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terra nullius (n.): Empty land; land not legally belonging to anyone. 
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Material marks a place.  I consider the sand, silt, and clay deposited by the area’s streams and rivers, and the
various stones of the complex bedrock as the building blocks of the local landscape.  Utilizing these materials
allows me to create work that is earth rather than a representation of it.  
My forms respond directly to my choice of material.   Grinding stones and mortar and pestles reference the
primitive origins of material processing while the crucible speaks to the industrialized present; humanity’s
reliance on natural resources has been a constant.   Ingots call to mind the value we assign certain materials.
The boxes and troughs visualize a dichotomy within our culture: conservation versus consumption.  Surfaces
are left raw; permeated with craters, faults and inclusions left by stone and sediment that have been
transformed by fire.   This unrefined rawness speaks directly to the native landscape, conveying the visceral
character that intrigues me. 
The use of an anagama kiln is ideal for its harsh atmospheric effects.  Days of intense heat and heavy layers of
ash mimic metamorphic and igneous processes, marking and altering the work in unrepeatable ways.   The
result is a piece, bold in form and surface, that emphasizes the unique character of material, and in turn, the
character of a specific place. 

  





Introduction to the Work 
  
In my thesis, Terra Nullius, I am discussing the nature of our local landscape: how it affects us, and how we affect it.
I believe that while mankind has and continues to directly alter the environment, our ultimate impact is minor
compared to the affect it has on us.   The Earth exists on a scale that for humans, is essentially timeless. Humanity has
existed for a relatively insignificant period of time; our footprint is minute compared to what has occurred and what
will occur in a geologic sense.   Even the concept of the Anthropocene, the proposed geologic epoch defined by
humanity’s inclusion as a global influence through industrialization, is a footnote compared to the effect of natural
processes through time.1     
The objects in the exhibition act as my own small versions of the geologic details of the environment that I feel so
connected to.   Made from local materials they give me an opportunity to better understand the landscape and the
material it is made from; I can put the geologic timeline into an understandable perspective.   Through excavation,
processing, making and firing, I blend and transform materials in a manner that, if natural, could only occur over the
course of millions of years.  This play with time confronts the impermanence of myself as an individual, and that of
the human species, and how that relates to our current place in the world.  While we lay claims now, our property
and borders are arbitrary, they belong to no one, and they will continue to change and disappear as time continues
without us. 



Geology: The Foundation 
  
Beyond short excursions, the entirety of my life has
taken place in the Hudson Valley, with the majority
of that time in Dutchess County.   A tour of the
county with a basic rock guide can give an observant
viewer at least the rough outline of geologic history
of the area.   
The bedrock, visible in road cuts and mountain
faces, varies in a specific manner: the varieties of
stone become more and more metamorphosed the
further southeast one travels.   Metamorphism is a
process where sedimentary bedrock undergoes
changes in composition due to heat and pressure.
The sandstone and shale that underlie the northern
areas of the county has been altered enough to
become the quartzite and schist seen on the surface
today.   To the southeast, near Pawling and Dover,
the bedrock consists of gneiss, a further
metamorphosed version of shale.2   Gneiss, rich in
sturdy minerals like quartz and feldspar, is much
hardier than its clay-based predecessor.   The
mountains that make up the Hudson Highlands
consist of this weather resistant stone. 





The ability of one material, shale, to vary so wildly in appearance, resilience, and character over such a
small area greatly informs my use of materials.   With only three variables: heat, pressure, and time, a
simple material can become unrecognizable. 
While the layers of stone are the true foundation of the area, viewers understand it through glimpses at
shorelines, cliffs, quarries and roadcuts.  The earth we are in contact with more often is much younger
than the 400 million+ year old bedrock; it was carved and molded within the last 20,000 years by the
Laurentide ice sheet. The glacier advanced and retreated, scraping and grinding the bedrock into
sediment ranging from massive boulders to fine clays.3  This collection of sediment would often deposit
directly where it was formed, leaving an unconsolidated mixture of soil, known as glacial till, that now
covers much of the valley.4  However, if the till was moved by water it sorted itself, with finer materials
being carried further by rivers and streams.  This process is responsible for the rich clay deposits along
the shores of the Hudson River Valley which helped shape the area’s industry in the 19th and 20th
centuries.    



