


Ornate  
by Paige O’Toole 

Artist Statement  

 I greatly admire decoration. When wandering through art galleries I am most intrigued by 

the work that surrounds the work. The history of art is told through a history of images. 

Photographic reproductions used in art history education almost always exclude the frame or the 

architectural context in which the art was intended to be seen, thus altering our perception of any 

given piece. I want decorative objects, like the frame, the pedestal, and the wallpaper, to be 

understood as primary rather than secondary. I use craft material to reference the supplemental 

status of decoration in art history. 

 I make the work in terra cotta, a material that plays an integral role in the history of 

ornament. Clay is malleable, which allows for the mark of the hand to express the rhythm and 

motion that is echoed in decoration. Every piece begins with the rendering of a frame corner, and 

from there each layer is built through the addition of coils, that then morph and adapt to fit the 

movement of the new object. The objects I create feel familiar but have no discernible identity. 

While craft is not synonymous with the decorative, the two function as supplemental in art theory.  

The anonymity in the work highlights our perceptions of craft; the expectant notion that the 

craftsperson, like the frame, draw no attention to itself, yet they both occupy the space of 

decoration.     

Introduction  
     
 “No subject so essential to the appreciation of a work of art has been  

   so neglected as framing.”   1
     
 My current research focuses on the representation of decoration, 

more specifically frames, in art historical scholarship.  Through this body of 

work I attempt to breakdown and recreate the defining elements of a frame, 

enabling these elements to create their own harmony within a new object. 

These objects (figure 1) that hold no representation demand attention 

independent of their expected function.  

Henry Heydenryk, The Art and History of Frames: An Inquiry into the Enhancement of Paintings  1

(New York: J.H. Heineman, 1963), 4.

Fig.1 - Ornament XVIII , 2020 

Terra-cotta, terra sigillata  

18’’x 10’’x 48’’ 



Research 

 I’ve always wondered why frames aren’t a part of the mainstream conversation when 

studying histories of Western painting. They are discussed in terms of a movement but never 

attributed to a specific artist or maker, never given more than a brief description 

as a period in time (figure 2). This question of representation has been the 

driving source of inspiration for my work. My research about the 

representation of frames in art history began after reading Paul Mathieu’s, 

“Object Theory.”  

 In an attempt to understand the condition of the frame, Mathieu examines 

the context of object and image relationships. He describes the frame as the 

“ultimate object,” as it occupies the two conditions of function, as both a tool 

and a container.  Mathieu suggests that because of the frame’s function as an 2

enhancement to our understanding of an image and its place as an object that 

holds no other representation than of itself, it will always be secondary to the 

work it was made to contain. Furthermore, the first chapter of Glenn 

Adamson’s Thinking Through Craft, entitled “The Supplemental,” deconstructs 

the relationship between the position of the frame and 

the decorative and in turn the frame’s relation to craft. He notes that the 

scope of the supplemental, beginning with the frame, is vast and is 

institutional just as it is formal.  3

 Historically the lineage of frames and ornament, while these 

principles originate in antiquity, have largely developed alongside 

architecture. In an evaluation of framing in the Middle Ages (figure 3) , 

Heydenryk writes, “painting did not have an autonomous existence, but was 

used in conjunction with architecture and sculpture, as part of a larger 

decorative scheme,”  suggesting there was once a period in history when the 4

decorative was not suppressed by a hierarchy in art. The frame serves as a 

transitional space that moves the viewer through the imaginary world of the 

painting to the reality of the wall. The frame’s purpose is understood within 

 Paul Mathieu, “Object Theory,” in Utopic Impulses: Contemporary Ceramics Practice, ed. Ruth Chambers et al. 2

(Vancouver: Ronsdale Press, 2007), 118.

 Glenn Adamson, Thinking through Craft (Oxford: Berg, 2007), 13.3

 Heydenryk, The Art and History of Frames, 8.4

Fig. 2 - At the Theatre (La Première 

Sortie), 1876-7, Pierre-Auguste Renoir, 

Oil on canvas, frame details not listed

Fig. 3 - Rucellai Madonna, 1285, Duccio 

di Buoninsegna, Tempera on gilt wood, 

frame details not listed



its relation to function. The use of architectural ornament on walls precedes the use of painting as 

a decorative element. Heydenryk’s, The Art and History of Frames, attempts to establish a meaningful 

dialogue on the significance of frames by delving into the evolution and trends in European art 

history. Hundreds of books are published yearly on paintings and their respective histories, but few 

are published on the impact and history of frames. 

