
  FRANCES SENSKA – (1914 - ) 
 
Often called “the mother of Montana art,” ceramic artist Frances Senska has lived a rich 
life, from her roots in West Africa to her idyllic location on the banks of Bozeman Creek 
in Montana.  Her teaching career spanned over 30 years, and her students include such 
pivotal artists as Rudy Autio and Peter Voulkos.  Also, she was instrumental in the 
founding of the Archie Bray Foundation, literally helping to lay the bricks of the first 
pottery.  Her work is functional and of the earth – her clays dug locally and her glazes 
made from natural materials, many of them local as well –and her surface decoration 
reflects her love of the nature that surrounds her as well as her memories from Africa.  
Now in her 90’s, she continues to work in her pottery, her pots still in harmony with the 
earth, as is the potter herself. 
 
 

 ARTIST’S STATEMENT – FRANCES SENSKA 
 
“I make pots.” 1 

 

 

“…clay is such a universal medium.  Everybody uses it.  Kids start working with clay as 
soon as they can get some in their hands.  It’s just such an appealing material to work 
with.  And then if you go on a little further and you make something with it that you like, 
you can put it in the fire and make it permanent; that’s good too.  You don’t have to 
translate it into something else….You carry through the whole process to the end 
product yourself.” 2 
 

 

1.  Quoted in:  Steven B. Jackson.  “Frances Senska – A Biography.”  
http://www.blackrobin.co.nz/SENSKA/biography.html 
 
2.  Quoted in: “Interview with Frances Senska.” Donna Forbes, interviewer.  April 16, 
2001.  From the transcript: 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/senska01.htm 
 
 
 

   RESUME – FRANCES SENSKA 
 
March 9, 1914  Born, Batanga, Cameroun, Africa 
 
1935   B.A., University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA 
 
1939   M.A., University of Iowa, Iowa City, IA  
 
1939-1942  Art instructor, Grinnell College, Grinnell, IA 
 
1942-1946  Served with U.S. Navy 
 
1946-1973  Teacher, Montana State University, Bozeman, MT 

http://www.blackrobin.co.nz/SENSKA/biography.html
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/senska01.htm


 
1948   Founding member of Montana Institute of the Arts (MIA) 
 
1954-1956  Crafts Chair, Montana Institute of the Arts 
 
1961-1962  Director, Montana Institute of the Arts 
 
1964   Fellow, Montana Institute of the Arts 
 
1979 Honorary life member, National Council on Education for the 

Ceramic Arts (NCECA) 
 
1982 Honorary Doctor of Fine Arts, Montana State University, 

Bozeman, MT 
 
1984 Frances Senska Classroom and Jessie Wilber Gallery at Beall 

Park Art Center in Bozeman named in their honor 
 
1988 Fellow Award, American Craft Council 
 
 Montana Governor’s Award for Lifetime Achievement in the Arts 

(with Jessie Wilber) 
 
2002 The Senska Wilber Graduate Studios at Montana State University 

in Bozeman named in their honor 
 
 Meloy-Stevenson Award of Distinction for Outstanding Service to 

the Archie Bray Foundation 
 
 

  BIOGRAPHY – FRANCES SENSKA 
 
Frances Senska was born in Batanga, Cameroun, Africa, on March 9, 1914.  Her 
parents were missionaries, her father a station doctor with the Presbyterian Board of 
Foreign Missions and her mother a schoolteacher.  During World War I the family moved 
back to Iowa City, IA, for three years but then returned to Cameroun to continue their 
missionary work.  While initially they lived along the coastal region, they later moved into 
the hilly interior.  As a result, Senska’s upbringing was filled with the rich variety that is 
West Africa, becoming immersed in the environment and culture and how the people 
lived in harmony with their environment.  Senska’s father had been a cabinetmaker and 
construction foreman while working his way through medical school, and among the 
lessons he taught her were not only the use of tools but also his belief that useful things 
could be made from native materials.  These lessons, combined with her exposure to an 
exhibition of modernist art that she saw in Paris during one of the family’s furloughs, 
created an interest in art and design, and she determined to study industrial design. 
 
