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Jessica Jackson Hutchins wants art to be an event, not a product. In every material—from clay 
and found objects to fused glass and decommissioned bus shelters—she prioritizes curiosity 
and intuition over knowable outcomes. Visiting her studio in southeast Portland, Oregon, I was 
delighted but not surprised to find a feast of materials in various stages of completion and 
activation.





The first work by Hutchins I ever encountered in person was Cushion (2017): two blobby 
ceramic figures embracing on top of a couch cushion that sat on the floor at lumber room in 
downtown Portland. It was sometime in 2020, when the pandemic was still very new and 
especially terrifying, and the sculpture felt deeply saturated with both the grief I was feeling and 
a palpable sense of loving support. Looking at it, all I wanted to do was hug someone like that. 
Two years later, in Hutchins’s studio, her ceramic works filled me with the same feeling—as 
though they could embody the psychological weight of surviving today. 





And yet despite their emotive radiance, the works are playful instead of sad. She showed me 
how two ceramic figures serendipitously fit into each other perfectly, as though they were 
designed as a pair. In The Fortunate One (2021), the top figure, a glossy teal mound that looks 
like it’s losing a fight with gravity, sits on a more upright greige structure painted with horizontal 
and vertical stripes in muted colors. Like star-crossed lovers, they seem fated to complete each 
other. In works like this, Hutchins embraces what she calls the “energetic potential of seemingly 
fixed objects.” She told me that she loves to contemplate the objects she makes, especially 
when they leave her feeling unstable—an anti-authoritarian sentiment infused in all the work she 
does. Instead of fussing over the preciousness of her creations, Hutchins embraces the 
generative process of breaks, mistakes, and surprises. 





The resulting works have a unique combination of precision and unpredictability, epitomized in her fused 
glass works. At her studio, she showed me a mock-up [image 2] of the approximately forty-five by seven-
foot piece installed at the Carnegie Museum: a monumental work overflowing with color, movement, and 
a celebration of materials. I always love seeing maquettes, especially of works that will eventually be 
huge. There’s something deliciously furtive about it, like getting to see a being in its gestational period—
so full of potential. In a world where life feels simultaneously capricious and unpleasantly definitive, 
Hutchins’s sculptures celebrate opportunities for discovery. 

Jessica Jackson Hutchins: No Relief is on view at Adams and Ollman in Portland, Oregon, until June 
11; Hutchins’s work can also be seen in the group exhibition Working Thought at Carnegie Museum of 
Art in Pittsburgh until June 26. 

Amelia Rina is a writer, critic, and editor based in Portland, Oregon, on the unceded territories of 
the Clackamas, Cowlitz, and many other Tribes along the Wimahl (Columbia) and Whilamut 
(Willamette) rivers. She is the founder of Variable West.

https://adamsandollman.com/JJH-No-Relief
https://cmoa.org/exhibition/working-thought/
https://variablewest.com/
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In Profile: Jessica Jackson Hutchins 
A pivot to glass by the sculptor shows an attempt to see hope through political disillusionment 
By: Laura van Straaten 
December 1, 2017 

Jessica Jackson Hutchins has long explored the tensions between domesticity, femininity, labor and craft 
through her free-standing and wall-mounted sculptures, fashioned from common materials such as clay, 
papier-mâché, concrete, well-worn furniture and commercial textiles in various states of decay. But her latest 
solo exhibition at Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York, The People’s Cries, marks a pivot for the artist. In 
addition to several multimedia floor sculptures, Hutchins traverses higher-strung emotional and political terrain 
– including the election of Donald Trump – in a new medium for the artist: multicolored fused glass panels
whose prettiness she wields like a weapon.

The panels have been packed tightly along 12-meter rectangular skylights; each is a discrete work with its own 
title (all from 2017), though they fit together like one continuous frieze, or a cartoon strip that lacks a clear 
narrative. ‘I found myself working in this beautiful new medium at the time when the political climate in the 
United States was beginning to change drastically,’ Hutchins writes in the press release. ‘The sensory 
extravagance (the gorgeousness!) of colored light was as overwhelming as the political upheavals and 
injustices.’ She goes on to describe the light and color of the glass as creating ‘a kind of hallowed space’ that 
might ‘be the salve of hopefulness that we need right now.’ 

