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Abstract

There is something very compelling about using clay to spur discussions about climate
change as it comes directly from the earth and contains memory of its past forms. It bears scars,
cracks, and weaknesses, much like how the earth bears the mark of men. These works are each
made by building up masses of clay before wiping, carving and cutting sections away from the
larger form, leaving channels and ridges, not unlike the processes which formed the original
material or continue to shape the earth.

However, as a result of industrialized man-made climate change, many of the world’s
glaciers and ice sheets are melting at an ever-increasing rate. In Greenland, standing water on top
of glaciers absorbs heat from the sun, deepening meltwater channels to the bedrock and causing
the glaciers to melt faster. This issue is accelerated by warm ocean water melting the ice from the
bottom as hot air does the same from the top. This will wreak catastrophic damage on the
environment, irreparably altering coastlines and wiping entire islands off the map. While the ice

itself is ephemeral, this work serves as a snapshot in time of the permanent damage being done.
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Process Analysis Statement

Definitions
Macrocrystalline glaze: a type of glaze that contains very little alumina. Alumina serves as a
refractory and a thickener, raising the melting point for a reaction to occur within the glaze and
preventing the glaze from flowing off the form. A glaze with little to no alumina has a lower
melting temperature and flows more easily. This movement allows large crystalline structures to
form where a glaze with more alumina would be stiffer and unable to grow crystals.
Volcano glaze: a type of glaze that contains silicon carbide, which makes it bubble and crater to
create a surface akin to pumice or very porous stone.
Slab building: a construction method in which the clay is rolled out into flat slabs, which are then
used to construct forms by darting, stretching, and joining.
Coil building: a construction method in which clay is extruded or rolled into long coils, which
are then stacked on top of each other, usually in a spiral.
Leather hard: a state of the clay body when it has dried enough to stiffen and hold its shape, but
is still wet enough to be workable
Bisque: The first firing of a clay form, with only the bare clay fired. This removes all water and
causes a chemical reaction that solidifies the clay permanently, preventing it from being
rehydrated and reused. This is also one of its most delicate states. It is very porous in this state.
Slip: a liquid clay that can be painted onto a wet clay form for surface decoration.
Process Analysis

| was originally drawn to this topic in the fall of 2021 when | read an article about
Thwaites Glacier in western Antarctica. At the time, | knew climate change was a severe issue,

but | had no concrete way of contextualizing what that kind of environmental damage would



look like.! The article discussed the havoc that the collapse of the Thwaites ice shelf would
wreak on the environment through rising sea levels and climate change, and the sense of
imminent doom that that created stuck with me as | continued my studies. When | finally began
preparing my senior thesis, it was still in the back of my mind until it became the only idea | had
that truly held my interest.

Originally, my plan was to create several individual monolithic structures that would sit
on the gallery floor. After creating my first one, I realized that I wasn’t achieving the scale I had
envisioned, and that it would not have the same impact in the way | was making it. The advice |
received at that point was to consider flipping the piece | had created upside down and build up
from what had been its bottom. That prompted me to consider creating one very large piece
made up of smaller components with which I could play with textures and colors. | went back to
the drawing board and planned a large structure with a welded frame, onto which I could attach
the smaller individual pieces. | wanted to leave gaps between parts to add to the feeling of this
large thing diminishing in size, with sections representing volcanic activity and others
representing glaciers. The whole piece would somewhat resemble an iceberg, which fit into the
concept that climate change was a much bigger problem than many people were noticing.

As | began creating work, I quickly realized that my topic was too broad and I didn’t
know how to translate all the different things | was thinking about and researching onto clay. |
originally wanted to focus on glaciers and volcanoes, as inspired by a recent trip to Iceland.
However, all my attempts at anything volcanic fell flat. The crater glazes | attempted to create
seemed more like construction foam than rock. When I tried to create a work to use them on, my

professor’s advice was that a good glaze cannot save or fix a bad piece, and I was inclined to

! Kaplan 2021.



agree. At that point, | pivoted around the topic several times in an attempt to find direction again.
I still liked the texture pieces | had been drawn to after moving away from the idea of the six
monoliths, but nothing looked right. At one point, when | was looking at the artworks that
inspired me alongside my own, | realized that | was trying to focus my work on a microscopic
scale rather than a macroscopic one. The imagery and themes that | was drawn to were mostly
overview shots, often from a bird’s eye view. After taking a step back, | began playing with
texture and depth based on those kinds of pictures, and realized how much | was fascinated by
glacial meltwater channels.

