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Off the Shelf

Adams in front of his 2015 installation,
Life, or Something Like It. The central
sculpture shown in the detail below is
one of the artist’s favorites.

Colonies of Clay
Christopher Adams brings ceramics to life (or vice versa)

F

ull of some unknowable purpose, a

little clay monster gesticulates from
the kitchen countertop. Slightly
damp, it resembles a newly hatched
deep-sea cephalopod, or perhaps a plant
sample from some desert planet. While a
small kiln hums in the background of his
Cambridge apartment, Christopher Adams ’94 smiles happily and, wrist-deep in a
bag of dark brown clay, gets ready to start
another.
Adams is a dermatologist by day—and
has also worked as a specimens collector
for the Harvard Museum of Compara62
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tive Zoology, a consultant for an
aquarium design company, and a scientific illustrator—yet it is his work as a
ceramics artist that has drawn the most
attention, earning him a position as Artistin-Residence at the Office for the Arts at
Harvard Ceramics Program. But Adams,
who got his start in the medium as a student in high school and at Harvard, isn’t
in it for the attention. Like the succulent
plants, fish tanks filled with snails, and
shadow boxes of insects that also crowd
his sparsely furnished apartment, his artworks are the physical evidence of a craft

he practices for his own pleasure, in order
to find a home in the world.
First comes the base, a small disk of clay
with a hole in the center, like a donut. Then
he begins to roll the moist, dark clay into
slender coils. He pulls each length to a fine
point and shapes it, adjusting its bends and
curls with a series of delicate tweaks and
nudges. With a small stylus, he then scores
a cross-hatched pattern into the base and
affixes the coil over it. He repeats this process 18 times until the final form emerges.
Once built, the ceramics air-dry overnight
Ph o t og ra p h s b y St u R os n e r
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before their firing. Afterward they can be
dipped in glaze and fired again, as many
times as desired, for striking combinations
of color and surface texture.
After a decade of working in this mode,
Adams still doesn’t know what to call
the objects he makes—they’re just his
“things.” Critics sometimes assume the
work alludes to specific, real-life organisms, but Adams himself resists drawing
direct links between his ceramics and the
natural world. The things are not obviously identifiable as either flora or fauna,
and if in some moments they seem familiar
(a leafy formation that hints at lettuce, or
a color combination reminiscent of a tropical beetle), in others they are decidedly
alien: the deep black, metallic glaze that
will coat the kraken in his kitchen will be
unlike anything found in the wild.
But, Adams explains, as he pieces together the tiny tentacled monster in front
of him, he sets himself certain rules. In this
case, each object has 18 limbs, which are
always assembled in the same order, clockwise around the base. He pursues variations on a given combination of forms to
their natural end—as in nature, he says, a
species tends toward dwarfism or gigantism—and produces anywhere from five to
500 objects within a specific class. When
it stops evolving, he moves on.
In his installations, density has an aesthetic effect—evoking an overcrowded
terrarium, a proliferation of life just barely
held at bay by the grid formation—but
it’s also a product of necessity. Adams has
made so many things that there’s literally
nowhere else to put them. His studio space
on campus, filled with tall racks loaded
with crammed trays, has no room for him
to actually work. Hundreds of works are
scattered about his Cambridge home. Five
years ago he purchased a 20-room Victorian farmhouse in New Hampshire—in no
small part, he says, “for storage space.” The
hayloft in the three-story barn there is also
crowded with ceramic organisms, ranging in size from something that could be
cradled in a palm to something that could
easily strangle someone to death.
He produces ceramics almost daily and
nearly compulsively, but only through the
intervention of a couple of friends in New
York did he begin to show at all. Because
his apartment was getting crowded, he
acquiesced to their encouragement (or, as
he puts it, their “not-quite-coercion”) to
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T h e P h o t o g r a p h e r ’s A r t
Burden professor of photography Robin Kelsey is the rare art historian with a Yale
law degree (read the profile, “From Daguerreotype to Photoshop,” January-February
2009, page 42). His new book, Photography and the Art of Chance (Harvard University
Press, $32.95), addresses the aesthetic and intellectual problem of the medium as
art, given the means of its creation, which can have a tenuous relationship to intent.
From the introduction:
Can photographs be art? Institutionally, the answer is obviously
yes. Our art museums and galleries abound in photography, and our
scholarly journals lavish photographs
with attention once reserved for
work in other media.…
The situation, however, is not as
rosy and simple as all that. It’s not
as though the art world assimilated
photography solely on the basis of
disinterested inquiry and careful
argument. There were many incentives at work, including the lure of
a profitable new market and the desire for more accessible museums.…
Although some troubling aspects of
these terms have received significant
attention in recent years, one issue
remains neglected: chance.
Photography is prone to chance.
Every taker of snapshots knows that.
The first look at a hastily taken picture is an act of discovery. In this one,
an expression is exuberant or a gesture
is winning; in that one, a mouth is agape
or a hand blocks a face. Once in a blue
moon, a rank amateur produces an exquisite picture. Trained photographers
may be better at anticipating when and
how such a picture might be made, but
even they take scores of shots for every
one worth posting or publishing.…Has
the person who has accidentally taken a
superb photograph made a work of art?
The conspicuous role of chance in photography sets it apart from arts such as
painting or literature. Whereas in a traditionally deliberate art form, such as the
novel, chance comes across as something
contrived, in photography it comes across
as something encountered. What does it
mean that photography so often entails a
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Julia Margaret Cameron, Madonna and
Two Children, 1864, albumen print:
artistically arranged—but could she
control the expressions?

