
   RICHARD NOTKIN (1948 - ) 
 
Combining a commitment to social and political consciousness with meticulously crafted 
ceramics, Richard Notkin has produced a body of work that honors the art at the same 
time as it speaks passionately to the human soul.  Notkin is perhaps best known for his 
teapots, non-functional vessels that pay homage to the Yixing tradition with their intricate 
detail and unglazed surfaces.  More recently Notkin has begun working in a much larger 
scale, making large sculptures and room-size installations.  While he is still very much a 
ceramic artist, he has also moved away from his earlier use of trompe l‟oeil techniques 
and is incorporating metal and other mixed media into his work for a more authentic 
approach. 
 
 

ARTIST’S STATEMENT - RICHARD NOTKIN 
 
“As the poet economizes words, I have developed a similar means of expression in the 
ceramic arts through the conservation of materials.  I believe that the aesthetic impact of 
a work of art is not proportional to its size, but to its content.  It is not the objects created 
which are of prime importance, but the lives of people who may be touched in significant 
ways.”1 

 
“I continue to make ceramic sculptures which reflect on the social and political dilemmas 
of our world.  Ultimately, my current works are about lessons heard, but not heeded, 
during the 20th Century, and how these ignored lessons will affect this new century and 
the human species‟ ability (or inability) to survive the next 100 years.  My work is a visual 
plea for sanity.  It‟s really quite simple.”2 

 
 
1.  http://www.ceramicstoday.com/potw/notkin.htm 
2.  http://www.ferringallery.com/dynamic/artist_bio.asp?artistID=163 
 
 

 

RESUME - RICHARD NOTKIN 
 
1948   Born: Chicago, Illinois 
 
1970   B.F.A.  Kansas City Art Institute, Kansas City, MO  
 
1973   M.F.A.  University of California, Davis, CA 
 
1979, 1981  National Endowment for the Arts Visual Arts Fellowship 
 
1982   Resident Artist, Archie Bray Foundation 
 
1988   National Endowment for the Arts Visual Arts Fellowship 
 
1990 Fellowship in Sculpture, John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 

Foundation 

http://www.ceramicstoday.com/potw/notkin.htm
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1991 Louis Comfort Tiffany Foundation Award 
 
1999, 2006 Jerry Metcalf Foundation Artist Fellowship 
 
Present Studio Artist, Helena, MT 
 
 
 

BIOGRAPHY – RICHARD NOTKIN 
 
Richard Notkin was born in Chicago, IL, on October 26, 1948.   His father, an 
immigration lawyer, and his mother, a nurse, had strong political and social values 
growing out of the socially conscious Jewish community of the 1930‟s and 1940‟s.  Their 
values strongly influenced Richard and became integral to his work. 
 
Notkin had his first experience with art when he attended the University of Chicago‟s 
Laboratory School, an experimental high school.  His art teacher there, Robert Erickson, 
was a strong mentor to Notkin, and because of his encouragement, Notkin enrolled in 
the Kansas City Art Institute in 1964 as a painting major.  There he discovered clay and 
changed his major to sculpture, and in his junior year decided to focus on ceramics.  He 
studied under Kenneth Ferguson and Victor Babu and credits them with much of the 
direction his career has taken.  He studied hand building and the wheel but was 
particularly drawn to slipcasting.   
 
Notkin received his B.F.A. in 1970.  That year also marked the height of the war in 
Vietnam, a war he felt was totally misguided and wrong.  His strong political, antiwar 
feelings were reflected in his work, and in addition Notkin sent his draft board a letter 
stating that he would not serve in the war.  He did take the physical, however, did not 
pass, and thus was able to pursue graduate school.  He had seen work by Robert 
Arneson on a trip to New York and decided he wanted to study under him.  He applied to 
and was accepted at University of California, Davis, where he became Arneson‟s 
teaching assistant. 
 
Notkin found the program at Davis very different from KCAI – far more independent and 
intensive.  Arneson‟s studio at this time was in an old Quonset hut left over from the war, 
and there the students worked long hours.  Arneson was not an easy teacher.  He was 
hard on his students, very demanding, and it took a while for Notkin to appreciate how 
much that enhanced his learning experience.  While some found Arneson‟s style too 
difficult to take, Notkin stayed, graduating with an M.F.A. in 1973. 
 