Making use of a medium associated with medieval church windows, Hutchins’s glass panels are a sacrament 
of a different sort. Their surfaces bear painted phrases from punk songs and political placards carried by 
protesters around the world: ‘General Strike’, ‘Power Up’, ‘Mercy for the Innocent’, ‘Oh Bondage Up Yours’. 
Elsewhere, she’s canonized recognizable figures like the activist Angela Davis, whose image appears in the 
mix. Hutchins has also kitted out the gallery’s front window, so her work is visible from the street.

Despite the anger, fear and frustration apparent in these words and images, Hutchins has found redemption – 
and even delight – in working with a new material, which she manipulates playfully in a palette far more vibrant 
that the muted mauves, yellows and earthy tones of her earlier sculptures. 
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‘The colored glass is kind of whiz bang insanity,’ she told me with a laugh when we spent a day together in 
Portland, Oregon – the city where she lives and works – in August. We drove to the Bullseye Glass Studio, 
where she has been in residence for several months, to see the glass panels in progress for her Marianne 
Boesky show. Weaving through traffic in her dusty minivan, we gabbed about growing up in Chicago, where 
she and I were three years apart at the same small private primary school, just blocks from Lake Michigan. 
Though I have followed her career, we had not been in touch for decades. We talked too about our tough 
teenage years, by which time we had each lost our mothers and begun to dabble in bad behavior. We both 
credited school, especially literature and the arts, for giving us something to hold onto. ‘I always felt like art was 
salvific,’ she said. 
 

 
 

 
While scouting locations for the 2016 Portland Biennial, Hutchins found herself in an abandoned Christian 
Science Reading Room in Pendleton, Oregon. She noticed that several of the stained glass panels on the 
ceiling’s oculus were missing. She said she was seized with a desire to fill the gaps with her own glass works, 
despite never having worked with the material: ‘Within five minutes I had called a glass fabricator I had heard 
of in Portland and was on my way there.’ 
 
At Bullseye, Hutchins demonstrated how she used a scoring tool to hand-slice sheets of pre-pigmented glass 
and then composed them into collages, drawing with paint and adding in other materials for detail and texture. 
A kiln melts her compositions together, leaving in slight overlaps in color and a crude messiness that she 
favors. (The fresh panels immediately evoke Shrinky Dinks, the 1970s craft of our youth that encouraged kids 
to melt plastic into shapes in an oven.) In addition to the skylight panels, Hutchins has designed metal 
stanchions so that several of the panels can be incorporated into the floor sculptures or installed at eye level 
on vertical walls and illuminated from the back, which makes imperfections in the glass more visible; in some 
sections, the uneven surface of the glass reveals where Hutchins has permitted small air bubbles to form and 
freeze. ‘With glass especially you run the risk of it being design-y,’ she explains, ‘So these imperfect bits help 
get it to be complicated, emotional and about human frailty and urgency instead.’  
 
An imperative not to be ‘perfect’ or ‘precious’, as Hutchins puts it, is something she’s carried over to glass from 
her work in ceramics. She completed an MFA from the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, but she decided 
to learn ceramics by taking ‘adult-ed’ courses at the Oregon College of Art and Craft. While Hutchins is 
included in Vitamin C: Clay and Ceramic in Contemporary Art, a survey of the top 100 artists worldwide 
working in ceramics published last month by Phaidon, she remains almost defiantly uninterested in acquiring – 
or at least showcasing – her own skills. ‘That came from a decision I made to avoid a kind of slickness that 
becomes co-opted so easily,’ she explained. ‘I want to resist design and commodification, even of the artist’s 
hand, in favor of privileging a crude eccentricity, allowing for a sense of entropy and punk instead of a rarified 
perfection.’ 
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The day we visited Bullseye, we also dropped by Hutchins’s brand-new main studio, in Southeast Portland. 
Half-finished floor sculptures destined for her shows at Boesky and a January show at The Pit in Los Angeles 
were strewn about the hulking street-level structure. Incorporating a mishmash of materials more in keeping 
with her signature style, such as fabric and clay, many of their ceramic forms often evoke the often lumpy heft 
of human figures without being overtly figurative. ‘I like to use fabric for softness and for ‘culture’ – color and 
texture – and to interrupt the hard with the soft,’ she explained. 
 
