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Dorothy Feibleman's
Patterns of Thought

Article by Henry Pim
D OROTHY FEIBLEMAN'S DELICATE PATTERNED VESSELS

"are made from many different clay bodies.
X_*0 Her extraordinary achievement is that she
creates a sense of logic from such diverse, almost con-
tradictory materials.

Feibleman's art is the art of amalgamation. She
travels widely and in recent years has set up tempo-
rary studios in a number of countries. In her travels,
Feibleman buys the locally available material to add
to her palette and in any one piece you might expect
to find clays from Japan, Hungary, France, America
and England. Feibleman is known for the extraor-
dinary range of coloured clays that she has at her
command and she also incorporates clay bodies that
behave differently in the kiln. Some of her clays are

designed to bloat and distort, producing subtle text-
uring, others are formulated to produce translucency.
In contrast to these lively materials which change so
much in the kiln, she uses refractory clays that remain
opaque and physically stable in the firings. To make
such diverse various clays hold together is a technical
achievement of a high order. Her extraordinary ach-
ievement, however, is that she forms these materials
into objects so dense with meaning.

Before firing, coils and slabs of these various bodies
are laminated together, cut into slices and then rolled
out into finely patterned sheets which, when pressed
into moulds, form the small vessels.

Pick up one of Feibleman's detailed vessels and you
are immediately involved in a process of visual and
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Window to Atlantis Series. 1995. London. Photo: Mark Johnson.

tactile examination. You feel the slight variation of
texture and start to notice the subtly distorted motifs.

An important aspect of this work is that the pat-
terns do not exactly repeat, they alter as the eye trav-
els from one part of the vessel to another. In some
pieces, the motifs may start small and regular at the
centre but stretch and distort towards the rim. Some
of her pieces have an obvious symmetry, one half of
the vessel echoing the other, like the wings of some
wonderful insect.

Other pieces are made up from a series of tiny
forms that jostle together like shellfish on a rock. By
holding the piece up to the light, you can see the
dappled effect of translucent material laid along-
side opaque material. You also begin to notice the
way she manipulates her colours, sometimes creating
dramatic contrast or, elsewhere, making a blend
from one colour to another by a series of impercep-
tible steps.

This is not a technique of applied surface decora-
tion. What you see on the surface is a cross-section of
the layered clays. The patterning goes all the way
through. The pieces, in other words, are the pattern.
The experience you are being given is akin to examin-
ing a sliver of tissue under a microscope, or standing

before a cliff face that reveals a series of rock strata. In
this sense, Feibleman offers one view of many possi-
bilities. Sliced at a different angle, the formations
would appear differently.

The range of pattern that this way of working
produces is extraordinary. Blocks of colour, stripes,
swirls, and various grid forms have become part of
her repertoire. Essentially, this is an abstract process.
It seems unlikely that the individual motifs are meant
to be symbolic, or representational. By using the
structures and repeats that are such an importantpart
of her work, Feibleman is engaging with a discourse
that leads us to a series of meanings.

In the first instance, the process of making rhyth-
mic pattern answers the processes of our own bodies,
which live by a succession of repeated functions. Per-
haps, because our lives are measured in heartbeats,
by breaths, we think of time as a succession of
repeated events. All repeats, whether by visual mark,
by movement, or by using sound, make reference to
the way we live, and to the way we pass through time.

The clays melded into this work are diverse,
having different qualities, and coming from different
places. In this, there is a reference to the way histories
and identities develop. Things in our world are rarely
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White Wzite Wings Spiral. 1999. Phioto: Mark Johnson.

Window to Atlantis. 1999. Shigaraki. Photo: Mark Jolnson.

elemental. As our cultures and our personal histories
evolve, it is nearly always by a process of combination
and reaction.

The logic of pattern also reflects the way we conceive
the world. Themes and variations are akin to the men-
tal processes whereby we come to terns with our expe-
rience. Patterns set up a system of rules giving a
framework within which to make sense of the sepa-
rate parts. This is the way language develops. We
learn to identify an experience because it is similar to
something encountered before. In Feibleman's work,

forms stretch and mutate. Lines wave and alter. We
are invited to 'read' these variations, and decipher the
logic from which they spring.

While Dorothy Feibleman's style has remained dis-
tinctive throughout her career, it has continued to
evolve. In 1995, during her residency at Kecskem6t, in
Hungary, the 'white on white' work was developed.
This work, using a restrained palette of whites and a
range of subtle textures, demands more of the viewer
and delivers more surprises. Viewed in one light, these
pieces appear as simple matt white forms standing on
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Wtite White Wing. 1999. Shigaraki. Photo: Mark Johnson.

Geometric White White. 1999. Shigaraki.
Photo: Mark Johnson.
black bases. Lit from another angle, the small vessels
glow with diffused luminosity and the complex web
of patterning appears. Paradoxically, this more lim-
ited use of colour has produced some of the most chal-
lenging vessels she has made.

A 'white on white' piece from 1998 was acquired by
the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York and is

Asymmetrical. 1997. London. Photo: Thomas Ward.

included in their current exhibition 'A Century of
Design, Part IV: 1975-2001' which runs until January
2002. This is a fitting tribute to the extraordinary way
Dorothy Feibleman continues to evolve the language
of her work.
Henry Pim is a sculptor in day and Head of Ceramnics at the
National College of Art and Design, Dublin, Ireland.
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