Industry: Processing and Use 
  
The variety of bedrock and soil in the Hudson Valley enabled a rich history of sourcing and mining local resources.  Iron
was heavily mined in the second half of the 19th century, glacial till and crushed stone were processed for use as
construction aggregate, and garnet for use as an abrasive, but, it was clay that became the major resource.5   Numerous
brickyards arose along the Hudson River in the mid to late-1800s.   The largest being the Denning’s Point Brick Works
which operated in Beacon from 1881 to 1939, producing over 15 million total bricks, and at its peak up to 400,000 per day,
playing a major role in the expansion and construction of New York City.6  The massive levels of processing at Denning’s
Point were not sustainable; after mining almost the entirety of the peninsula’s clay deposits, the brickyard was forced to
move their production north of Beacon. 
A walk around Denning’s Point today reveals the extent of the brick industry’s impact.  Deep gouges mark the land where
the former clay pits existed.  The area, overgrown in thick vegetation, is being taken back by nature.  The only remnants of
clay that was so essential to the growth of the Hudson Valley are the thin, spotty layers exposed on the western shore
below a small cliff-like layer of glacial till.   Other memories from this period of industry, bricks, tools, and skeletal
structures of buildings, litter the island side by side with other remnants of the past.   Chunks of brick from the 1800s
intermingle with Native American arrowheads and pottery shards from as far back as 4000 BC; two separate cultures now
part of the same history. 
The one Native American artifact I find most intriguing are the long, stone pestles used to grind foods and pigments.
These pestles illuminate an ancient form of material processing that speak to the brickyard’s production 200 years ago, as
well as my current methodologies.        





Curiosities and Character 
  
Industrial remnants, Native American artifacts, contemporary items:
they combine with the native environment forming the identity of
the area.  In my attempt to harness the character of a place within my
own work, I have become a collector.   During my regular trips
around the Hudson Valley, I find myself taking keepsakes, both
natural and manmade, that resonate with me.   These curiosities are
what defines the character of a place, they tell its story through the
smallest of details.    
This form of collection has its roots in the Kunst-und
Wunderkammer, or Cabinet of Curiosities.  Popular in the 16th and
17th centuries in Europe, the Kunst-und Wunderkammer was a
scholarly collection of both natural (naturalia) and manmade
(artificialia) origins.  These collections included shells, stones, fossils,
insect specimens, scientific objects, and items from exotic cultures;
they were meant to display the owner’s worldly knowledge and
magnificance.7  While proving my own magnificence has never been
a goal, understanding the world around me has been a driving force,
influencing how and why I make work. 
My collections of stones, sediments, bricks, rusted tools, sea glass,
and ceramic shards tell me that I exist in a place that struggles to find
balance within the natural world.   We take natural materials,
transform them into something manmade, and then often abandon
them back into nature’s grasp, but as something slightly different.  I
see the clay at Denning’s Point, the bricks formed from it, and the
orange sand grains originating from those crushed, eroded bricks.
In our lifetimes we may see this as humanity’s impact on the
environment, but I see it as the beginning of a reclamation that will
go well beyond the lifetime of any human.      
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Topophilia 
  
Topophilia is defined as the love of or emotional
connections with place or physical environment.
The use of the word place refers specifically to a
region, large enough to fully support one for a
lifetime.8   A home would be too small, it may
provide comfort, but is not self-sustaining.  A nation
or planet are too large and unknown to inspire
comfort, at least to the extent that specific region
does.   Even if one considered themselves a
nationalist, it would experiences of their home region
that inform their feeling toward the nation. 



The feelings inspired by our homeland vary based
on the type of the environment.  Valleys hold a place
of comfort in our mind, they provide easy living
with abundant sources of shelter, food and water;
they nurture inhabitants.   Shorelines also inspire
thoughts of security, but those of adventure and
exploration as well.9  The Hudson Valley, consisting
of these two distinct environments, inspires
dichotomous sensations.  
I seek to encapsulate both comfort and exploration
in my work, mirroring the world that inspires me to
make.   I utilize the weight and solidity of earth
directly, emphasizing the enduring stability of the
environment that houses us.  Each piece sits quietly,
small manifestations of my worldly contemplations.
I seek exploration through my materials, both in the
physical act of collection, and in the symbolic sense,
through their metamorphism during making and
firing.  Mixing materials that are separated by miles in
nature, compressing, fusing and melting them
together, I explore my homeland through a geologic
timeline I could never witness in actuality.     



