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Artist Bennett Bean "63 has been surfing the crest of the

Crrinnellians

W been geen American aesthetic for nearly a half-century. "It's more interesting

nuch

to be where it's happening,”he says, “than where it has happened”

qice pracduaiion.

Thiey're still out the

Benner Bean has had a knack for being where it's ar. He [ mever wouk] b siken that cass on purgose, and it
thicis 1d micre PR e L ame TARL 1 P . . I
spent the late 605 in California, the "70s and "805 in Mew was preat. All the historical and culturl studies — it wos a
interesting han ever. York, and the past Ml |-|.: s vears creating his own aesthesic worckerful, salid, real rmditional eduction and it has been a
ATE: retrean on & former daire farm in rural New Jersey. Thes arear thing e have had. Ie saughe me berae b learn, and thae @
Gl L T |.'l.| {11} = o EE A iy S S
daws his hands are ar work in his barn/studio, and his immluahlc.
make a few housecalls macinarion knows no bounds. [renluakle, perhaps, bue noe easy, “1 hive dyslesia,”
T Il's been a potrer, a sculpror, & paineer, a teacher, The hie says. “Tr wasn's o all srylish badk then, Exams were bad,
to get reacquainted, 3 : ; e :
deas just keep coming, and his waried experiences only bacause my rhinking isn't linear. Bur give me a piece ol
seem m have honed his judgment in deciding which random information that Aes the matrix of o mind and it
work and which oo shelve — nor ro menmion his echnical wnes i like anoarmos
skill in coccuring them. “Hey, when you oer to be oy sioe “| hve near pertect i sial retention,” Bean .-:-:;'-|.|.||-..
you've por mowes,” he soys with g shrog. Thiree years s “and | think in 2 visual feld instead of sequences. ['ve
rhe ypical retiremene ame, he recenthy started awhar rmay b pracriced Buddhism tor decades, b | sill hime troulile
is bigmest venmre ver — custom-designing and marketing rememberine the foor nohle rouths, the eishedold path
indmiade Tikeran Tues linear stuff roes in one ear and ooe the arher.
"B conceprs, experient al =kt CAN S

s . i i redarionships berween thines in a visual amd remporl
Lhe Matrix ol his Mind . _I 3 j j e S
field thar Aristorelian thinkinge will miss" he sas. "For

And o hear him alk abour 1z, be owes i all o dyslegia insrance, the lemers 'p’ aned b and che numbers ‘6 and
O Budadhiseo, O eravel, You plck, ™1 wend naot oo make " are all chee samee thing to me, the same shape — they're
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If Berneet Bean sounds like he bas che archerypical lucky w have found a career thar allows me 1o be really
libseral wrts puind, i did oot so appear w him when he functional. Acrually, | picy arcisce wh -..-.--.':-|'-.:|.-.-~c:-..'

entered Grinnell in 19549, He was (nesh our of high school

in Jowa Caty, whene his father taughe medicine at the . .
o LT tehmT e What a Stcange, Nonlinear Leip
LUlniversity of lowa, Shortly adver arriving 2t Grnnell, he

deteriminesd he wanted to be an art major. Alrhough be B again, thie proocss swas ot ac all linear. Atoer carning a

transberred o the University of Lowa, with iz husdreds of B.FAL fromn Towa, Bean did che classic 6605 mwipe he pota YW

art students, lalbasy thirougl his thind vear, Bean s he briis “imtes which 1 could pack cverything 1 owmned, inchsding

shll wvatlues bis tme ag the College, o potier’s wheel™; he did “figure cights across the counery,
“Crrimnell pueshed e into places Twouldo't haee goone,” eploring the seoeraphic and culmral landscape

e smoys. “At the time 1 thoupehe 1 lead better thiiges wo do, B Evenrually Bean tound himsclf in Seartle ar the

['rn vy plesisesd mome thine Twent thene, Thie best example wes Universing of Washingron's MLEFA. program. 11 was noran

1 hicleyny el [ osok weith Prodessae |Cruailbermo| BMendoza. auspicious rime. 1 beoke my ankle, oo best triend macried




e

ry hancée, and it raimed for 45 days srraighe,” he recalls,
“As seon s [ oould walk, | Lefr for Southern Califor ne.”

e ended up geming an M. EAC im ceramiecs an
Claremane Ciradusne {now Claremens Graduaoe Univessicg
smuching under Paul Soldrer, founder of the California
Schoed of ceramic art char combines Western raterials with
Japanese acsthetics, Bean b tond memorics of char dme

[ -II

darding, and everyone was a lindke stoned, W choughtn we

(| e (AT JHOLHEHRS BeCL .R.'-\.I HCnThe Al I-\.I ST I'l-\.l

were invenming the way the workd was going o be, and thi

it wis godng o be hamdmade and Beawiful and *Eastern,

though we didn'c really knew a lon about what thas

LESANT ".'.l'l'l'-\.'“II'. “!.=.||-\.I I Ii.'l‘-l\. il IIII.'.-\.'.l‘.I\. I.||rm-.'|.|'|'.' a st

aned say "Lock! A fen mark! That's s cool!’ But no one

i rl-\.'.'\ll IIII\.'\I were lilearyle Budd bises™

ean s expenenoe in Eastern thouglt and culre
weent deeper than most: when be macred Cathy Bao
i 1966, he gined an exrended Chinese Ganily. Bao
recenthy apoke ar Grinnell on seee and ethaicivy: she &

1 phillesaphy professor and author of The Chapstick-Fordk
Primciple, @ memobr and manual. Bean started practicing
Tiberan Puddhism in 1974, something he believes has had
a significant influence an his work.

