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This book presents a selection of works from the 
collection of the Museum of Contemporary Craft. 
Founded in Portland, Oregon in 1937, the Museum is 
one of the oldest organizations dedicated to craft in 
the United States. The fi rst publication to document 
the Museum’s collection and its connections to dra-
matic changes in artistic practice over the past seventy 
years, Unpacking the Collection introduces this vital 
regional center for craft through photographs of work, 
essays, texts, archival photographs and an abbreviated 
exhibition chronology. The book also reveals connec-
tions between the collection and the Museum’s exhibi-
tion history, links between craft and visual culture, and 
the importance of recognizing regional specifi city and 
identity in the age of globalization.

artists featured in the book
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Hildur Bjarnadóttir
CRAFT AS PRACTICE

Hildur Bjarnadóttir’s work takes on layers of history
and cultural connections through craft practices linked 
to domesticity. In Frippery, Bjarnadóttir embroidered 
patches resembling velvet-pile “moss” to a hand-
embroidered cotton tablecloth, similar to those created 
by her grandmother. Placed atop a pedestal, the piece is 
a humorous play on relocating the domestic outside the 
home. Its scale also mimics the lichen and moss-covered 
concrete walls that line the sidewalks in her hometown 
in Iceland. In addition, placing the work in the context 
of a gallery or museum brings both the domestic and the 
natural realm into an art-historical framework, simul-
taneously referencing the vernacular and renowned 
Icelandic landscape painter Johannes S. Kjarval. Labor-
intensive and full of humorous double entendres, Bjar-
nadóttir’s piece subverts and challenges ideas of what a 
work of art is and how it comes into being. Bjarnadóttir 
raises an important question through her practice: is
this art, craft or both?

facing page and right: Hildur Bjarnadóttir, Frippery, 2005; velvet
pile embroidery on vintage tablecloth; 48 × 48 inches; Gift of MaryAnn
Deffenbaugh; 2007.12.01
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Following several years of art school in New York
City, Washington-born Betty Feves settled in Pendle-
ton, Oregon, in 1945. Infl uenced by Cubism and early 
Modernist approaches to form and abstraction, Feves’ 
exploration of positive and negative space and the rela-
tionships between the form of the body and the natural 
landscape are reminiscent of Henry Moore; however, 
Feves deliberately focused on clay. Using hand-building 
and slab techniques, her direct working method resulted 
in a textured, “primitive” quality that incorporated her 
personal response to the natural terrain and the palette 
of the central Oregon landscape. Her later work in-
volved the stacking of hand-built clay forms—Modernist 
“totems” along the lines of Barbara Hepworth. An active 
exhibitor in the 1950s, including exhibitions at MoMA 
and in Europe, Feves played an important role in shifting 
the recognition of ceramics from a strictly functional 
enterprise to an artistic and expressive medium, moving 
on to architectural installations in later decades.

In 1951, Archie Bray, Peter Meloy and Branson
Stevenson established the Archie Bray Foundation for
the Ceramic Arts in Helena, Montana, located on the site 
of the former Western Clay Manufacturing Company.
Rudy Autio and Peter Voulkos, along with Frances Sen-
ska and Kelly Wong, helped construct the facility’s kilns 
and buildings and established an artist-in-residence 
program that continues to serve as an active center for 
artists working in clay. 

Voulkos began his professional career producing 
dinnerware and functional forms and won numerous 
awards in annuals and biennials on both coasts. This 
piece was created during a period in which Voulkos’ 
ideas about ceramics and art were in fl ux. After teaching 
a summer workshop at Black Mountain College, North 
Carolina, in 1953, Voulkos began to consider how to use 
ceramics as an artistic medium that stretched the strict 
functionality for which it was best known. In 1954, he 
accepted a teaching position to establish a ceramics 
program at the Los Angeles County Art Institute (known 
today as Otis College of Art and Design). Here, Voulkos’ 
work moved away from this type of refi ned form into 
abstract and expressionistic explorations that Craft
Horizons editor-in-chief Rose Slivka would later defi ne 
as “The New Ceramic Presence.”1

1. Slivka, Rose, “The New Ceramic Presence,” Craft Horizons (July–August, 1961),
p30–37.

facing page: Peter Voulkos, Striped Vase, c. 1953, earthenware; 13.75 × 11 inches 
diameter; Gift of Ruth Halvorsen; 1998.93.46 [Fourth Annual Exhibition of Northwest 
Ceramics, May 1953]

right: Betty Feves, Three Figures No. 4, 1955; stoneware; 18 × 12 × 6 inches; Oregon 
Ceramic Studio Purchase, Osmon B. Stubbs Memorial Award, 1955; 1998.55.02 [Sixth 
Annual Exhibition of Northwest Ceramics, May 1955]
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