Terra Nullius 

Literally translating to no one’s land, or land that belongs to no one, terra nullius has been used as a legal term for
countries to claim land over those deemed unworthy.   Originally, it referred to territory not owned by the Roman
Empire, and eventually came to describe any land yet to be claimed by a European state.10   It was more recently
used to legitimize the displacement and near genocide of the indigenous population of Australia.   Believed to be
inferior, it was assumed the Aboriginal tribes would perish eventually, helping that process was the reasonable act. 
The eventuality of mortality is the driving force behind this body of work.   Those who displaced the Aborigine
people claim the guaranteed extinction of one people, but wrongly saw themselves separate from this eventual
nonexistence.   The geologic history of Earth displays how minute humanity’s comparative existence is; I see a fate
that goes along with that of every living thing, we will eventually cease to exist as the world continues.   This
references not just individuals, but species; we see ourselves as conquering or taming our world, ignoring the timeline
we actually exist within.   We see things like the abandoned bricks on Denning’s Point as our impact, litter to be
cleaned up so a change can be seen in our lifetime.  But, in less than a century, the environment has already claimed
that land back, it grows through the foundations of buildings, breaks down bricks, accepting them back into nature.
What these remnants look like after a century doesn’t interest me, but rather what they become after a few million or
billion years.  We may have some affect, but the world makes its own mark on us, one more significant than what we
could ever manage to return. 
I believe in a personal responsibility of use and consumption, without claiming rights to a world we could never
truly own.  I can claim rights to my work now, but they’ll exist beyond myself, turning to shards, returning to nature
in their own way, separate from my hand.   I may make my small mark now, but I only borrow, all that I do will
return to its home in time.      







Process/Technical Information 
  
Iron Rich Stoneware 
Hawthorne Bond                  50 
New Foundry Hill Crème    50 
__________________________ 
Hudson River Sand              25 
Columbia County Silt          6 
Tivoli Red Clay                     4 
Bentonite                               1 
Crushed Granite                   0.8



While my preference would be to work entirely with local materials, the use of local clays is not conducive to my
firing process.  Clays native to the Hudson Valley are generally low-fire bodies, riddled with impurities making it
impossible for the work to withstand the atmosphere and temperatures attained by an anagama wood-kiln.  To work
around this, I have settled on a simple, iron-rich clay body as a base that is mixed with numerous local materials.  The
base is made from commercially processed clays, but its iron-rich quality speaks to the makeup of the local geology.
This stoneware body allows for a base that relates to the landscape at least in color and texture, but the true character
of the piece comes from the additives. 
The sand, dug from the river bed of the Hudson River during low tide, is a fine-grained sediment that I use as a
replacement to commercial grog.  Like nearly all sand, it is rich in quartz, but its true character comes from the heavy
shale content, which is responsible for its unfired and fired color and texture.   After digging, I air dry the sand on
tarps, allowing for an easier sieving process.  I sieve to 10 mesh, and then again to 33 mesh, separating the material by
size, and giving myself replacements for fine, medium and coarse grog.  The fine sand makes up the bulk of what I
use, while the coarser material that doesn’t screen through 10 mesh is used more thoughtfully, as the larger pieces of
shale bloat during firing. 
The iron-rich silt is dug from a dry streambed that runs through the Taconic mountain range.   I process the silt
similarly to the sand, but I only sieve it through a 10 mesh screen so it keeps in clumps which form iron spots during
firing.  I often use the silt as a slip, it reduces to a dry, purple surface with a gritty texture.  
I dig a local red clay from Tivoli, New York, on the shore of the Hudson River.  As a surface clay, it bloats heavily
beyond cone 4, so I use it as an accent, adding plasticity and iron to the clay body.   I occasionally wedge solid
chunks of this clay into my normal working body to make use of its low-fire nature.  It enables me to direct certain
areas of my pieces to bloat, melt, and transform.  The crushed, granitic rocks from the Hudson Highlands also allows
a level of further transformation.  The feldspar in these stones melt dramatically, oozing a natural glaze through the
pores of the clay.   They are somewhat refractory though, staying just dense enough to form minor cracks as the
surrounding clay shrinks. 