“The Buddhisr chins has o do with Rporing oot ow
el T mind works,” he sava. He seg inspired wo start sitking
when he walked ineo his studio one day and s o po
completely ditherently than he hicd perceived ir the day

befon:, Which perspective was real?

“TN"m gowing v make this soufT, T need vo be getting
acvirte sensory information,” he explains, 1 ywou practice
Buddhizm, you deal with reality in o bess filtered ey

What vou do s, you sic and obserse your mind. Endlesshy.

Eventually, having seen the saowe thing appin amd aeain and

assain, vou gel bored with ywoarrsell and ke a heightened
inEresd i1 everviliing ‘ot thwene™

He absor gives soowe credit o Baddhizm for liis rerrifc
ablivy o work in a wide variety of media and sieossd in
i range of enwirommenits and situations. He doesn't ey m

impise i foeed persona on a new sicuatign, he smys. ©1 juse

shirer ugs, kaok amound, and chink wheo do T need oo be and

what dor [ need o de v work in this siuason?™

Potter, Sculptor, Non-Aristotclian

His wxork spans such an astonishing mrajectory, its difficule
o imugines it coming from one pair nf hnnds ||'|:ri.|||':.'

a stucdio potter anad an art protessor at Smren [sland's
Whagner Collepe, he verred into sculpmre when the
wland’s fre deparmment wouldn's les him build & kiln in
his backyard. Six months later, he s0ld 2 sculprure o the
Whitney Museum of American Art, which carapulted him
into the thick of the "605 art sceme, Bur he quickly became
dizillugicned with thar are wodd, maoved 1o the counery,
amd wens back o making pos,

I \.:Ii:-q.l\.-‘n"\.xi |||'| OFATIVE A TTETI DA WS .|.|l\;.-.. .".
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Bennatt Bean says he
do=sn't distinguish
between his art and the
rest of his life, noting
that he puts as much
creative energy into
renovating, decorating,
and landscaping his old
farmhouse as he puts
imto original artwaork.
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Samples of Bennett
Bean's pit-fired,
painted, and gilded
earthenware
[chackwise from top
left]: Pair on Base, 23"
wide by 18 15" tall by

8 %" deep: The Bay
[The Mew Wing Series),
24" wiide by 14 1"

tall by 2 %" deep; and
Opert Pair, 60" wide by
12 15" tall by 19" deep.

Thi Trrivech Migasine Fak 2009

oo elie did. Back then, itwas practically ilegal: everyone

warited o know if sour work wes Jishwasher sale”

Bezan still calls his oljecrs “pots,” although dey've
gortben less and less potlike and more and mrore absmace
ewver time. At Arst, he sos, T was making enclosed pisces —
they hive a space inside, a decorared skin curside thar was
glized and painted.”

Much of his work experinsents with breaks, tears,
or felds in the rim, “T was throwing & pot one day, and
the rim e, [ looked at iand thoughe: Look ar thar! IF
[ violate the rim, it chonges the speed acwhich the oy
poes Fromm the inaide o the cuside, That nick in dhe rim
changes the distinction between the teo surfeces.”

Forr Bean's nun-Arstotelsn mird, thar aleracion of
disginctions was the portal w ancther warld, He sared
piking the insides of tee pots, for one thing, “Ics 2 kind of
spacey, inditerminte surface,” be sy, “asore of golden space
imsicle that has nes specific dimension. [Cs kind of infinice.”

Mearmhiile, the E'uu:llu\.uI ciitsides of the (R ERH L
PEEETNE ImasTe wlaborute. The lacmone '-'|:-'J-.l.| :'II'I-J
conceptual reverberations sa up by the combinarion of
inside and outside, the ey lickering berween the o —
vz anid is Bypmotic in o oway that begaars |_-_-.:p|:_|,|'|:||:i|,'||'|

Mext came a commusion from a couple who had loss
of morney but net a loe ol collecting space. “They wanred a
lietle bl foor essch ool thoem,” Bean recalls, *I keps thinking
bt them, They were great people, happy people, they
had a greas marriage. .. So 1 made a paie of bowls char
interlocked, the same way 1 thoughe rthey ded.”

DMA inred and cream is a handknotted Tibetan
wool and silk rug designed by Bennett Bean,

Freia courmiy of Bevmr Bman

Thet Breakehrough resulted in several series of
interlocking “bowls.” Each plece included eicher two or
three parts. The gt sivon licde slab bases, The piece’s
owners cn feel free to move the vessels around on the
slubs s they choose. The slal defines “as far apart as |
want the vessels to be, and a5 close as | wane them to be o
something else)” explains Bean.

