
Everyday Encounters with the Sublime:

TheArt of Merryll Sa/an
BY SUSAN HAGEN
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hough I had seen Merryll Saylan's

work before, my true appreciation
of it dates to an encounter in the

summer of 1997, when Saylan was an
artist-in-residence at the International
Turning Exchange in Bucks County,
Pennsylvania. I saw her "Tea Set" in a

post-residency exhibition at the Berman
Museum and returned to look at it again
and again throughout the evening. The
more I did, the more I began to realize
that it was its peculiarities-the smallness

ofthe saucer, the largeness ofthe cup, the
awkwardness of the spoon, and the richly
colored (but somewhat unappetizing)
surface-that drew me in, creating a per-

sonal, even tender relationship with this
humble turning. Saylan had managed to
give an idiosyncratic humanity to an
everyday object that, when I stood in
front of it, somehow brought many levels

of my own memories and associations
into sharp focus. To this day I can see
"Tea Set" in my mind's eye with perfect
clarity. More important, though, this
experience piqued my curiosity to learn
more about Saylan's work and career. In
short, I was hooked.

I think that Merryll Saylan's lathe-
turned art is appealing because of its
union of intimacy and complexity, a

consequence of Saylan's personable
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nature and her intelligent approach to
her work. She brings together her inter-
ests in music, fine art, design, and wood-
working, yet she also sees her work as an
integral part of her life informed by her
connections with other people. Saylan's
attachment to her family and friends and
her commitment to feminist/humanist
principles have been continuing sources
of sustenance and inspiration through-
out her career.

Saylan was born in New York in 1936,

the oldest of four siblings, and in addition
to her parents, lived with a large extended
family. When Saylan was five years old,
World War II had just begun and the



family relocated to California in order to
find work. Saylan says her grandfather
was the most influential person in her
upbringing because from him she learned
about craftsmanship: "He was a tailor of
fine women's clothes and taught me
about detail, fine fabrics and materials,
and the difference between poor and fine

She attended the University of CaLifornia at
Los Angeles, majoring in design and get-

ting a "Bauhaus" education with emphasis

on well-conceived and well-made objects.

As part of the Design Program at UCLA,
Saylan took a materials/shop class utilizing
wood, plastic, and metal, though, because

she had young children, she usually chose

classes that allowed her to work at home.
During this time there was a landmark
exhibition and book on Italian design pro-
duced by the Museum of Modern Art in
New York; some of those designers visited

and did presentations at UCLA. Saylan had
fantasies about becoming an Italian
designer too, but joked that as a Jewish

housewife with three chil-
dren at home that didn't
seem likely.

After graduating from col-
lege, Saylan considered
entering graduate school in
architecture or urban plan-
ning, but before making a

decision she took a semester

off. For fun she took classes

in Chinese cooking and
beginning woodworking.
One of her first woodturn-
ing projects, a set of rice
bowls made in 1974, was

the result of the conver-
gence ofthese fivo interests.

The bowls were meant to be

used, though they failed
their beta testing by check-
ing when filied with rice,
but according to Saylan that
experience gave her a deep

curiosity about the qualities
of wood. In fact, Saylan
enjoyed her first wood-
working class so much that
she began to consider
woodworking as a profes-
sion and decided to pursue

a MA in Art and Wood at
California State University,
Northridge. She was well
trained at Northridge but
chafed a little at the 1970s

trend in West Coast-style
furniture that was, as she

puts it, more concerned
with the wood and the grain
than the design ofthe piece.

In the first year of her
graduate studies Saylan

began to use the lathe to make furniture,
bowls, and sculpture. Her first projects
were usable things that had a direct con-
nection to the activities in her own life:
teacups and rice bowls. Those first
teacups were inspired by fapanese sets,

and she has returned to the theme peri-
odically throughout her career. Saylan's

workmanship."
Saylan's family encour-

aged her to pursue her cre-
ative interests; she played
the viola in |unior High
School and won several
orchestra competitions. She

went on to become a music
major in high school, where
she switched to the piano,
concentrating on Bach, and
composed music. Saylan
intended to become a con-
cert pianist, but said her
first art history class in col-
lege "blew me away." In
spite of this new enthusi-
asm, however, Saylan left
college after two years, mar-
ried, and had three children
bythe age of25.

Besides her passion for
art history, Saylan also fell
in love with modern and
contemporary design. "I
think that since I came of
age in the 1950s, that for-
mal language has always
made sense to me." Saylan

tells a story about being
given $100 by her grandfa-
ther as a wedding present.
With the money, quite a

sum in those days, she
bought a set of stainless
steel flanvare by Gio Ponti.
Saylan said, "I loved it but
my grandfather was
shocked that all I got for so

much money was a set of
Italian tableware." She still
admires designers and
architects from the fifties, especially the "TeaSet"(1997)

Eames, Fonti, and Colombo, and Boxelder,paint

responds to the classic forms and austere H:6"xD:6"
visual qualities in Modernist design.