The forming processes I work with have been fine-tuned to best utilize my raw materials.  I utilize different processes
for nearly every form, the simplest of which has been heavily informed by the work of Tim Rowan.  He forms his
work completely solid, carving out interiors and shaving exteriors to define vessels and slabs.   This gives a level of
weight and stability not present in other handbuilt processes.  It also enables me to work with clay bodies that give
precedence to the material’s natural character rather than its workability.   I form my boxes and bookends in this
manner, and use this method in combination with hump and press molds to form ingots, grinding stones and
troughs.   Mortars are formed solid before being trimmed to define the bowl; the pestles that sit with them are also
modelled solid before being shaped with trimming tools.  The crucible is the one form that does not originate with a
solid state, rather it is coil built on the wheel in the same manner that Korean Onggi potters work. 
All of the work is fired in an anagama kiln for roughly three days.   This is necessary for layers of ash to build,
creating flashing, runny surfaces that are unique to this style of kiln.  Most pieces are loaded toward the front of the
kiln, maximizing ash collection, while the radiant heat of the firebox’s coal bed scorch the surfaces in a manner not
possible in other sections of the kiln. 



Tim Rowan Untitled Fragment 2011
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Education           
  
2014                  State University of New York, New Paltz 
                                    Bachelor of Fine Arts, Ceramics 
                                    Cumulative GPA 3.91 
                                                
2012                        Dutchess Community College 
                                    Associate of Science, Visual Art 
  
  Professional Experience        
  
Teaching Assistant 
State University of New York, New Paltz 
August 2014 – December 2014 
Assists ceramic professor in the preparation, lectures, and
demonstrations of an upper division studio course.  Maintains the studio
and equipment for the class and works hands-on instructing students. 
Clay Studio Intern 
Saratoga Clay Arts Center 
June 2014 – August 2014 
Worked with a team of interns in daily operations of a community clay
center, focusing on maintaining inventory, glaze mixing, maintenance of
equipment, and studio upkeep.  
Studio Technician Assistant 
State University of New York, New Paltz      
January 2014 – May 2014 
Assisted the full-time technician in studio upkeep, including maintaining a
proper inventory of materials, maintenance of power tools and equipment,
and daily studio activities. 

Assistant for Tim Rowan 
August 2012 – September 2013, June 2014 – Present 
Assisted full-time ceramic artist, Tim Rowan, in daily studio operations,
including processing of clay and wood, upkeep of kiln and kiln equipment,
and assisting in firing anagama kiln. 
Studio Technician 
Dutchess Community College            
September 2011 - August 2012 
General maintenance of ceramic and 3D studios, loading and firing of
electric and gas kilns, processing of studio clay, slip and glaze mixing,
maintaining inventory, and assisting the professor in daily classroom
exercises. 
  
Exhibitions                 
2014                      BFA/MFA Thesis Exhibition 
                              Samuel Dorsky Museum of Art, New P altz, NY 
                              Insight/On Site 
                              Historic Huguenot Street, New P altz, NY 

        Clay Club Ceramic Fundraiser        
        Student Union Building, New P altz, NY 

2013                            Clay to Table                                     
        a’Tavola Restaurant, New P altz, NY           

2012                       Dutchess Community College Fall Student Show 
                                 Mildred I. Washington Art Gallery, P oughkeepsie, NY

  Dutchess Community College Spring Student Show 
 Mildred I. Washington Art Gallery, P oughkeepsie, NY 

2011                      Dutchess Community College Fall Student Show 
 Mildred I. Washington Art Gallery, P oughkeepsie, NY

  
Related Activities             
Kiln team leader/member 
Loading and firing of studio work at the State University of New York,
New P altz.      
Summer volunteer for Joy Brown 
Assists full-time Ceramic sculptor in the preparation, repair, loading, firing,
and unloading of her anagama-style kiln. 
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