At one point, Hutchins sat down in her studio on an upholstered chair whose cushion now forms the foam 
plinth for her most figurative ceramic work in the Boesky show, Cushion (2017) – a pair of ceramic figures 
fused in an embrace. ‘Creative process is still in many ways my content,’ she mused, leaning back into its 
peachy plushness. ‘It is the meta content.’ 
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Jessica Jackson Hutchins Interview 
By: Danielle Wu 
September 13, 2016 

Upon scouting locations for the Portland Biennial, Jessica Jackson Hutchins immediately fell in love with the 
Christian Science reading room in Pendleton, Oregon. What was once a space for believers of healing through 
prayer looked bereft. Its wall-to-wall red carpets were faded, and three missing windowpanes in a central 
oculus flooded the room with natural light. 

Hutchins described it as dilapidated. “It was beautiful,” she recalls. 

Hutchins is about to complete the centerpiece of her show: three stain-glass wedges that replace the oculus’s 
missing segments – her first time working with the medium. 
We spoke about how casting aside deadlines and creating art for an unconventional space was a liberating, 
meditative, and healing process. 

Is it exactly as you had envisioned? 

Well, if it was exactly as I had envisioned, I wouldn’t be as excited. I’ve been more excited about the process of 
translating my sculptures, which are found objects, into a sketch, and then into lead lines. I’m also excited 
about seeing how light filters through colored glass, changing at different times of day. I’ve never worked this 
way before. 

What was it like creating something so site-specific? 

I’ve been working with a stained glass professional. I brought him sketches and photographs of the artwork, 
which he then redraws them with lead lines, because only he knows where those lines need to be for structural 
soundness. And then I choose the colors of glass. I use opalescent colors to make objects seem more solid 
and distinguish them from the background, or try to define and push the perception of space. 
Now that I’m working with stained glass, I’m reading the aesthetics differently. There are moments where I say 
to myself, the space is too packed with information. I can feel the original church window-makers saying to me, 
“There’s still more opportunity to change colors!” But, I have to dial back at times just to privilege certain kinds 
of information. I deal with ambiguous iconographies, which are less readable than, for example, a flower or 
figure of Jesus. 
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There is one component in the stained glass that is readable, which are these alphabet letters. 
 
Yes, I’ve been reading a lot about Vimala handwriting, which is a kind of cursive. I read this book, The Soul 
DevelopmentThrough Handwriting: The Waldorf Approach to the VimalaAlphabet, which claims that people 
who use this kind of handwriting have more independence and self-assuredness, which suggests that this 
handwriting is key to something. I’m interested in the kinesthetic, or the innate wisdom in our bodies; it’s not 
respected enough in our culture, although it’s very important for a sculptor. 
I’m also interested in esoteric philosophies or esoteric thought around our basic aspects of life. Roy 
Lichtenstein did it too, and so did Indian philosophers, who wrote about the mystical potential of language. 
Religion does that. Stained glass does that. Artists do that. That’s what I’m interested in — the mystical 
potential of the objects around us. 
 
Can we talk about your relationship with religion and why you refer to it? 
 
I do like to signal the potential for mystical thought. My last exhibition, Confessions, at the Douglas F. Cooley 
Memorial Art Gallery, emphasized the power of transcendental transformation. You can tell a narrative, but a 
confession implies the transformative power of the story. A confession is an act that is supposed to be either 
redeeming or incarcerating. 
For the Portland Biennial, I’m showing in the Christian Science Reading Room. At first, it just seemed like an 
opportunity to intervene in a space that wasn’t a conventional museum or art space. 
My mother was Christian Science for a couple of years. She died of Lou Gehrig’s disease when I was a kid. 
She became involved with Christian Science as a last resort, because there wasn’t anything anyone in the 
medical world could do. But to me, there’s a lot of interesting thematic content in Christian Science relating to 
my work and the way I talk about the power of objects, thought, and poetry. 
I’m not validating its concepts. If anything, I’m a polytheist [laughs] or an omni-theist. I just believe in the 
transformative power of objects. But, that is a kind of religious sentiment, isn’t it? The beauty of a painting can 
change you by giving you access to a different language in that moment. 
In fact, I have a friend who is a homeopath who is writing an essay to accompany my Portland show, exploring 
the intersections between Christian Science, homeopathy, and my work. Homeopathy is a very alternative kind 
of medicine. A lot of people are suspicious of it, but then again a lot of people are very suspicious of 
contemporary art, too! 
 