In 1929 the family moved back to Iowa City and Senska, previously home-schooled, 
began attending the university high school.  Following graduation she enrolled in the 
University of Iowa intending to study architecture, but since the university did not have a 
formal program, she began in industrial design.  Early on she realized that industrial 



design did not allow her full control of the process, and her attention turned to art, 
primarily sculpture, receiving her B.A. in 1935.  She continued the focus on sculpture in 
her graduate studies, also at University of Iowa, and received an M.A. in 1939. 
 
Upon graduation she accepted a position at Grinnell College in Iowa, teaching drawing 
and painting, and it was here she developed the teaching style of working closely with 
her students, imparting skills and techniques of different mediums while at the same time 
encouraging individual style.  In the summers she often took classes herself, among 
others a class in sculpture and design taught by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Gyorgy Kepes 
from the School of Design in Chicago. 
 
World War II saw her teaching position eliminated as universities focused on the war-
related sciences, and in 1942 Senska joined the U.S. Navy.  She spent most of her 
naval career in San Francisco, and during this time took a class from Edith Heath where 
she first learned to use the wheel.  Senska discovered a real love for the clay and the 
class gave her a strong foundation in both technique and design.  When her tour of duty 
was over in 1945 she returned to the University of Iowa on the GI Bill to resume her art 
studies and to get teacher certification.  Because the university did not offer ceramics, 
Senska transferred to the Cranbrook Academy of Art in Bloomfield Hills, MI, where she 
studied with Maija Grotell, one of the first to teach ceramics at the university level.   
 
That fall, 1946,  Senska moved to Bozeman, MT, and began teaching at Montana State 
College (now Montana State University) in the Department of Applied Art, which at that 
time was part of the home economics department.  The emphasis was on design and 
applied arts, but in addition to the prescribed curriculum Senska included fine arts and 
ceramics.  In addition, she began building a ceramics studio in an old storeroom in the 
basement, where she and her students made several small electric kilns and later 
bought some kick wheels.  At the university, also, she met Jessie Wilber, a teacher of 
painting, printmaking and drawing, who had moved to Bozeman from Kansas in 1942.  
The two became close friends and colleagues who, along with department head Cyril 
Conrad and faculty member Bob DeWeese, formed the core of Montana State College’s 
art program for the next 20 years. 
 
The summer of 1950 Senska attended a workshop taught by Marguerite Wildenhain at 
the nationally known Pond Farm near Guerneville, CA.  Because Senska’s formal 
ceramic training had been limited, she believes she gained much of her wheel technique 
and other ceramic skills from the disciplined teaching of Wildenhain.   
 
Senska’s teaching career lasted nearly 30 years.  Her students learned the entire 
process, digging and mixing clay, hand building and wheel, mixing glazes, etc.  Among 
her students were a number who went on to illustrious careers of their own, including 
Rudy Autio and Peter Voulkos.  It was through Senska, too, that Autio and Voulkos met 
Archie Bray, the brickyard owner in Helena who was thinking of starting a pottery.  
Senska and Wilber as well as Autio and Voulkos began working on the construction in 
1951; in October it was completed and the Archie Bray Foundation for the Ceramic Arts 
established.  The following summer of 1952 Bernard Leach, Shoji Hamada, and Soetsu 
Yanagi gave seminars there and Voulkos and Autio became the first resident potters, 
setting the traditions that continue today, over 50 years later. 
 
