
   GRAHAM MARKS – (1951 - ) 

The work of Graham Marks blurs the line between vessel and sculpture and reflects both his 

interest in the art of ancient cultures and his commitment to the preservation of nature in the 

world today.  In a letter to the New York Times dated August 21 1979, Marks described the role 

of the vessel as “a container in the physical sense but at the same time the notion of containing 

operates on a more abstract level.  It is already full, full of gathering from the environment, both 

physical and psychic.”  His ovoid forms, cut in half, seem familiar, natural objects, but they rest 

in unnatural angles and hide more than they show.  While his earlier work emphasized the 

construction, his later work, as he became more and more involved in ecological issues, took on 

a darker tone.  Graham Marks left the ceramic world in the early 1990‟s to become an 

acupuncturist, pursuing both a private practice and working with the humanitarian group 

Acupuncturists Without Borders. 

 

  ARTIST’S STATEMENT – GRAHAM MARKS 

 
“I am moved by a quality present in ceramics from many neolithic cultures throughout the 
world…one senses their makers gathering sources from their world and using that information 
to inform structure and decoration.  There is a feeling of trying to grasp forces much larger than 
the individual – chaos, storms, change.  Aside from utilitarian needs, these vessels are an 
attempt to give intuitions form; trying to capture their essence with an abstract language. 
 
My forms are constructed from coils because I am intrigued with their ability to make 
connections between architecture (animal and human), natural forms, anatomy, and pottery.  I 
work on a scale that is somewhat imposing for ceramics because I want the work to start to 
have a one-to-one relationship with the human body, so that the pieces can exist as 
autonomous beings, not models of things.  I work in clay to enlist the rich and multi-leveled 
references that ceramic materials can have to time, man and structure.”1 
 
1.   Quoted in:  Graham Marks: New Work.  Syracuse, NY: Everson Museum of Art, 1986. 
 

 

   RESUME – GRAHAM MARKS 
 
 
November 18 1951  Born, New York City, NY 
 
1974    B.F.A., Philadelphia College of Art, Philadelphia, PA 
 
1976 M.F.A., New York State College of Ceramics, Division of  

Art and Design, Alfred University, Alfred, NY 
 
1976 Kansas State University Faculty Research Grant 
 



1976-1978 Assistant Professor of Ceramics, Kansas State University, 
Manhattan, KS 

 
1977 Summer School, University of Colorado, Boulder, CO 
 
1978 Summer School, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, MI 
 
1978-1979 Fellowship, National Endowment for the Arts 
 
1980 Summer School, S.U.N.Y., College of Ceramics, Alfred University, 

Alfred, NY 
 
1980-1986 Assistant Professor, School for American Craftsmen, Rochester 

Institute of Technology, Rochester, NY 
 
1984 Sponsored Project Grant, New York State Council on the Arts 
 
1984-1985 Fellowship, National Endowment for the Arts 
 
1985 Fellowship, The New York Foundation for the Arts 
 
1986-1992 Head of Ceramics, Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, MI 
 
1987 Creative Artist Grant, Michigan Council for the Arts 
 
1995-present Acupuncturist, Alfred, NY 

 

   BIOGRAPHY – GRAHAM MARKS 

Graham Marks has followed a circuitous path.  As a boy he dreamed of becoming an 
archaeologist or maybe a French horn musician.  As a young man he pursued modern dance 
with Phoebe Neville and the Martha Graham School, later dancing with Group Motion, a 
Philadelphia company of students of German dancer Mary Wigman.  His pursued art studies at 
Philadelphia College of Art, where he received the B.F.A. degree in 1974, followed by graduate 
work at Alfred University, receiving his M.F.A. degree two years later.  During those years he 
worked on the restoration of the Moravian Pottery and Tileworks in Doylestown, PA and later 
had a studio in Iowa City, IA.  For the next 16 years he pursued a teaching career, first as 
Assistant Professor at Kansas State University; summer sessions at University of Colorado, 
University of Michigan and Alfred; Assistant Professor at Rochester Institute of Technology; and 
finishing his academic career as Head of Ceramics at Cranbrook Academy of Art.  At that time 
Marks made a decision to change careers and left ceramics.  He is now an acupuncturist, with 
both a private and hospital practice, and has been active with Acupuncturists Without Borders, a 
humanitarian organization whose members travel throughout the world offering help to 
communities in need. 
 