This was also the point that | looked back at the artists | had been looking to for
inspiration, as well as some new ones [ hadn’t previously looked into. A major inspiration
moving forward was Zaria Forman, whose drawings pushed me to reconsider what | was trying
to force the clay to do and be alongside what it realistically could be. Her drawings are two
dimensional, but she created an impressive range of depth with color alone, and managed to
show a landscape that looks almost abstract.? | then created a the first of the pieces | ended up
using almost on a whim. | had started entirely by coilbuilding, but the first monolith had taught
me that that didn’t build up or create texture in the way I wanted. For the smaller components, |
had switched to mostly building with soft slab, but those were unwieldy and extremely fragile.
For the new components, | rolled out thick slabs to serve as the base of my pieces and let those
dry out enough to sit on the stand I’d built without folding over it. I then took large chunks of
clay and shaped them into a rough estimation of what they would be on the slab before attaching
them by scoring both pieces and spraying them with water. Finally, once the pieces were

attached, 1 smoothed them out and added more clay or carved it away as needed.

2 Kovan 2019.



Because | sculpted them solid, these pieces were roughly 20 to 30 pounds once
assembled, at which point | would let them dry to the leather hard state on the outside before
removing them from the stand and flipping them upside down to hollow them out. This would
significantly reduce their weight. The last step was to reinforce the edges of the piece by adding
a thick coil to create a lip to hang it off of, and flip it over to cover it in white slip. The slip
allowed me to mimic the color of porcelain and later served as a better, brighter base for glazes
to be more vibrant.

When | began this project, | had intended to use macrocrystalline glazes because of their
low viscosity, which allows them to form crystalline structures within the glaze during the firing
process. However, they are also notoriously finicky, and | was unable to achieve the results I
wanted when | tested them. At this point, | decided to move on to other glazes with similar
properties and settled on a snowflake crackle glaze.® My favorites of the test tiles had a layered
effect of small crystals and shapes within the glazes. Because it did not take colorants well, |
instead decided to use mason stains and cobalt carbonate as an underglaze, mixing those with
water to create a thin paint that | layered on. The bisqueware immediately sucked up the water,
leaving the fine powder of the stains on the surface.* | then added a thick layer of the snowflake
glaze, paying particular attention to the channels between the forms on the pieces. These were
then fired laying flat.

In the planning process for how to display the wall pieces, | decided to leave space
between them so they seemed to emerge from the wall. | wanted them to have a rather
monumental presence, so | laid them out in a way that would have them stretching high over the

viewer’s head. Additionally, | did not want them to each be small vignettes, but to interact with

3 See related images for test tiles.
4 See related images for piece with stains applied.



each other as a whole, so | tried to position them in a way that had the channels flowing into each
other and around the raised surfaces.

After going back and forth on how | wanted to give my work a presence in the gallery, |
decided not to totally scrap my monoliths. However, looking at the one I’d created, I wanted the
next one to be much bigger. | was especially inspired by the work of Olafur Eliasson, an
Icelandic artist. | loved the
Your submerged spectator
installation and was very
drawn to his choice of
orientation for the sculptures
in that series.® It helped me
to reconsider how | wanted

to display the monoliths so

they had more presence. His
A

Olafur Eliasson

Kunsthaus Ziirich

Photo by Franca Candrian
https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK111034/your-submerged-
spectator#slideshow

on a deep level.® This series

of installations included a

sundial with 12 large blocks

of calved Greenland ice, which were placed outdoors in various European cities. People could
interact with the ice, but it would melt away as they did. | was drawn to the experience of seeing
these massive pieces of ice after they’d been sitting in the sun and had melted to be smaller than

a person, and how that might impact the viewer on an emotional level.

® Eliasson 2021.
6 Eliasson and Rosing, 2018.
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Ice Watch, 2014

Olafur Eliasson

City Hall Square, Copenhagen

Photos by Anders Sune Berg
https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK109190/ice-watch

When planning the next monolith, | decided that | wanted it to be a bit shorter than the
average person, but still achieve a height that an adult could truly interact with, rather than the
very short monolith | had first created. | started this new one by once again building with coils,
but quickly decided that it was not achieving the height | wanted fast enough while also using up
a large quantity of clay. At that point | switched between layering thick slabs and coils on the
piece. The slabs allowed me to pinch and stretch different areas in a way that would likely crack
if 1 did it with coils, while the coils filled in any gaps in height between the slabs and could be
worked while much wetter, whereas the slabs had to be quite stiff before adding more on. 1 also
used a paddle to shape the form as | went, pounding on the piece to adjust the shape while still
leather hard. T didn’t polish the monoliths off nearly as much as I did with the wall pieces, as I
wanted to leave gouges and deep finger marks on the surface to create texture and a feeling of it

being more naturally formed. Once I had fully built the piece, | added white slip, but decided not


https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK109190/ice-watch

to glaze it. After it came out of the bisque Kiln, I discovered that I liked the fairly pristine white
surface, and I think that adding glaze would have taken away from the overall effect.

