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Betty Woodman, Untiled, 1983, glazed earthenware, 10 ½” x 13 ½” x 4 ½”. 

by Madeleine Lord 

Over the course of a year, artist Nancy Gruskin selected works by 11 others with studio visits as far 
afield as New York City and London, United Kingdom for “Object Lessons,” an exhibition on view 
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through August 10 at the Concord Center for the Visual Arts. In her beautifully designed and written 
catalog, Gruskin wonders, “why are vessels in particular the objects of affection for so many artists?” 

In the much-admired minimalist paintings of Giorgio Morandi, vessels are faithful servants, stoic and 
still in eternal yoga poses. The 2017 “Matisse in the Studio” exhibition at the Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston, included vases and a gifted chocolate pot which he stated like actors play roles and had 
anthropomorphic use in his compositions. 

In the works created by Gruskin and her selected artists, vessels do more than stand still. They defy 
assumptions about form or function, are ghosted by their outline, look like they will vanish or have 
recently formed, refuse to be useful, take on a monumental size, defy gravity or multiply out of 
control. In a benign version of the horcrux imagined by J. K. Rowling in her Harry Potter series, the 
vessels in each of these artists' works enclose a portion of a soul and are safe keepers of the artists’ 
stories. 

Gruskin earned a B.A. in studio art at Connecticut College, a PHD in Art History at Boston University 
and a J.D at New England School of Law. When I asked her about being both a lawyer and a 
teaching and practicing artist, she found the link, saying that the core of being a public defender for 
criminal appeals required a lot of creativity. 

I acquired a work by Gruskin from Concord Arts a few years ago. I was smitten with her ability to 
paint a paper grocery bag on the kitchen counter with a group of small yellow jonquils peeking out 
and declare that moment when spring launches hope. All the shapes are reduced to simple forms, 
yet the moment is captured perfectly. 

Her two recent works in the Concord Art exhibit, “Ottoman Velvet” and “Kiku,” are homages to vitrine 
display of collections, individual objects on display on pure white paper, no indication of location, no 
horizon, no shadows. Both works contain images of classical amphora shapes both positive and 
negative. Her palette is colorful and there is no hesitation to draw and paint in the same work. Many 
of Gruskin’s selections for this exhibit break the rules of representing one media, combining clay, 
paper, drawing, painting and stitching, photo manipulation. Many vessels depicted in this exhibit are 
no longer functioning, but rebellious and symbolic. 

A work by Betty Woodman, “Untitled,” 1983, a brilliantly glazed two handled ceramic piece, greets 
you when you enter the exhibition space. Woodman was the first living female artist given a “survey 
exhibit” at the New York Metropolitan Art Museum in 2006. Gruskin had a friend who knew her and 
loaned this work for the exhibit. Gruskin noted, “what appeals to me was her ability to float between 
two and three dimensions, … vessels become canvases for painting.” 

Abigail Dudley’s oil on linen, “Recipe,” depicts a kitchen table with measuring cups, a jug of milk and 
a double bellied bottle like POM juice. A fan blows implying hot weather as an open window shows it 



is dark outside. The artist is half profiled on the edge of the composition. This Bonnard-styled delight 
implies that the cook is like an artist combining memories and objects in the recipe of visual stories. 

Karen Lederer’s “Spill” is a vibrant crafted painting that Gruskin aligns with 17th century Dutch 
memento mori works. Highly patterned bowls sail like boats on a complex wavy blue cloth sea, a 
straw drips, a stain expands while bugs explore. Except for the one vessel supporting flowers that 
bend to time, the vessels do not identify their contents, only imply their willingness to be useful and 
of cheer. 

Kayla Mohammadi’s oil on canvas “Overlap IV” painting is another work in the show where blue 
dominates. The central wavy, lidded dotted vase has a thin orange lip that beckons for contents. Like 
helicoptering parents, two tall tri-lobed blue jars stand behind the vase. Gruskin noted that 
Mohammadi’s parents from Finland and Iran provided a home that included Persian rugs and 
Marimekko fabrics. Mohammadi’s stable vertical design, delight in color and impish patterning imply 
that it was a great way to grow up as an artist. 

Cuban born photographer Abelardo Morell’s wall size photo montage, “Panorama: Translucent 
Ceramic Containers on Long Table,” delivers an infinity of overlapping vessels, where some have 
shattered. They float and vanish in a dark surround, as if vying for attention, replacing their original 
elegant shapes with disturbance and chaos. It is like the “Fantasia” animation “The Sorcerer’s 
Apprentice,” where borrowed magic creates unpredictable outcomes. 

There are many works by Maureen Nathan in this exhibit where she reveres form and delivers 
symbolic function. Paper pitchers with generous beak-like spouts can only pour imagined cream or 
gravy. Nathan is a print artist who has used oat milk foil packaging to make her plates. Prints that no 
longer amuse her become useless folded gorgeous pitchers. Her sublime work “Washing Cups” is a 
collage of jars and pitcher prints, clustered like the selfless volunteers who bathed and prepared 
bodies after the attacks in Israel on October 7. 

Alison Owen and Kathleen O’Hara break all the media category rules. Both work in ceramics. Owen 
flattens out her vessels, so they store only a slim pocket of air. Her “Figures Carrying Vases” is a 
meta piece where a stoneware silhouette surface is collaged with a photo of a classical Greek 
carving of two women carrying large vases. Owen may add a snippet of bright tape or a random 
wire. In “Amphora,” O’Hara paints woven stitched fabric with ceramic glazes. The painted black 
outline of the classic shape applies a ghost of useful holder of liquid like an incantation to its 
function. The subtle colors paler in the jar and the one square that could be a cork top made me 
laugh with her reward for a close inspection. 

Padma Rajendran’s “Full Cup” is the largest work and vessel image in the exhibit. The gold fringed 
chalice depicted on her painted and stitched fabric work could hold enough holy water to bless a 
generation. A smiling set of lips acknowledges the tasseled wand that dips into it to deliver a spray of 



uplift. There are small black prints of classical jars that surround it, implying historical sustenance as 
well. 

Gwen Strahle gives the nautilus shell a small mention in her large “Shadow Painting” and the leading 
role in a smaller work, “Nautilus.” This object is known for its natural embodiment of the Fibonacci 
sequence, a spiral of mathematical infinite additive numbers. There are many hints of meaning in her 
misty veiled works. In the show’s catalog, Gruskin noted that Strahle covers her collection of “actor 
objects” in the studio to keep them hers alone until they appear in a painting. 

Becky Street’s “Vessel Quilt” and “20 Vessels” monoprints hang behind the desk as you enter the 
Concord Art Gallery. In muted ink tones and multi-image compositions, they quietly prepare the 
visitor for the glorious assembly of vessel imagery that lies ahead. Street and Gruskin’s works are 
closely aligned, and in 2023, they were side by side in an exhibit titled “The Shape of Things” at the 
Shift Gallery in Seattle. When you explore both artist’s works, you can understand the harmonies 
that their mutual oeuvres provide. Their reduction to essential form, abandonment of horizon depth 
and shadow, celebration of color redefines essential food groups of art. 

Street’s two works in “Object Lessons” also give us visual metaphor to celebrate differences in a 
single human species. We are all vessels of our own time allowance on this shared earth, and we 
have that honor alongside every other being. 

 


	Artscope Online: July/August 2025 
	OBJECT LESSONS 
	VESSELS TAKE THE SPOTLIGHT AT CONCORD ART 