Saylan returned to college at the age of "Rice Bowl Set" (1974)

33. By this time, she had given up playing Bird's-eyemaple

the piano and transferred all ofher creatiye container: H: 8Yz'x D' 8"

interestr into her art and design studies. Bowls:H:4"xD:4
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pieces, whether functional or purely
sculptural, organic or geometric, rough
or smooth, are designed to feel appealing
in the user's hands. Beginning with those
first simple rice bowls and continuing
through her present work, Saylan has
made simple functional objects of wood,
often with an autobiographical theme.

In addition to her explorations of the
functional vessel form, Saylan began to use

the lathe innovatively to make large piecas
of furniture, such as "Collector's Cabinet"

CLOCKW]SE FROM UPPER LEFT:

Merryll Saylan in southern California in the

mid-1970s, assembling the base for her

"Collector's Cabinet."

"Barbells for Arnold" (1977)

felutong

20"x48"x20"

"f elly Doughnut" (1977)

Poplar, polyester resin

3"x14"x14"

"Collector's Cabtnet" (197 6)

Alder, acryIic

45', x24,,x24,,
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and "Lamp." In both of
these pieces, Saylan humor-
ously took the "Calilornia
round-over" Iook to the
extreme, making completely
rounded and rather imprac-
tical pieces of furniture.
Within a year, lhe furniture
led to the tongue-in-cheek
sculptural works "Barbells"
and "Jelly Doughnut"-both
of these sculptures evolved
directly from the shapes in
the cabinet and lamp.
"Barbells" was made from
jelutong because it showed
little grain to interfere with
the form of the work; "felly
Doughnut" was a perfectly-

formed doughnut made out of paint-grade
poplar, with a segment of wood replaced
by translucent red polyester resin. In these
sculptures, as with the furniture pieces,
Saylan considered and parodied ideas
about usefulness.

Shortly after finishing graduate school,
Saylan moved to San Francisco, sharing a
shop with furnituremakers John and
Carolyn Grew-Sheridan. They also made
her more aware of the growing woodturn-
ing field; she recalls meeting Dale Nish,
Alan Stirt, Albert LeCoff, and Stephen
Hogbin at conferences in Berkeley and in
Utah about 1980. Saylan's work had
already been exhibited in California
Design 76 (at the Pacific Design Center in
Los Angeles), but in 1981 she took part in
an exhibition called A Gallery of Turned

Objects, which was
held at Snyderman/
Works Gallery in
Philadelphia, and a

conference, orga-
nized by the Wood
Turning Center, at
the Bucks County
Community College.
"Jelly Doughnut" was
included in the show,
and a number of
observers still relish

the excitement and consternation it
caused in the turning field. Saylan took
part in her first American Craft Council
show in 1981, and exhibited "Barbells."
One well-meaning woodturner suggested
she try again using a nicer piece of wood
with better grain. "Collector's Cabinet,"
"Barbells," and some of the lamps were
later included in The Art of Wood
Turning, organized by Paul Smith at the
American Craft Museum in 1983.

Saylan remembers receiving very little
response to her larger work at that first
ACC show, though she did begin to market
her smaller pieces, such as sushi trays and
bowls, more successfully at craft shows
through the late 1980s. She never made the
transition to a production turner, however.
Though functional, each of the pieces
Saylan made was carefully designed, hand-
made, and unique.

In 1983, she moved to Berkeley and
got to know a lot more furnituremakers,
including Gail Fredell and Wendy
Maruyama, who were particularly help-
ful. Saylan had been using dyes and trans-



parent watercolors in her work, but it was

Maruyama who showed her about mak-
ing sample boards that recorded all her
experiments with stains and pigments.
Before long, Saylan adapted this method
of exploring color for her own purposes

and has used it to plan surface treatments
for much of her work since that time. She

also met Bob Stocksdale, whose work she

had admired for years, and developed a

Iongstanding friendship with him and his
wife, fiber artist Kay Sekimachi.

Color became a central formal compo-
nent of her work during this period, and
many believe that
this is her single
greatest contribu-
tion to the wood-
turning field. Over
the next few years,
she developed a

hybrid art form:
luminous, richly-
colored turned-
wood platters that
can be seen as func-
tional paintings. In
this new body
of work, Saylan
looked back to
the mysticism of
Color Field painters

such as Morris
Louis and Helen
Frankenthaler for
inspiration. Saylan
told me about a

favorite aunt, a serious color field painter
for many years, who encouraged Saylan
to pursue her own work as an artist and
to "be bold." Once, after seeing one of
Saylan's early, somewhat timid poly-
chromed pieces, she shouted, "You've got
to throw the paint! Use rollersl DO IT!"