 The publication, “Frames,” from The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, by Barbara E. 

Savedoff, explores the role of the frame in order to gain a better understanding of the painting. 

Savedoff examines how we study the history of art and questions the implications of studying 

through photographic reproductions. These reproductions almost always exclude the frame or the 

architectural context in which the work was intended to be seen, thus altering our perception of 

any given work. She provides specific examples of European art canons, like the Raphael room in 

the Vatican. She writes that when we study Raphael’s School of Athens (figure 4), in art history 

education, we see cropped versions of the work, omitting its architectural framework. When 

viewing works from this limited perspective we are 

unable to fully understand the artist’s intention as the 

work has been separated from its physical context.  

With this in mind I think it is important to consider the 

role of digital dissemination in our contemporary 

context. The advent of the digital world brought about 

significant changes to the way art history is understood 

and subsequently taught. With images now living 

digitally the only difference between the gilt wood 

carved frame and the borders of your iPhone are the 

aesthetics, because no matter the context we would be 

remiss to underestimate the 

significance of the frame.  

    Contemporary Sources  

 The idea of framing is not solely confined to the picture frame. Over the 

years many contemporary artists have sought to reconcile the problem of the 

pedestal. The pedestal holds the place of the frame in respect to objects; one 

could argue its identity was formed in a transitional capacity from architecture 

to object-hood. I look to Arlene Shechet when considering display (figure 5). 

Her work never begins at the end of white pedestal, like most traditional 

Fig. 4 - School of Athens, Stanza della Segnatura, 1508-11, Raphael 

Fig. 5 - Long Form, 2017, Arlene 

Shechet, Glazed ceramic, 

hardwood, paint and steel 



sculptors. Her display is as important to the work as the sculpture itself. She doesn’t ask you to 

ignore the pedestal, but rather she asks you to engage with it. I enjoy her experimental approach to 

both material and technique. I think her treatment of the 

pedestal strongly correlates to way I think about the 

frame’s relationship to painting.  

 Francesca DiMattio has a way of beautifully 

blending histories. Her works are rooted in domestic 

activity, some functional, some not (figure 6). Her 

sculptures are inherently two things at once, she plays 

with contradictions. She uses opposing content, color and 

texture to build a narrative that forces viewers ask 

questions about domesticity, craft, and histories.  
 

 I am convinced Giuseppe 

Ducrot is a contemporary Italian 

master. His works are incredible. 

I am enamored with his ability to 

deconstruct and abstract objects 

of decoration (figure 7). He consistently glazes in yellow which allows the 

viewer to immediately place the work, while still engaging in a 

contemporary conversation. I appreciate the way he handles the clay, the 

thick rough cuts, and overall looseness speak to gestural nature of the 

work. There are obvious parallels within our work, but I think I am most 

drawn to his unapologetic emulation of Baroque sculpture.  

 This Bram Bogart piece (figure 

8) has stuck with me because of its 

juxtaposition between ornament and 

minimalism. Diametrically opposing 

qualities effortlessly blend in Bogart’s 

work. The very nature of the work is ornamental. A painting’s 

purpose is to perform a decorative action, yet Bogart has 

subverted that assumption with the absence of content.