Because the humanities are hard to quantify as effective, right? 
 
Exactly! There is really no quantifiable reason to put in stainedglass windows in Pendleton. Nobody really 
cares that they’re there. No one is paying you for that. But art saves lives all the time. I know it does, because it 
saved mine. People have become divorced from the importance of beauty and magic. Why does everything 
have to be practical? Aesthetic experience is crucial to human lives. The kinesthetic is something encouraged 
by Vimala text, such as writing letters as opposed to typing. It’s my experience that real human compassion 
takes place in the body. The more divorced we become from our body, the less we are capable of that 
compassion. That compassion is essential for what we need to change the world that needs changing. That’s 
one of the reasons why my work is very physical. 
 
And how has the context of the Portland Biennial influenced your art-making? 
 
It’s been harder, because there is no institutional support, but as soon as I saw those windows, I had to make it 
happen no matter what. I knew the windows weren’t going to get done until after the biennial was supposed to 
close. I only have a verbal agreement with the landlord to put the windows in. So I’ve just gone rogue, because 
I’ve become very passionate about doing those windows. 
 
All images courtesy of the artist and Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York. © Jessica Jackson Hutchins. 
Pictures from Portland Biennial. 
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Jerry Saltz: Jessica Jackson 
Hutchins Finds Truth in Clay
By Jerry Saltz 

Jessica Jackson Hutchins, Ultrasuede Wave, 2015. Courtesy of the 
artist and Marianne Boesky Gallery, New York © Jessica Jackson 
Hutchins, 2015	



	
“Castratos of Moon-Mash” is what Wallace Stevens said we’d be 
“without the sexual myth, the human revery or poem of death.” 
Without these ravaged facts of physical life, organic depths and 
regrets, constant re-becomings, separation, fear, dreams, bodies, and 
defeats, Stevens said, we’re not human, only neutered beings — 
Platonic abstractions without flesh. Since her breakout show at the 
Ten in One Gallery in 2001, the 44-year-old Jessica Jackson Hutchins 
has wrestled with the sexual myth, revery, poems of life and death, 
human dependency, motherhood, clustered flesh, and social loci 
made material. In the past, she’s created couches and chairs with 
pulpy masses, hypersecretions of ceramic and papier-mâché spilling 
over like a body fermenting, rising into flesh, cratering away. There 
are vases and vessels resting in forms, possibly puckered openings, 
voodoo protuberances, erotic shapes, shelters, microcosmic 
colosseums. She’s equally gaudy and hermetic, ragingly vulnerable 
but cloaked; at once abstract but always alluding to figuration. 
Another sculpture finds a painted ceramic shape kneeling into 
another and performing what looks like fellatio on another mass. She 
has talked about “the powerful language of objects,” and I see 
nonnarratives of skin, geologic and biological mergings, big things 
being broken down, little things becoming immense. She’s uneven 
and abstruse, but I think she’s among the best artists working in 
America today. Certainly with ceramics. 
 
Clay reappeared in the art world about ten years ago. Long disparaged 
as a craft material, it was — like the demeaned paper silhouette that 
Kara Walker excavated in the early 1990s — something artists turned 
to in reaction to the processed, slick Jeff Koons–Damien Hirst 
movement toward jobbing art out to production teams. Clay 
represented a way to retake ancient territory and techniques and 
redefine skill with less expensive, labor-intensive, malleable material 
that takes on aspects of the body. Unlike the navel-gazing, marketable 
Zombie Formalists, who have also defined themselves by their 
unslickness, artists who turned to clay and papier-mâché weren’t 
making tame-looking art about art. Not only does worked clay show 
the traces of its making; it’s a tremendous support for painting, 
twisted, smooth, shaped, with insides and outsides, battered, 
eternally hard but always liquid-looking. Surprises of glazing are built 
in, the way surprise is built into painting. Women instinctively 



understood clay as unprotected territory, as they’d seen photography 
in the early 1980s — something no one cared about, and thus 
available. Hutchins, Huma Bhabha, Sterling Ruby, Shio Kusaka, 
Sarah Lucas, Rachel Harrison, and others have made ceramics almost 
as ubiquitous in galleries as painting and sculpture. Glazed clay is so 
sexy that it’s become a gateway material for other “lesser” processes, 
like weaving and embroidery. 
 