Graham Marks‟s work has been described as combining the qualities of both vessel and 
sculpture.  His early forms were coiled, ovoid forms which were then quartered and sliced to 
expose the interior.  A few years later maze-like openings began to appear into his work, 
cavities into the interior.  In 1983 there was a shift.  The forms now had slits or cuts into the 



surface of the ovoid but the slits were too narrow to do more than hint of what lay inside the 
form, the space within now hidden.1  The forms are tilted slightly, engaging the viewer.  
“Although obviously large, imposing, and assumed to be heavy and dense, they appear to defy 
gravity.  Some almost seem to float as they rest gently in their designated spots.  These objects 
do not stand or rise from anywhere in our space or time, yet they remain mysteriously 
accessible,” Wayne Higby stated. 2   Marks achieved this effect by building his coiled pieces 
upside down with the face, therefore, not accessible because it is parallel to the floor.3  
Otherwise the piece would have collapsed under its own weight before it could have reached its 
desired size. The piece is not rotated upright until it is dried and fired, resulting in the 
appearance of a form once whole, now broken.  Surfaces are sandblasted, inscribed, 
sometimes other objects or materials imbedded, but it is the firing that completes the work and 
determines its color.  As the oxygen is removed from the clay body, the surface becomes dark 
and takes on a stone-like appearance – but only the surface.  Because it is fired upside-down, 
the flat side is not affected by the atmosphere of the fire and is lighter in coloration, adding to 
the impression of a once ovoid object that has been cut open.4 
 
Murray Horne has stated that “Graham Marks‟s sculptures are visual metaphors for the 
temporal.  The influence of various neolithic cultures on Marks‟s forms and surface is clear but 
goes beyond the retinal: the artifacts of these cultures appeal to Marks primarily in their attempt 
to „grasp forces much larger than the individual – chaos, storms, change.‟”5 But ultimately his 
work arises out of his personal concern for the preservation of the natural world.  In an article for 
Ceramics Monthly Marks stated, “Carl Jung made a statement … that it is the function of the 
artist to rectify the imbalances of the period in which the artist happens to live…We are faced 
today with a culture where passion and work are often separate and the effects of decisions are 
both insidious and invisible…taking full responsibility for the ramifications of our actions often 
seems impossible, but this is our challenge.”6  For Marks taking responsibility led to his arrest, 
along with 48 of his neighbors, in 1989 for obstructing proceedings of a nuclear waste dump 
siting commission in Allegheny County, MI, where he then lived, and his work in an exhibition 
two years later was dedicated to the Evergreen Alliance and the “Don‟t Waste Michigan” lobby.  
In an article written for Studio Potter at this time Marks talks about the conflicts of an artist torn 
between his art and his commitment to larger issues.  “How could I go back into the studio when 
I felt the place I needed to be was in the streets?...I felt plagued by these questions.”7  He 
began reading widely and when he did return to the studio his approach to his work had 
changed. It became much less controlled, freer, his concerns with technology versus nature, 
specifically the effects of nuclear radiation appearing in the more aggressive results, what 
Susan Crowell described as “…no longer of man the maker but of man the destroyer, the 
defiler, the polluter...he has transformed what was once an intuitive, pleasure seeking and 
subjective response to material into assertive and mobilizing statements of environmental hell-
fire and damnation.”8 
 
The works of Graham Marks are included in such prestigious collections as the American Craft 
Museum, New York; the New York State College of Ceramics at Alfred University; the Detroit 
Institute of Arts, Detroit, MI; the American Art Museum at the Smithsonian; as well as many 
private collections.  He has been honored for his work by grants from the New York State 
Council for the Arts, the New York Foundation for the Arts, the Michigan Council for the arts, 
and two fellowships from the National Endowment for the Arts. 
 
1.  C. E. Licka.  “Radiant Reflections” in Graham Marks: New Work.  Syracuse, NY: Everson 
Museum of Art, 1986: n.p. 
2.   Wayne Higby.  “Something That Can‟t Be Named” in Graham Marks: New Work.  Syracuse,     
NY: Everson Museum of Art, 1986: n.p. 



3.   Ibid. 
4.   Ibid. 
5.  Murray Horne.  Graham Marks.  Pittsburgh, PA: Pittsburgh Center for the Arts, 1990. 
6.  Judy Dyki.  “Cranbrook.”  Ceramics Monthly 38 no. 2 (February 1990): 31. 
7.  Graham  Marks.”A Glimpse into Pandora‟s Box.”  Studio Potter 19 (December 1990): 62. 
8.  Susan Crowell.  “Limits of Autonomy and the Autonomous Object.”  Ceramics Arts and   
Perception 7 (June 1992): 6. 
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