Following his graduation Notkin stayed in Davis, selling some of his work and also 
teaching adult education classes, earning enough to allow him to be a full-time studio 
artist.  His career took a dramatic turn when gallery owner Allan Frumkin saw his work 
and wanted to show it in New York.  The increased visibility and larger income allowed 
him to stop teaching and devote his time entirely to his art.  To keep costs down, he 
moved to Myrtle Point, Oregon, where he set up his home and studio, continuing to 
show his work with the Frumkin Gallery.  During this time he began to move away from 
the strong colors and thick layers of low fire glaze and started working in porcelain 
finished with stains. 



 
1982 found Notkin spending some time at the Archie Bray Foundation in Montana.  
While there, at Kurt Weiser‟s suggestion, he sent slides of his work to Garth Clark.  Clark 
was interested in the teapots Notkin was just beginning to make and began representing 
him. The teapots were inspired by those of Yixing, China, which he had been studying 
for a number of years.  He was attracted to the intricate, detailed work; unglazed 
surfaces; and imagery, aspects already present in Notkin‟s work but now emphasized 
even more.  Unlike the Yixing ware, however, Notkin‟s images were not of nature but of 
political protest, specifically Cold War tensions, nuclear proliferation and human right 
violations, exemplified in the Cooling Towers Teapots, a series begun in 1983. 
 
In 1994 Notkin moved to Helena, Montana, and that same year branched out from the 
teapot form, deciding it was becoming too routine and wanting a challenge to his skills.  
That year also he suffered a central retinal vein occlusion that destroyed a significant 
part of the retina in his right eye. He had already been moving toward larger scale work, 
but the loss of depth perception caused by the problem accelerated the change.  
Although he eventually was able to retrain his hand-eye coordination to work in small 
scale again, he continued to work in larger scale as he explored new ways to express 
his ideas.  He built a gas kiln in 1996 and worked to master reduction firing.  Also, he 
moved from slipcasting into press molds and hand building, even integrating mixed 
media into his work.  More recently the scale has increased far more, including room-
sized installation pieces made up of individual tiles. 
 
What remains constant, however, is his commitment to speaking out, through his work, 
on the state of the world and the difficult issues it faces.  His pieces address the 
numerous conflicts between nations, religions, ethnic groups, etc. and the consequent 
effects of these conflicts on the earth and its future.  Over time the focus has broadened 
from the particular to the more introspective, from specific social and political issues to 
the dark side of human nature itself. 
 
Notkin has received numerous awards over his career, among them Artist Fellowships 
from the National Endowment for the Arts; Fellowship in Sculpture from the John Simon 
Guggenheim Memorial Foundation; and the Louis Comfort Tiffany Foundation Award.  
His work is in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Cooper-Hewitt 
Museum, Carnegie Museum of Art, and many others.  He continues to work as a studio 
artist in Helena, Montana. 
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GALLERY REPRESENTATION - RICHARD NOTKIN 

 
 Elizabeth Leach Gallery, 417 N.W. 9th Avenue Portland, OR 97209 
 
Garth Clark Gallery, 24 West 57 Street, Suite 305 | New York, New York 10019  
 

 
 

WEB SITES - RICHARD NOTKIN 
 
http://www.sofaexpo.com/chicago/2006/live/mpg/notkin.htm 
Richard Notkin talk at Sofa 2006 
 
http://www.elizabethleach.com 
Elizabeth Leach Gallery web site 
 
http://www.garthclark.com/artists/artists.php?id=Notkin 
Garth Clark web site with information on Richard Notkin 
 
http://www.archiebray.org/residents/notkin/ 
Notkin‟s ceramic mural “The Gift.” 
 
http://www.ceramicstoday.com/potw/notkin.htm 
 
Article from Ceramics Today about Richard Notkin including a personal statement. 
http://www.artfacts.net/index.php/pageType/artistInfo/artist/36752 
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