Thawse vessels were fllowed by a serics of winar Bean
catlls “wings™ — fat pieos of abstract ceramic arowork char
are ot vessels at all. “That phase only lasced for abour six
memths, [ decided tha if Pm going o make something
that fae, T omighi s well just jump off the edge of the carth
anil dur o pmainkiog”

The e bz was working on ecently Alled a tair
sizedd rooan im his barn, and was exccured (noencaustic, a
rechimigue using eoloned beeswax thar “lasts forever and

smells — ol oy G, it smedls like ambrosia,” s Bean

A Fabulous Chicken Frieze

It all happened over four decades, inoa muich less Rinea
fashinn than this story implies. Early on, Bean got Ared
from his reaching job three times {“My diplomacic skills
were not highly palished then™), reinstared vwice {once
as a studentstrike demand), bought amd bl a dairy
farmhouse and barn in rurad Mew Jersey, amd cocated an
elaborately landscaped retreat on the surrounding six
acres, all while making and selling act through a nevsork
af mallerics and shows e collectors at the higlest lesel,

“Hewwr mnach for thae pot!™ [ ask as we walk thoough che
smdin. “324 000" swx Bean matterol-actly, “During the
e 1 eonldm't make seuff fast enoush, The marcker Bor crafis
was going straighe up toward hevaen, A the end of the "30s,
it fell in a hole,” anad it's been up and downever sinee.”

The wps and deswns — and the evolution of avles of
waork he siw — pos him chinking: what's thee nest aesthens
mcwement! The answer, at lesst for mainstream culee,
came back "desipn.”

*Archirecrure & the point now,” he saps. “Mot what's in
the house. We've moved from handmade and handcratoed

o rem i g ol el Bra



o desizned and produced. Everyrhing is very elegint nin,
very shick, very Bauhausycrisp. And you cin bary preat
desipn ar Tarper! Most people don's care that norhings
handmade, thar there are no thumbgrines on rhings
anmore, Although there is an almost paralle] "fsoype
dorityourself movement, ton — people selling on etsy.com,
rodiscovering work of the hand.”

[his may sound like the lament of an aging hippie
ot except for one thing: Bean is delighmel. *T Enosae hoa
o do chis life™ he zavs of his arr and ey, *T knowar every
i [T ol ir. ||||' '\.'I'\- I|.|I||i 12 N in i '.'.:' AT |.'|.'|I II'\-I\.'\.E (18]
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had purchased. “1 can design a berrer rug than thas,™ he

lsouhie, and didd.

Fasrforw ke 10 vears, and Bean's cmailine

cluborare colorcoded birmaps of rugs pridded oo 100

kniots per inch (for wool rogs) or 200 knos per inch (for

silk raesh direcrly ro Tiberan wesvers, who hand-knor
every thread and deliver a finished 4betfoor rug in & or
L weeekis, .||-|'-L-|'|.|||'|;_- o the size and materinl. He's hired
2
d

made her o partner in the mug business, She collaboranes

Elizabieth Rand, o fiber arvier fresh our of arr schoal, a

anthe desion ard compurer wark, and rthe navo are already
fAlling arders. Bean prices the mess by rthe square foor —

|_..' O COlmkr '|--||r-.." I ¢ AE,
“The Cralm & I-\.'I e H L e '|-\.: KI5 TLITS '..'I'l""' L] '\-I'""-\.:

s pats, bur the crafr world is a small, charming, mildly
duifuncrional place. We're more inceresred in secing whar
happens it we go inns the desion uniiverse. 'm 68: by the
b o Y '. ."_ |'.\,| like nor o kb AT T M0 T \‘"-Cl'."':ll E .'|".I|"'||
Errdcs & YA :||'.\,| in -\.I.;:|.| conld '\-|'\l.'l'|.| ' Thme ||I'H.i'_'|'l nir
ruEs and CoHming W wirh more new ||||'|-

I have @ lor of idess | My] mind makes an endless
aanCAInn OF |.L|.'-- | hats whar its in the business of .'|li|'|l_
There isn't enough time or money o make all of them, 1
waltt to rranke, for instance, the most fabulous chicken coop
in the world wich a fricze like the Farthenon, only with
chickens on e U'm atraid corell my wife abour thar one
Lrd o guine thicn: yver
‘B [ have so much more o dos 1 s need oo e

lemger. Ir would be so annoying o dic.”

For mire intormarion on Bennere Bean's arowork, rugs,
amd orbuer F|ECLE, YISIC: www.bennettbean.com or www,
bennettheanstudio.com.

Bean decorates a pat in his pamt '.|::-.:|:1|'-r-:'::|. ||.|5-
dusted recliner, surrounded I::-:,' mementoe: of travel
friends, and artistic inspiration, and with the amiable
feline companionship of Palyfix (or “Paly” for shart).