After firing them, | did not want the pieces to feel so solidly grounded sitting on the floor.
I still liked the idea of leaving negative space as I would have if I’d stayed with the iceberg idea,
but I didn’t want to flip them upside down. Instead, I traced the footprint of each monolith onto
plywood and cut it out as precisely as possible. I then cut up a 2x4 inch plank of wood into 6
inch segments and played around with different placements before finding an orientation that |
felt would be sturdy. I screwed the segments onto the plywood bases to serve as legs and painted
them white to match the monoliths. This created a negative space beneath the monoliths that |
felt made it seem like the viewer could be interacting with them as they floated by in a watery
environment.

Glaciers

The onus for this project really came about this past summer, when | went to Iceland with
my family. Unfortunately, we didn’t get to go see any glaciers, but a tour guide on a trip to
various popular sites and a visit to the Perlan Museum gave me a lot of information on the
importance of volcanic activity on the island and the role that glaciers play in that. Ultimately,
however, | found myself focusing more on Greenland and the Antarctic than on Iceland.

In order to understand how rising levels of sea ice are a problem, one needs to know the
basic structure of a glacier. They are not just giant pieces of ice — they are constantly in motion.
Though they are made up of mostly solid ice, the pressure that the weight of thicker sections puts
on the glacier as a whole means that the ice is constantly moving outward. When a glacier flows
out over a body of water, it has a belt of ice, or an ice shelf, that holds it in. This shelf is already

in the water, so pieces that break off don’t necessarily affect water levels. Crevasses and



cleavage in the surface of the ice shelf leave weak points for icebergs to break off into the water,
a process called calving. There is water below the shelf as well, which can contribute to the melt
rate when the water is too warm. However, the further that the water extends beneath the ice
shelf, the more it can weaken it. Once the shelf is gone, the force being exerted from the top
down on the glacier forces more ice to flow into the water. The sea floor beneath the ice shelf
usually slopes downward, acting as a slide to allow more ice to flow into the ocean.

The ice from glaciers is usually composed of freshwater as opposed to the salt water of
the oceans it will flow into. When the freshwater ice melts, it affects the salinity of the seawater
around it and causes it to warm. The saltwater traps carbon dioxide and heat in the ocean, and the
sudden introduction of freshwater releases this.’

Thwaites Glacier & Antarctica

The origin of my interest in this topic was the Thwaites Glacier in western Antarctica. It’s
frequently been referred to as the “Doomsday glacier” in the media due to its critical state.® It is
currently at a high risk of collapsing within the next 5 years, which would allow a glacier the size
of Florida to flow into the ocean uninhibited.® The collapse of Thwaites alone would raise sea
levels by 2 feet, and is likely to destabilize surrounding glaciers, which would trigger up to 11
feet of global sea level rise.*® This would wipe the Marshall Islands and the Maldives off the map
altogether.

The statement that really stuck with me as | dug into this topic was the fact that we won’t
know whether we’re past the point of no return until it’s far too late. There is no way to tell if all

the measures we’re putting in place to stop global warming will have had any effect until years

7 Abraham 2018.
8 Ramirez 2021.

% Ramirez 2021.

10 Beeler 2019.



down the line, when whatever will happen has already passed. There is no exact temperature that
has been determined to be the tipping point, but current estimates place it between 2 and 3
degrees Celsius. If every nation honored its commitments to the Paris Agreement, the
temperature would still rise by 2.7 degrees Celsius.'! All the models and prediction tools in the
world can’t guarantee how glacial melt will play out, and a great part of that is that there is no
way to determine how fast an overheated ice sheet can destabilize. The combined mass of the
Antarctic ice sheets hold enough water to raise global sea levels by 190 feet. *
Greenland

A major focus of the issues facing the Greenland ice sheets is albedo, or the reflectivity
of the ice itself as well as the water on top of it. The more reflective the ice, the less likely it is to
absorb solar energy that causes it to melt. However, when there is standing water atop the ice, the
albedo changes and the surface becomes less reflective. For the first time in recorded history, the
Greenland ice sheets experienced rainfall in 2021, which has added dark water on top of the
ice.™® This creates a melting affect that works from the top down, compounded by the fact that
there are meltwater channels running down to the bedrock and warm water melting Greenland
ice sheets from the bottom as well.

