



The Assignment
I wanted to do something a little different. Eighteen were enrolled in my class called, "Reconstructing the Earth," and when I asked how many had ever used a cup they’d made themselves, no hands went up. Two had drunk from a vessel whose maker they could identify. We agreed the time had come to drink from cups we’d make ourselves, and at the end of the 2-hour class, the world was 95 cups richer – 5 for each of us.

Then I gave them the assignment: buy a 20-gallon garbage can and bring it next time. By the end of the next class we had mixed a little mountain of clay, and each person took a can full - about 300 pounds -  and then I pulled the cork: everybody had to complete the assignment by using all the clay at once.

"I've always wanted a 300 pound clay object," Wendy told me without smiling.

"Well," I said, "having it's one thing; putting it together's another." Wendy told me she'd see what she could do.

Carl up-ended his garbage can, took off his shoes, and jumped off the big work table in the shop, and commenced to sink up past his ankles in this big mound of clay, then he kept enlarging the huge bowl-like vessel by tramping around inside it and pulling up the sides with his hands, proclaiming, “Feat of clay!”

Kelley spread out a lot of newspapers on the floor and smashed her wad of clay down on them a big handful at a time and got everybody in the class to hold hands in groups of four and walk around on it barefooted in a big figure-8, making a path right there on the floor.  Then she cut the thing in squares, like a mosaic, to fit on kiln-shelves so she could fire it, saying she's always wanted a trail in her yard, but didn't know how to make one without defacing the lawn.

Sally, who always came to class dressed up, began building a dead-on replica of a 20-gallon clay garbage can out of her clay and began researching how to make a galvanized-looking glaze for it.

Jesse and Ted sneaked their clay up to the top of Founders Hall and pushed it over the edge. (One of them took his clay out of the can). You should have heard the sounds....they have a video of the whole event. A voice says, "The clay is being rolled to the edge of the catwalk....now.. it....is....fall...llling."  Then there's this noise off-camera that's huge but doesn't last long.  The clay in the garbage can made a circular depression about 6" deep in the macadam sidewalk. They ripped the can away carefully and carried the ribbed, compacted heap back to the studio on boards.  They slid the other one onto a big canvas with snow shovels.  It was almost four feet across and came to a point on top, and had lots of wrinkles, like elephant-skin.

We all helped Paula, the tiniest kid in class, take her clay out in the middle of the field across the road, where she stuck it full of holes with a broomstick, filled them with gasoline, and plugged them pretty tight, then she stuck in this long fuse her father had brought her, and we all hid behind some trees as she lit it.  You can just imagine what happened. We all rushed up to examine the smoking fragments, gathering around them in spontaneous silence, as if we were characters in her play. She pointed to a chunk she liked a lot and said, "Couldn't have done it any other way!"

Two kids started rolling out their clay a little bit at at a time - one at the front door; one at the back, making links in a clay chain that reached the whole way around the building.  “It’s conceptual,” they beamed. The lit major added, “We don’t have to mention it’s about irony, do we?”

This real quiet guy named John took his clay out to a dump, punched it up kind of funny, and shot it with a .22, a .30-.30 and a 20 gauge shotgun, then he let it dry in the sun. “Way too much violence is synonymous with destruction. Creation isn’t all about the way you stroke your pet cat under her chin.”

Evan hooked an anchor in his ball of clay and towed it slowly past the studio behind his Volvo, where it picked up a lot of unusual texture, saying he was trolling for potters.  (Some people feel that grading assignments in studio art is largely subjective; I hope Evan’s approach convinces them otherwise.)

Somebody named Jan cut the big chunk into about thirty pieces, rolled some tightly and others loosely in Saran Wrap, and ran them through several cycles in an electric dryer.  They looked like nothing any of us had ever seen. ‘The Untouchables,” she called them, after firing and arranging them on a welded armature. 

Bobbi put this foam pad down on the floor of the studio and stood big coils like a tunnel over a sleeping bag, and slept there that night, saying it was as close as she wanted to get to being buried.  “The title is forthcoming,” she said, enigmatically. (Or did she mean, “Forthcoming” was the title?” I must ask.)

Three chemistry majors got together and smashed their clay out in a big square with their feet, then they marked off rows and planted seeds in it, like a garden.  The lettuce came up first, then the peas.  The radishes never showed, so they made clay ones instead.  The corn grew the tallest. It looked funny to drive by the studio at night and see the heat lamps shining on the plastic, which kept it warm and damp at the same time. They wanted to see if objects made from clay with the nutrients extracted by plants would differ in any way from those made of “regular” clay.

Somebody bet this loud-mouthed guy, Howard, that he couldn't eat his barrel of clay between September and June.  I'm writing this in February, and Howard could win easily.  A hundred bucks.  He eats a certain amount every day, in front of the guy who bet with him.  Lot of jokes around the studio about Howard and his bet. I signed off on this one, hoping there are no lawyers in his family.

Phyllis, a physics major with thick glasses, said nobody should assume that clay had to be heated to harden. She made hundreds of pointy clay coils, froze them in liquid nitrogen, and pushed them into styrofoam sheets.  When they thawed, they hung down limply. She, too, documented her project with a dramatically-lighted time-lapse film, showing the effect of thawing on her spikes, nails, and tacks.

Wendy sent balls of clay to people she knows in seven states and three other countries.  She said that when the people send them back, which she asked them to do, she'll have a better idea of how to finish the assignment.  She might have to take an incomplete.