Hutchins was a standout in Francesco Bonami’s 2010 Whitney 
Biennial, notable in part for showcasing more women than men — 
hallelujah! By then, she’d shown in New York, fantastically, for a 
decade. Then, as she was exhibiting all over the world, even having a 
survey at the ICA in Boston in 2011, she went five years without 
showing here, and amicably left her gallery. I got lucky and ran into 
her work in Europe twice — and was amazed at her growth and 
ambition — but New York lost track of her development. Her first 
outing at Marianne Boesky finds her still vehemently refusing that 
castrato world, using warping shapes, buckling forms, sluicing fluid 
color, nameless things looking alive. But she’s striking out in so many 
directions at once that it may be hard for newcomers to process it all, 
especially since she has jumped from mixes of ceramics and painting 
to more-exclusive wall-works. 
 
Hutchins’s paintings here have ceramic shapes attached — a canvas 
sprouts an alphabetical form, there are insinuations of punctuation 
marks on surfaces (she’s always loved the comma, once calling it 
“energy without subject or object … performative … a half breath”), 
and collage elements appear. A pulpy yellow vase rests on what may 
be a table, windowsills, curtains. One has a pillowcase from her 
adolescence; the tears cried here and signs of budding sexuality can 
be gleaned in drawings of penises. Even when flailing or falling short, 
this is an artist always striving for radical vulnerability. I love that 
Hutchins isn’t checking herself. These paintings give us a view of the 
world from the interior studio of someone’s dreaming mind. But the 
paintings aren’t resolved; they manage to ornament and aerate but 
not increase the psychic density of the show. 
 
Best, though, are the sculptures. Beautifully glazed, gnarly three-
legged ceramic stools rest atop similarly hobbled tables. “Hobbled 
like us,” you think — by life, indignities, awakenings, fear, joy. All 



have stupendous presence. Acid Blotter is a chair with a glacial shape 
embedded with painted paper cups. It oozes off the chair. A large 
blue-glazed disk is on the ooze — a pill to make us smaller, 
hallucinate, wanting to expand proportions, states of being? I thought 
the chair was a conjuring of what it’s like to sit in one’s studio and try 
to dream and then fashion worlds. I remembered the great picture of 
Willem de Kooning, sitting, looking at an unfinished painting, sizing 
up his next move. Hutchins removes any proscenium from sculpture, 
making mass seem cinematic, more like music, something that 
occupies time, getting around sculptural tendencies to stand still in 
space. It’s painting if painting were amorphous, less bounded by 
edges, in states of becoming. 
 
My favorite sculpture here is Ultrasuede Wave, an old fleshy sofa 
topped with a bulbous white shape that in turn supports a fabulous 
ceramic vessel with brilliant dark glazing. Another sofa, Book of Acts, 
has a rectangular slab of plaster, painted with a windowlike grid, and 
another incredible ceramic vessel in what might be a window. I 
thought of the beautiful awkwardness of ancient Greek kraters, the 
way they come to life as we follow erotically intertwined figures all 
around the surfaces. In these two great works Hutchins reconciles 
and fuses the physical, painterly, sculptural, social, and sexual. It’s a 
collapsing of Lucian and Sigmund Freud by way of de Kooning, Franz 
West, early Oldenburg, and the pregnant figures of Alice Neel. I 
thought of de Kooning’s great quote “Flesh is the reason oil paint was 
invented” and heard myself say, “Flesh is the reason ceramics and 
sculpture were invented, too.” 
 
“Jessica Jackson Hutchins: I Do Choose” is at Marianne Boesky 
Gallery through June 13. 
 
*This article appears in the June 1, 2015 issue of New York 
Magazine. 




















































































