
1 Pupa, syringed porcelain, 2010, H5cm
2 Syringe Forms, syringed porcelain and
high-fired red clay, 2007-2010, H7cm max

Art and Nature
The organic and the constructed meet in
Jonathan Keep's intriguing new Syringe
Forms. Bonnie Kemske investigates.

Whirls merge into bumps. Growths erupt from small nodes. Narrow
tubules extend from a central body. These finely wrought porcelain
works, some barely six centimetres long, are like nothing seen before,
yet they evoke an uncanny sense of recognition. Are they hornets'
nests? Worm casts? Complex underground constructions of some
unknown and unidentified creature? Some reference body parts.
One appears to be a half-formed baby on its back, arms out in the
Moro or startle reflex. A few are like slow-moving creatures, arms
and feelers extended, ready to pull themselves along. Others allude to
the phantasmagorical, strange and unsettling but infinitely intriguing.
Yet there is an odd beauty and grace in these miniature sculptures,
and a sense of the animate that draws us into a relationship with them.

Peering into the opening of one, you see a chamber here, another
there, constantly urging your attention farther into the interior.
There is a strange sense of one's Lilliputian self standing at the
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entrance to some cavernous insect dwelling. They place us in the
privileged position of seeing into the intimate moments of a world
no human has had access to.

ORGANIC These miniature forms appear to have created themselves
with no reference to a designer, developing either through growth,
as in those that appear to come from the sea bed, or through some
construction that seems random to our eyes. The sense of this natural
growth gives the work integrity, and their small size and delicacy
suggests fragility, but not frailness. In addition to his tableware Keep
is also known for his sculptural vessel forms. Where the large
sculptures, especially the floor pots, evoke a sense of indestructibility,
these delicate Syringe Forms appear far from indestructible but rather
enduring, as tenacious as the plant and animal life they echo.

There is no contrivance in the new miniature sculptures. At most
we perceive Jonathan Keep not as maker but as agent, the potter
watching the forms evolve and making small incursions into their
development here or there, but allowing them to grow into the
forms they were intended to be.

Jonathan Keep describes his work as 'exploring the relationship
between art and nature, and more specifically human nature and

aesthetic experience. As self-conscious beings I feel we forget just
how much perception is instinctual - the biology of beauty. I am
interested in how we are drawn to certain natural patterns, structures
and forms. So it is not an observation of nature out there that is my
subject matter but the nature within each of us.'

MAKING Ceramists and others are fascinated by how these delicate
forms came to be. We appreciate their fine textures, created from
the making itself. The white porcelain, of which most are made,
asserts purity and refinement, enhancing both form and texture
through shadowing. We study the construction, curious to find that
they are, in effect, coiled pots, but we soon find ourselves looking
not in a potterish kind of way, but as if we were studying an Escher
print, trying to understand how the complex parts of the structures
fit together.

The basis of all of Keep's sculptural work is a complexity of
form, yet even in its complexity there is a unity of concept. His
large sculptural vessels, human in proportion, display a simple and
clear inner structure, regardless of the bulges, twists and turns that
threaten to destabilise them. It is an inner construct of a harnessed
void. Keep says that it is the hollowness of the form that is 'the
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3 Germ, syringed porcelain, 2010, H20cm
4 Chrysalis I, syringed porcelain, 2007,
H7cm 5 Wormhole 11, syringed high-fired
red clay, 2008, H12cm

beginning of the metaphors and poetic thoughts that the pot form
throws up - hole, cavity, skin, content, shell, enclosed space, inside,
outside, edge and so on.' In the Syringe Forms the void is exposed and
exploited; we feel the privilege of the inner sanctum.

These new works are the result of both frustration and the
ceramist's sense of adventure. During a residency in Denmark in
2002 Keep used a 3D computer modelling program, not as a tool
to carry out preconceived forms, but as a way of evolving shapes
that he could not develop through clay alone. At a later symposium
in Denmark he learned about 3D printing and rapid prototyping in
clay, where the material is laid down layer by layer. Not having access
to prototyping equipment but having noted the similarity between
this construction and traditional coiling, Keep decided to investigate
by using a medical syringe to lay down porcelain slip in extremely
thin coils. This, he found, required the same techniques as traditional
coiling. For instance, the forms had to be allowed to harden after
about three coils were added.

Although the technique is obviously slow and painstaking, it
also seems to have given Keep the freedom to develop new forms
and shapes, not in the way that a 3D program might, but through a
grounded clay-based approach. One can imagine that in the building
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6 Chrysalis II, syringed porcelain. 2007,
H8cm 7 Ear, syringed porcelain, 2007,
H11cm 8 Wormhole IV, syringed porcelain,
2008, H9cm 9 Floor pots drying in studio,
stoneware clay, 2010, H100cm

Keep became absorbed in each form's individuality as it grew in a
way that would not be possible in a larger pot.

ORIGINS When you know that Jonathan Keep is from South Africa,
one of the most biodiverse countries in the world, you begin to see
how his background influences all his ceramic work. It has become
particularly apparent in the Syringe Forms. Contemplation of these
tiny delicate sculptures conjures images of the dry South African
bushveld and of insects living out their own lives independent or
even in spite of human intervention. Keep seems to tap into the
mystique of the African landscape. He says, 'Rarely do I know how
an object will develop when I set out. I rely on the process I am
using combined with my own inner experience, knowledge and
eye. As visual associations are set up I will develop them. In these
works there is a strong sense of how other creatures create forms,
such as ants building ant hills out of the earth. Wasps building
paper nests layer by layer or the casts left by worms. My endeavour
is then to take these associations and build a visual conversation

Photography Jonathan Keep
Jonathan Keep is represented by
Sarah Myerscough Fine Art, London.
Work can also be viewed at Keep's
studio showroom in Suffolk
Email i@keep-art.co.uk
Web www.keep-art.co.uk

around the connection between us and the natural world.' It is
intriguing that even for those of us reared in countries that are
lush with vegetation, where insects are not allowed to dominate
the human environment, and where the very air can seem thick
with moisture, the Syringe Forms also 'build a visual conversation...
between us and the natural world'.

EVOLVING Jonathan Keep is known for the diversity of his ceramic
work and for the depth of development of each new undertaking.
His large sculptural works, recently seen at the Sarah Myerscough
Gallery in London, represent a fully realised exploration of the pot
as metaphor for the human body and the poetic language inherent in
such an investigation. His tableware is refreshing in its refinement
and design. The playful and thoughtful Syringe Forms are an addition to
his repertoire but will no doubt continue to be explored and
developed. Could they become even smaller and more complex? Or
be enlarged to challenge the relationship between form and scale?
They appear to want to interact with each other. Perhaps we will
see an installation of Syringe Forms, a created environment where
humans lose their position of dominance and yield to natural laws
of which we are often not even aware. M
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