while studying at Kansas City Art Institute, in the




collections of the Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art and

later during his graduate studies at the University of
California/Davis when they took field trips to the De
Young Museum. Yixing teapots became an important
part of his inspiration. Loving the playful charm and
emotional content of hospitality and hominess that
these Yixing teapots have radiated over many centu-
ries, Notkin borrowed from their character to create
the first heart teapots in 1986 making the association
with the life that each one of us carries in us and our
responsibilities in this world.

With pieces such as Ironclad II (1988), New World
Order (1999) and Hostage/Metamorphosis 1V (2006),
(which carry direct references of war and military
gear) and Sharpeville Krugerrand (referring to the
Sharpeville Massacre in the gold mine region close
to Johannesburg, South Africa) he exhorts the viewer
with imagery to pay attention to the betrayal of the
heart, the place where good and evil are conceived.

In 1981, Notkin created Universal Hostage Crisis,
a multi-media ceramic and porcelain construction
topped with a television set. On the screen, an
atomic mushroom cloud rises above Bikini Atoll inn
the Marshall Islands on July 25, 1946 as part of the
US military’s Operation Crossroads. A stark outcry
against the anarchy that follows, it again appears
in later years, becoming part of a larger and more
intense art series beginning with The Gift from the
installation Passages (1999). An interrupted chess
game (which indicates social and political games-
manship) seems to be substituted with a dice, one
of the defining symbols that runs through Notkin’s
later works.

In2000, Notkin created Cube Skull Teapot (Variation
£23) a teapot built from square forms; an ammu-
nition box at the bottom that forms the foundation,
followed by a die as the binding factor between the
foundation and a skull, the representative symbol
for mortality. For the viewer, the blind eyes of the
skull and those five empty ‘eyes’ on the die become
symbols of desertion. A world that builds its trust on
risk taking and the roll of a die is a world doomed to
premature mortality. Is it coincidental that the han-
dle is built from 17 more dice encircling a nuclear
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explosion? Or does Notkin continue his stern
warning against nuclear weaponry and those who
plan, control and gamble with life itself?

In the Nuclear Nuts Teapot (Variation #12), two
small dice found their way to the bottom (next to the
nuts) forming the basis of the teapot, while warning
signs of nuclear activity form handle, spout and lid.
Was this careful placing of the dice next to the nuts
an outcry against crazy souls that gamble the core
existence of all life on earth?

With the next piece in this visual artistic journey,
Notkin shifts the functional parameters of the tea-
pot further away and builds a scene of destruction.
Imagery of ruins, dice and cannon balls form the
teapot body while cannon barrels become the spout.
Using building bricks, ironically normally associ-
ated with growth, prosperity and strong founda-
tions, Notkin predicts the effects of war with these
wide spread scenes of destruction in the 20th Century
Solutions Teapot Series: The Consequences and With or
Without Reason, both created in 2003.

MuraLs AND INsTaLLATIONS: The installation Passages
1999, consists of two pieces, Legacy and The Gift (rep-
resented in this exhibition as a copper plate etching
with the same title). A wall mural consisting of 1106
three-inch square relief tiles with multiple images,
familiar symbols from previous works, seems to form
a bridge to the next phase of Richard Notkin’s work.

Not coincidental timing for this installation,
Notkin, just as the rest of the world, lingered on the
threshold of the new millennium, while he reflected
on history and the upcoming 21st century. His con-
cern with the dangerous proliferation of nuclear
weapons and the destruction thereby prompted him