Senska and Wilber bought some land southeast of Bozeman in 1953 where they built a 
two-story hillside home.  The top floor was living quarters and the bottom floor had 



Senska’s ceramics studio and Wilber’s painting and printmaking studio.  During the 
1950’s and 1960’s their home/studios became a focal place for the small art community 
in Montana where artists could visit and share ideas.  Some time later, in 1969, Senska 
added another pottery studio which gave her more work area and a place for her wheel 
that overlooked the garden and Bozeman Creek.  Wilber took over the former ceramics 
studio allowing her not only more room, but also a dust-free studio for her printmaking. 
 
Senska’s childhood memories came through as she listened to African music while she 
worked.  Her pieces included traditional functional forms such as teapots, bowls, 
covered jars, etc., and she experimented with glazes made from natural sources.  Her 
immersion in African culture also showed in her use of surface designs, such as the 
“good luck” pots called “YA BA BO,” from the Basa medicine man’s incantation meaning 
“it will be nine,” nine being a lucky number. 
 
The ceramics department at MSU continued to grow, and Senska remained for 30 years, 
retiring in 1972.  Jessie Wilber had been diagnosed with cancer several years earlier, 
and Senska wanted to spend more time on her care and also on her own art.  She 
continued to play a role not only in the life of her students but also in the life of the 
community where she and Jessie both provided generous personal and financial 
support.   
 
In 1984 Senska received an Honorary Doctorate of Fine Arts from Montana State 
University, recognizing her achievements as both a teacher and a spearhead of the arts 
in Montana.  Indeed she has been called the “mother of Montana ceramics” because her 
teaching and work established not only the academic art program but also a number of 
community workshops and art centers.  Among the many examples is the Beall Park Art 
Center, built in 1984, which contains a small pottery, classroom, and gallery, the 
classroom named in honor of Senska and the gallery in honor of Wilber.  Also, in 1988, 
both women were awarded the Montana Governor’s Award for Life Time Achievement in 
the Arts.  And Montana State University further recognized their two educators in 2003 
by beginning the renovation of a 6,000 square foot facility to house the graduate art 
studios which was named the Senska Wilber Graduate Art Studios. 
 
Wilber died in October, 1989.  Senska continues to live in the home they shared and to 
work in her studio although not as actively as before.  Her pieces now are smaller, 
reflecting hands that have lost some strength, and she makes “partridges” from the 
small, thrown lumps in addition to pots.  Shelburn Murray has lived with her since 1998 
to help in the household maintenance, handling visitors, and also in the studio.  A major 
retrospective of her work, “Frances Senska: A Life in Art,” was mounted in 2004 by the 
Holter Museum of Art, Helena, MT. 
 
Senska’s work has appeared in many exhibitions and collections over her long career, 
but perhaps the best “summary” of her life and work is from Brandon Reintjes, curator of 
the Holter Museum:  “Her work directly reflects the qualities of her character: humility, 
forthrightness, utility, economy of means, joy, an integrated whole, generosity.” 1  It is an 
enviable legacy. 
 
 
 
1.  Brandon Reintjes.  “Frances Senska: A Quiet, Insistent Beauty.”  in: Frances Senska: 
A Life in Art.  Helena, MT: Holter Museum of Art, 2004 
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 GALLERY REPRESENTATION – FRANCES SENSKA 
 
 
   WEB SITES – FRANCES SENSKA 
 
 
http://www.blackrobin.co.nz/SENSKA/biography.html 
Biography of Frances Senska by Steven B. Jackson 
 
http://www.blackrobin.co.nz/SEHSKA/senska.html 
Article about Senska’s works by Brandon Reintjes 
 
http//:www.missoulian.com/articles/1006/02/13/weekend/w_77.txt 
Article by Simone Ellis for the Missoulian on retrospective of Senska’s work 
 
http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/senska01.htm 
Transcript of interview with Frances Senska, conducted by Donna Forbes, April 16, 2001 
 
http://www.craftinamerica.org/artists_clay/story_222.php?PHPSESSID=71da0a3e61797
27a09da9528c1453fd8 
“Craft in America” site with link to video featuring Frances Senska talking about the 
history of clay movements in America. 
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