Fig. 6 - Sevres vase à Bobèches, 2012, Francesca DiMattio, 

Overglaze and underglaze with gold lustre on porcelain  

Fig. 7 - La stanza del Papa, 2017 Giuseppe 

Ducrot, Glazed ceramic

Fig. 8 - White plane white, 1974, Bram Bogart



Process & Methodology 

The work is hand-built in terra-cotta (figure 9). I 

use clay because of its 

position as a craft medium, in 

an attempt to further the 

narrative addressed in the 

work. I hope that materiality, 

in a fine art setting, will 

provoke the question of the 

hierarchy in art. I use terra-

cotta because of its historical 

relation to decoration. From 

its use in ancient pottery to 

architectural facades to red 

clay bole used in Medieval 

and Renaissance gilding, 

terra-cotta as a 

material has played an 

integral role within the history 

decorative arts. I don’t start with a specific outcome in mind. I prefer 

to build progressively, intuitively responding to the material (figure 

10). I construct using both hands in order to successfully work 

symmetrically. The process begins 

with the rendering of a frame corner, 

and from there each layer is built 

through the addition of coils, that 

then morph and adapt to fit the 

movement of the sculpture. It is a 

repetitive process that transforms in 

rhythm with every pinch. In terms of composition I think a lot 

about drapery, how an incredible mass can feel weightless when 

fabric effortlessly clings to a form creating a beautiful emphasize 

on light and shadow, especially that which is referenced in ancient 

Fig. 9 - Sculpture in Process

Fig. 10 - Ornament XVIII in Process

Fig. 11 - Ornament XVIII in Process

Fig. 12 - Ornament XVIII (detail), 2020 

Terra-cotta, terra sigillata  

18’’x 10’’x 48’’ 



greek sculpture and later repeated in renaissance sculpture. The movement that is captured in the 

rendering of these sculptures is what I attempt to recreate, when considering the overall form of 

the free standing sculptural works. I seek to create dichotomies of surface within the work, smooth 

and rough, matte and satin; this is accomplished through the use of terra sigilliata (figure 18). This 

surface allows the viewer to place the work in the context of craft.  The works sit on their own 

pedestals (figure 12). I created these pedestals by flipping an initial sculpture (figure 11) upside-

down, and from there I start the blueprint for the larger portion of the work. Building in parts has 

allowed me to create larger, more manageable works (figures 17 &19).  

Figures 13 through 15 are two works in progress of what would have been a part of the design I 

had envisioned for a false wall behind the freestanding sculptural work. These works are an 

attempt to bridge the gap between the floor sculpture and wall. The work as a whole is about 

frames and their position in art discourse and I am interested in the way a frame commands 

attention while at the same time we’re conditioned to ignore it. These works speak the language of 

the freestanding sculptures while occupying a very different space. While circular in exterior, these 

works contain rectangular forms that place you in the world of painting, hung on the wall the 

viewer is confronted with the absence of containment.  

 Unfortunately due to COVID-19, I was unable to complete this body of work, but with time 

and future studio access I will be able to finalize this exhibition (figure 16). There will be two free 

standing sculptural works and a third, smaller, but of a similar fashion, suspended from the ceiling. 

The wall space will function as the backdrop to the sculptural work and is limited to four, four by 

eight foot MDF panels. These panels will be flocked in a deep red color, further placing the viewer 

Fig. 13 - Wall piece 1, terra cotta, 

unfinished 

Fig. 14 - Wall piece 1 (alternate 

view), terra cotta, unfinished 

Fig. 15 - Wall piece 2, terra cotta, 

unfinished 



in the context of decoration. The matte velvety surface of the flocked wall compared to the dynamic 

movement and cast shadows of the ceramic work hung on atop the panels provides a powerful 

visual. This visual will confront viewers, asking them to address our assumptions of decoration and 

in turn, the role of 

primary versus 

secondary content 

discussed in art 

history. 

Proposed  
Exhibition  

Visual  
Fig. 16



 Fig. 17 

Ornament XVIII (alternate view), 2020 

Terra-cotta, terra sigillata  

18’’x 10’’x 48’’ 



Technical Information  

Cone 01 Terra-cotta clay  Terra Sigillata surface applied on bisque   

Red Art 66    Red Art 1200g 
Hawthorne 12    Water 1 gallonish 
Talc 8     Deflocculant  
Fine grog 8    Red iron oxide 12% 
Om4 6 
Nylon fibers  

Fig. 18 - Glazing Process 



Fig. 19 - Ornament XVIII (alternate views), 

2020 

Terra-cotta, terra sigillata  

18’’x 10’’x 48’’ 



 Fig. 1 (repeated) 

Ornament XVIII (alternate view), 2020 

Terra-cotta, terra sigillata  

18’’x 10’’x 48’’ 
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