process of haphazard making and careful
sorting?
These are questions that the art world
has tended to muffle or ignore. Chance,
one might say, lacks a constituency. Generally speaking, it valorizes neither the
photograph nor the photographer. Most
photographers, collectors, and curators
would prefer to suggest that a picture
speaks for itself and therefore the circumstances of its production are immaterial,
or to presume that pictorial success reflects a mastery of the medium. But…
[p]hotographs, to be meaningful, must be
products of history, and that history is
haunted by chance.
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In some sections of
the installation,
pieces appear in
grid formation
(left); in others
(center), they seem to burst free. One
sculpture (right) acts as a kind of doorstop,
greeting visitors from the ground.

mount his first show at the Scope New
York art fair in 2006; it sold out. Even
now, while preparing a series for another
exhibition, he tends to brush off considerations of meaning or audience. Asked
why he continues to show his work, he responds (somewhat ruefully), “To be hon-

est, I don’t really know.” He churns out
and stockpiles these creations for himself,
he says, because not doing it is worse.
Since childhood, Adams’s interests have
tended to manifest through obsessive collection. He calls himself “a quiet naturalist,” who has worked his way from his
first childhood pet, an Australian water
dragon named Ignatius, through beta fish,
luna moths, an African freshwater puffer
fish, and hundreds of insect specimens.
In fact, it was a zeal for mail-order succulent plants that led to the development of
the ceramic form he now favors: the wall-

mounted objects started
out as planters. Even in his
dermatology practice—
which enables his ceramics
habit, and brings structure
to his life and human contact into his day—Adams
is most excited when he
gets to identify and classify
plants (fungal infections)
and animals (his favorite
diagnosis—scabies).
His devotion to nature
does not always see returns:
efforts to grow vegetables
on the farm have been stymied by New Hampshire’s unforgiving climate, tomato hornworms, and a mischievous cadre of foxes, deer, and one “happy
little woodchuck.” But the naturalist-atheart takes an evenhanded interest, if not
a certain glee, in what other people might
consider dark, disappointing, or gross: all
of it is part of the natural process. Glazing,
too, is a notoriously fickle process; Adams
has been described as “fearless” in his approach. Equanimity helps, in this art as in
life. With another small smile, he says he
likes the hornworms better than the toma!olivia schwob
toes, anyhow.

Crimson “Bodice-Rippers”
From lawyering to a literary life

“O

f course their hook was ‘Har-

vard student writes bodiceripper,’” says Lauren Willig, A.M. ’03, J.D. ’06. And of
course it worked: the publisher’s strategy
attracted “all sorts of media attention” to
her novel The Secret History of the Pink
Carnation.
Other lucky circumstances
helped to make that 2005 debut
a hit, like the cresting popularity
of chick lit, Jane Austen spin-offs,
and stories that switched between
eras. Willig’s historical romance,
its chapters shifting between past
and present England to pursue

two plots, had traces of all these trends. The
historical half tells the story of a pair of lovers in the League of the Pink Carnation—a
ring of aristocrat-spies, led by the mysterious Jane Wooliston, who serve their country during the Napoleonic Wars. Historianheroine Eloise Kelly, an American abroad in
search of fulfillment professionally

Lauren Willig and two of her
stand-alone works of historical
fiction: That Summer (2014) and
The Other Daughter (2015).
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