A major concern for the Northern Hemisphere is the Arctic Amplification phenomenon.
As sea ice melts, it exposes swaths of dark water which absorb more sunlight and heat. This
issue is especially prevalent in regions of the Arctic, causing them to warm faster than the rest of
the hemisphere.!* With the Greenland ice sheet ranking as the second largest in the world after

Antarctica, Arctic amplification only accelerates the already pressing issue of glacial melt.

11 Beeler 2019.

12 Borunda 2022.

13 Kaplan 2021.

14 Lamont-Doherty Earth Observatory 2016.



10

Currently, Greenland and Antarctica are fighting neck-and-neck for the title of greatest
contributor to sea level rise, with Greenland in the lead.

Warm ocean water serves as the biggest controller of Greenland ice melt, especially
along the coast. With historically cold fjords several hundred meters deep, the glaciers were
relatively protected. However, warm water has begun to encroach upon the fjords, extending
thousands of meters down beneath the ice, eating away at it.°

Meltwater channels embedded into the glaciers are called moulins. They can drain water
very quickly to the bottom of the glacier, and may help reduce friction so the ice can move more
quickly over the bedrock.® These moulins were one of the biggest inspirations for my project.
There are overhead images of the drainage channels in Greenland, and | felt very much
compelled to incorporate them into my work. My wall pieces are much more abstract, but the
moulins are there. When | was trying to find a way to create work about glacial melt without
simply creating models of it, | found myself returning to these images of moulins and playing

with them until I found something 1 liked.

15 Borunda 2019.
16 University Corporation for Atmospheric Research.
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Artist’s Statement
I think that there is something very compelling about using clay to spur discussions about
climate change, because it comes directly from the earth. In its most basic, impure form, a person
could dig it straight out of the ground. Clay has a memory of its past forms. Unless it is properly
joined and integrated into itself, it bears scars, cracks, and weak points, much like how the earth
will bear the mark of man-made climate change for generations to come, even in the best case
scenario of it being remedied. | created these works by building up masses of clay before wiping,
carving and cutting sections away from the larger form, leaving channels and ridges.
Additionally, the process of turning it into something that will withstand the test of time requires
heating it in a kiln.
As a result of industrialized, man-made climate change, many of the world’s glaciers and ice
sheets are melting at a rapid rate. In Greenland, standing water on top of glaciers absorbs heat
from the sun, deepening meltwater channels to the bedrock and causing the glaciers themselves
to melt faster. Icelandic jokuls (glaciers) sit on top of volcanoes, serving as insulators so they
don’t erupt as often. The ice shelf on the edge of Thwaites Glacier in Antarctica —referred to as
the “Doomsday glacier”— is at a high risk of collapsing within the next five years, allowing a
glacier the size of Idaho to flow into the ocean uninhibited, raising the sea level by several feet.
This issue is accelerated by warm ocean water melting the ice from the bottom as hot air does the
same from the top. This will all wreak catastrophic damage on the environment, irreparably
altering coastlines and wiping entire islands off the map. While the ice itself is ephemeral, this

work serves as a snapshot in time of the permanent damage being done.



Supplemental Images

The first wall piece | made before being hollowed out.
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The second wall piece | made, before it was hollowed out.
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The largest of the wall pieces — before bisquing, it was roughly 2.5 feet long.
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The back of one wall component after being excavated, just before attaching clay to reinforce the

edges — the coil at the bottom right.
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Monolith #2 in the early stages of construction — the base was coil built, but | decided to try

semisoft slabs to gain height faster.



Monolith #2 in the later stages of construction, before the top was closed off.
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The underglaze process — the light blue is Robin’s Egg mason stain #6376, the darker blue is

Dark Teal mason stain #6371, and the purple is cobalt carbonate.
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Test tile of Snowflake Crackle #4ish glaze, version 2, found on Glazy.org here


https://glazy.org/recipes/19106
https://glazy.org/materials/180561

The wall pieces after installation, before lighting.
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The final installation with both wall pieces and monoliths.
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