
    LES LAWRENCE – (1940 - ) 
 
The ceramic art career of Les Lawrence is noted for his explorations in surface decorations – 
most notably printmaking on clay – and his generous sharing of his knowledge with the ceramic 
community.  From his earliest experiments with mixing glazes in high school through his 
distinguished teaching career at Grossmont College in El Cajon, CA, Lawrence has promoted 
curiosity and freedom in both his own work and that of his students.  Among his most 
recognizable works are his sculptural teapots, formed of slabs with silk-screened images whose 
narratives invite the viewer to find his own interpretation.  Lawrence‟s images often reflect his 
commitment to social and political ideals, a commitment which extends to the materials he uses; 
to avoid the use of oil-based inks and other toxic materials Lawrence formulated a printing 
technique which uses colored slips and water, thus eliminating harm to both the artist and the 
environment.  Since retiring from teaching in 2005, Lawrence and his wife, artist Jaye Lawrence, 
have made their home and studio in Carefree in the foothills above Phoenix, AZ.  While some of 
Lawrence‟s images convey a dark vision, there is clearly a lighter side as well to the artist 
whose “Artist Statement” ends with:  “Above all I try to remember that “CERAMICS IS JUST AN 
EXCUSE TO START A FIRE.‟”1 
 
 
 
1.  “Artist Statement.”  http://www.ilpi.com/artsource/vce/lawrence.html 
 
 
 

   ARTIST’S STATEMENT – LES LAWRENCE 
 
“My work is about the physical process of making things.  They are vessels in subject but not 
functional.  I think of them as sculpture, photography, and printmaking combined.  I am asked 
about the meanings behind the images.  They are a narrative that is an emotional statement first 
and an intellectual statement second.  As a user of images I realize that my works are subject to 
the viewers‟ imagination, and the stories they create are in fact theirs and not necessarily mine.  
The selected, found, and created images are arranged into a narrative that fits the moment of 
the creation.  I can better explain how I feel when I am working than how I am thinking.  
However, there are specific meanings beyond the political, social, private, and „right or wrong.‟  
Sometimes these issues are timely and at other times they are timeless.  As human beings we 
are responsible for the type of world we contribute to.”1 
 
 
1.   http://www.leslawrence.com/resume.html 
 
 

    RESUME – LES LAWRENCE 
 
1940   Born, Corpus Christi , TX 
 
1960   A.A., South Plains College, Levelland, TX 
 
1962   B.A., Southwestern Oklahoma State College, Weatherford, OK 
 

http://www.ilpi.com/artsource/vce/lawrence.html
http://www.leslawrence.com/resume.html


1962-1964  Technical Illustrator 
 
1964-1966  Texas Tech University, Lubbock, TX, graduate study 
 
1966-1968  Faculty, Hardin-Simmons University, Abilene, TX 
 
1968-1970  M.F.A., Arizona State University, Tempe, AZ 
 
1970-2005  Professor-Ceramics, Grossmont College, El Cajon, CA 
 
Present  Studio Artist, Carefree, AZ 
 
 

   BIOGRAPHY – LES LAWRENCE 
 
Texas-born Les Lawrence traces his lineage back to the original Americans: his great-great-
grandfather was a Cherokee Indian, so a love for and an affinity to the land is in his blood.  He 
grew up in Texas, studying ceramics in high school, and one of his earliest memories is 
experimenting with glazes: taking chemicals from the science lab, crushing the mineral, mixing it 
with the art department‟s one basic glaze, applying it to a piece of clay, and then firing it to see 
what happened.  That his art teacher not only allowed but encouraged this experimentation had 
and continues to have a profound effect on his own career as an artist and a teacher.  Following 
high school he attended South Plains College, Levellands, TX, where he earned an A.A. in Art, 
and then Southwestern Oklahoma State University, Weatherford, OK where he earned his B.A. 
in painting and commercial art.  He first worked as a technical illustrator but soon decided his 
interest lay in the fine arts.  He returned to school to take graduate courses, enrolling in Texas 
Tech University in Lubbock, TX, and studying ceramics, sculpture and printing from 1964-1966.  
It was at Texas Tech that he was introduced to wheel-thrown high-fired stoneware.  He also 
learned to build wheels, kilns and pug mills, using skills derived from welding sculpture and 
customizing cars. 
 
Some aspects of that practical education proved very useful when in 1966 he was invited to 
establish the ceramics and sculpture program at Hardin-Simmons University in Abilene, TX, an 
invitation that proved daunting at first when he arrived to find the “studio” was completely empty.  
Over the next two years he brought the program on line, and when he left in 1968 to pursue a 
graduate degree at Arizona State University, the program at Hardin-Simmons was well- 
equipped with potter‟s wheels, a downdraft gas kiln, a bronze foundry, and many tools and other 
items. 
 
