
The Seduction 
of Colour
Elaine Levin takes a long view of  
the work of American ceramist  
Judith Salomon. 

Judith Salomon is a ceramic artist known for her effervescent use  
of colour on platters, plates, teapots, and vases. Yet, reds and blues 
accented the surfaces of her early work of the 1970s in a hesitant 
and tentative manner. In her journey from a cautious stance to a 
vibrant, vivacious palette, Salomon has questioned the seduction  
of colour in her work. Does a dominant hue undercut the beauty of 
a form? Will contrasting or saturated colours on the inside rather 
than exterior of a vessel invite a different emotional response in the 
viewer? Like many artists at a certain point in their work, Salomon 
is reevaluating her visual vocabulary. 

BEGINNINGS  Salomon has experienced a number of transitions 
over her thirty-five-year career. As an undergraduate at the Rochester 
Institute of Technology in the 1970s, she mastered the wheel, 
envisioning her future as a functional potter. Doing graduate work 
at the New York State College of Ceramics at Alfred University, she 
experimented with more sculptural vessel forms, turning to handmade 
paper and clay combinations, handbuilding, and slip-casting.

After receiving her MFA Salomon made her home in Cleveland, 
Ohio, as an instructor (now professor) at the Cleveland Institute of 
Art. She expanded her use of white earthenware slip, poured on a 
plaster surface. The resulting flat, very thin slab permitted the 
lightness she sought and shifted her permanently away from the 
wheel. Surrounding the oval base with short, uneven walls provided 
her with a large platter whose surface embellishment she explored 
with grids of black lines and a few spots of colour. The black  
lines and squares of delicate and bright hues would expand and 
transmogrify to become her signature style. 

In the mid-1980s Salomon’s large oval platters, raised up on four 
pipe-like legs to nineteen inches in height, became containers the 
artist termed ‘table bowls’. Overlapping slabs offered an irregular, 
expressive form, echoed on the surface by a random assortment of 
squiggles, spirals, and patches of colour. Like syncopation in jazz, 
the imagery flowed rhythmically around the vessel. In contrast,  
the simple white surfaces of rectangular vases of a similar height 
displayed a minimum of amusing geometric and organic designs.  
A wilder version of the vase, echoing the bowls, has a narrow slab 
structure and is balanced on two sturdy feet. Almost a metaphor for 
a hyperkinetic dancer, the vessel’s pierced walls and indented sides 
set up a dialogue with a graffiti of black lines amid haphazardly-
placed rectangles of maroon, sky blue, and golden yellow. 
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1 Sake Set, handbuilt white earthenware, 
1991, H33cm. Collection of Racine Art 
Museum, Wisconsin
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Exhibitions 6th Annual Functional Ceramics 
Show, River Gallery, Ohio, April 2012; 
Pewabic Pottery, Detroit, 2013
Email jsalomon@gate.cia.edu
Web www.judithsalomonceramics.com

2 Double Walled Bowl on Legs, handbuilt 
white earthenware, 1981, H35.6cm  3 White 
Construction with Color, handbuilt white 
earthenware, 2009, H50.8cm

panels of harmonising colour recalls Ellsworth Kelly’s paintings of 
1968. Indeed, such intense colours reflect back in ceramic tradition 
to Chinese Ch’ing dynasty monochrome reds and yellows, to 
Frederick Hutten Rhead’s 1930s Fiesta dinnerware, and more recently 
to Ken Price’s intensely coloured, deconstructed teapots of the late 
1970s / early 1980s. 

Earlier, around 1990, the vase once again provided a vertical 
direction, continuing its essential place in Salomon’s vocabulary of 
forms. Seventeen to twenty-five inches high and rectangular in form, 
a three-tiered vase subtlety suggests the architecture of esteemed 
buildings such as the tiered Key Tower in downtown Cleveland. 
Indeed, their idiosyncratic, decorative bands, or ovals of cool and 
hot hues confer a whimsical, upbeat image of the urban landscape. 
Salomon admits to a love of architecture and the many variations 
available to her in a city with twenty-five churches, a huddle of 
downtown skyscrapers, and ubiquitous industrial buildings 
surrounding her studio. 

BEYOND THE PALETTE  During the last several years, Salomon 
decided she needed to ‘break away from my comfort zone.’ She felt 
she had used up her entire colour palette. Besides, she explained, 
‘colour can suck you in’ and make the form appealingly attractive 
but illusive. This conclusion has led her to reconsider form and 
surface. At the faculty exhibition at the Cleveland Institute of Arts 
in September 2011 three small, pale celadon vases sat on wire cages 
filled with a scattering of words written on pieces of paper. A 
personal statement, the tableau is a metaphor; making work is 

STUDENTS AS TEACHERS  Salomon gives credit to her students at the 
Cleveland Institute of Art for freeing her for a wider use of colour. 
She viewed their work as uninhibited in using shades, tints, and 
hues in paintings, prints, and every media. In a sense, following 
their lead, disregarding any colour wheel rules, she experimented 
with combining soft colours against shiny, complementary against 
analogous or tertiary ranges. The resulting bold combinations of 
patterns contrast active with passive passages, high intensity with 
neutral shades.

By 1988 Salomon was using a reduced amount of white on her 
surfaces. The tube-legged containers supported rectangles and 
squares, hugging rich shades of primary colours along with pumpkin 
oranges, and royal purples juxtaposed with crimson reds and 
cerulean blues. Overlapping and layering slabs, some rippled on 
one side, some angled or tilted, produced a lively, pulsating object.

The oblong, flat platters of Salomon’s earlier ware reappeared, 
once again transformed. Like a child’s imagination of planets, comets, 
and asteroids floating in outer space, the platters’ surfaces supported 
an animated pastiche of overlapping rectangles, squares, or ovals in 
aquamarine, rustic orange, forest green, and scarlet hues. 

NEW FORMS  Testing the range of possibilities beyond platters, 
bowls, and vases, Salomon added a new form to her vocabulary; a 
series of sake and tea sets emerged around 1992. Placed on a small 
oval or square platform-table, each wall of the trapezoidal pot 
supported a different hue. Accompanied by three square cups, the 
arrangement suggests a sculptural assemblage. One tea set with 
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easier for her than speaking about it. These vessels also signal a 
change in scale and add a muted, all-over surface embellishment.

Hand-formed and pinched patches, overlapping to form a collaged, 
all-white wall have replaced the undulating slabs of work from the 
previous decade. The construction allows for openings like a peephole 
in the fence at a building site. That may be part of their function, since 
the artist has applied limited areas of carrot oranges and hot pinks 
against moss greens on the interior walls. The relationship between 
interior and exterior has always intrigued the artist. In these rectangular  
constructions, the viewer is drawn to ‘spy’ on the inside from different 

openings around the form. The lighted windows of a building seen on 
a dark night recall a human curiosity about interiors that the artist 
suggests through this work. The spy holes also relieve the massive, 
weighty appearance, while the piecework construction has a 
relationship to the artist’s affinity for quilts and woven baskets, both part  
of her personal collections. The individual patches allow for dimples 
and finger marks, textures contributing to a humorous lightness. 

 Colour on clay can attract, persuade, or deceive; it can be 
romantic or aggressive. For Judith Salomon, finding and using these 
qualities has invigorated her ceramics. 
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