Lawrence‟s move to Arizona nurtured his art.  “The desert was truly a wonderful, inspirational 
environment for my art.  I really liked the heat and especially the quality of the region‟s natural 
light.  It was a special place and time.  I was simultaneously encouraged and left alone; I tried a 
lot of things – some worked, some didn‟t.  But success is in the search.”1  After receiving the 
M.F.A. degree in ceramics in 1970, Lawrence accepted a position in the Ceramics Department 
at Grossmont College, El Cajon, CA, rising to the position of Professor and Head of the 
Ceramics  Department before his retirement in 2005.  During his teaching career Lawrence 
brought to his students the same freedom and encouragement to experiment that he had found 
so liberating in his own education.  His skills as a teacher have been recognized by his inclusion 
in Who’s Who in Education, numerous invitations to give lectures and demonstrations, and his 
position as co-chair for the NCECA conference held in San Diego in 1993. 



 
Lawrence‟s curiosity and penchant to experiment is also evident in the way his work has 
evolved.  In the early 1970s he explored postfiring lusters using a propane torch.  Initially the 
thermal shock caused a great deal of loss, but by experimenting with rates of heating and timing 
he developed a successful process that permitted a variety of effects.  The next set of 
experiments led to one of his most recognizable achievements – printing on clay.  Through a 
series of trial and error a method of silk-screening images on clay evolved, images that could be 
manipulated once they were printed on the clay surface.  Over time he moved away from using  
oil-based inks and other products whose toxic nature, he believes, are dangerous to the artist 
and to the environment.  Instead he formulated a way to use colored slips which are screened 
onto smooth plaster bats.  The images can then be manipulated but rather than using turpentine 
or acetone he uses water and a variety of implements.  Once the image is to his liking, he pours 
casting slip over it, and the dried porcelain will pick up the image when it is peeled off the 
plaster.  A series of slabs can be created and combined to produce the final vessel.  Another 
technique makes use of modern technology, using the laser printer to make decals on decal 
paper which can then be used to decorate the clay vessel.  Lawrence has generously shared 
his vast experience and techniques of printmaking on clay by establishing the International 
Museum of Print and Clay, a web-based organization that fosters free and open exchange 
among artists working in these techniques. 
 
While Lawrence‟s work has been primarily sculptural vessels, he has also made series of 
functional ware.  In the 1980s a combination of a difficult economy and the interest of his 
students in how to produce work that could provide them with a living led Lawrence to 
concentrate for a while on dinnerware.  He sold some of his ware in craft shows but also made a 
line for the upscale Neiman-Marcus department store.  While the work was well-received and 
sold well, Lawrence found both the aggravations of working with commercial institutions and the 
working style of production pottery did not agree with him.  He produced the dinnerware for 
about ten years but no longer makes functional work except on special order. 
 
It is clear from the images that Lawrence selects that his passions extend beyond the world of 
ceramic art.  He is committed to social and political ideals as well, ideas that often find their 
expression both in the images chosen and their placement and use on the vessel. The surface 
decoration is not dictated by the piece nor is it always planned out; rather it arises from the work 
itself, what Lawrence describes as “…a narrative that fits the moment of creation.”2  Indeed the 
interpretation of the images is largely left to the viewer.  Writing in his “Artist Statement” for the 
New Visions exhibition Lawrence stated:  “…My images are arranged and repeated to convey 
private thoughts that seldomly are pointedly direct.  They are purposely ambiguous.  I am willing 
to allow viewers to create their own narratives when viewing this work….”3 
 
Les Lawrence‟s work has been shown in a large number of exhibitions and is included in a wide 
range of public and private collections, among them are:  E. B. Crocker Art Museum, 
Sacramento, CA; Arizona State University Art Museum; Whitty Museum, San Antonio, TX; 
Southland Museum, Invercargill, New Zealand; and Won-Kwang University, Korea.  In addition 
he has received awards and honors for both his art and his teaching.  Following his retirement, 
Les Lawrence and his wife, artist Jaye Lawrence, returned to the desert of Arizona, settling into 
a home and studio in Carefree in the foothills north of Phoenix where Lawrence continues to 
share his extensive knowledge and explore new horizons of ceramic art. 
 
 
 



1.  Les Lawrence.  “Freedom to Experiment, in Les Lawrence: a Ceramics Monthly Portfolio.”  
Ceramics Monthly 41 (April 1993). 
2.  http://www.leslawrence.com/resume.html 
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http://www.leslawrence.com 
Web site for Les Lawrence 
 
http://www.printandclay.net/printandclay/lawrence.l.resume.htm 
Resume of Les Lawrence on International Museum of Print and Clay site 
 
http://www.printandclay.net/printandclay/viewpointtext.htm 
Les Lawrence.  “Panelists: Bruce Breckenridge, Les Lawrence, Richard Shaw.” Panel on 
Viewpoint Ceramics: The Photographic Image, report. 
 
http://www.ilpi.com/artsource/vce/lawrence.html 
New Vision-Teapot #394147 with artist statement 
 
http://www.cumbrianblues.com/hotoffthepress/hot_off_the_press.htm 
Hot Off the Press Ceramics and Print exhibition 
 
http://www.wassonart.com/artweek_march_05.htm 
Article: “Jaye Lawrence and Les Lawrence.” 
 
http://www.ceramicstoday.com/articles/lawrence.htm 
“Pot of the Week: Les Lawrence.” 
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