Saylan experimented with dyes, fiber-
reactive dyes, bleaches, different kinds of
paints, and even auto body finishes. She

started to bleach the wood when she real-
ized that the bright dyes she was using
were muted by the color of the wood.
Her first dyed pink plate was part of a
large series titled "Pastilles," done in the
mid-1980s, of small bleached and dyed
wood plates in various pastel colors.
Eventually, the richly colored platters of
the late 1980s, like "North Seas" and
"Red Platter," established her moye
securely in the woodturning field.

CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT:

"Service for Two" (f 983)

Brazilian satinwood, dyed maple, acrylic

14ux9"x9"

"Pastilles: 3 small plates" (1987)

Western maple (turned, carved, bleached,

dyed, lacquered)

H: l" x D: 7"-9"

"Red Platter" (1992)

Padauk (textured, dye, oil color glaze)

H: 2" x D: 18"

"Patterns" (detail) (1993)

White oak (oil color glaze)

H: 2" x D: 28"

"North Seas" (1988)

Maple (turned, carved, dyed, oiled)

H:2" xDz20Yz"
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Interestingly, because Saylan creates
surface interest with pigments and stains,

she's not dependent on rare or endan-
gered hardwoods for pictorial effects. In
fact, when Saylan was once asked by Bob

Stocksdale where she had found a partic-
ular piece of rare pink ivory wood, she

replied "Pink ivory? What's that? This is
maple. I played around with some colors
on it and this is what I came up with."

As Saylan developed the series of plat-
ters, contrasting areas of texture replaced
the smooth, sanded treatment of the early
pieces. As the result of a serendipitous
mistake-lousy sanding technique
emphasized by the application of transpar-

ent dye-she began to creatively exploit
different texturing methods. She devel-
oped a method of controlled over-sanding
that, like a Spirograph, left a series of over-

lapping circular scratches on the surface.
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She also experimented with pock-marking
the surface with different kinds of Dremel
bits. Saylan was fascinated by the wire
brush swirl marks on the surface of
American sculptor David Smith's stainless
steel sculptures from the 1960s, which she
described as "wonderfully subtle expres-
sions of gesture within formalism."

During the late 1980s, Saylan began
working on a parallel body of work, a series

of functional objects in a constructed con-
text. The series started in response to a

challenge from Albert LeCoff, who was
organizing a woodturning exhibition and
suggested that Saylan make a piece for the
show. The result was "Trinity
Table"(1987), and the piece was designed

CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT:

"Triniqy''(1987)
Maple, curly birch, alder (polychromed)

27" x24" x24"

"Homage to Greens #1" (1988)

Black Walnut, poplar, black bamboo, cane

(casein paint, oil and lacquer finish)

29,'x22,,x22,,

"The Primordial Circle" (2000)

Maple (aniline dye, paint)

H:4" xD:l5lz"

"Indian Basket" (1981)

Walnut, birch, mahogany

H:3"xD:7"

Merryll Saylan turning "Indian Basket" in the

Grew-Sheridan shop in San Francisco, 1981.
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to give the owner a choice of
three different tops: a glass
disc, a salad bowl, or a birds-
eye maple cheese tray. This
table was also in the landmark
International Turned Object
Show (ITOS) in 1988. Later,
she made a series of salad
bowls on stands, such as
"Homage to Greens #1"
( 1988), "because we eat a lot of
salad." This series humorously
questioned where a salad bowl
belongs-Saylan admits she

thought the field took itself so

seriously at the time that she

couldn't resist spoofing it-
and introduced important
ideas to the turning field.

Saylan discovered (in addi-
tion to the frustrations of jug-
gling a family and a career
that many women artists face)

that the field o[ woodturning
had particular disadvantages
for women artists. While an
adult student in the university
taking woodworking, Saylan

says she had never thought about male or
female roles. In fact, at one point the grad-
uate program had only women in it. But
the turning world was different, and
Saylan said that very early on she and
Addie Draper were "odd-women-out" in a
field where men dominated the seminars
and all the talk was about technique rather
than design. Saylan made an effort to infil-
trate.this "guy's world" through partici-
pating in the system and political involve-
ment, and without a doubt, her mentor-
ship of other women artists and wood-
workers has helped the turning field to
grow and flourish over the past 20 years-
now she has many women colleagues
adding their influence to lathe art.

Saylan, as well as Michelle Holzapfel,
was also one of the first important women
in woodturning to address feminist ideas
in the work itself as well as on a social lev-
el. She researched the history of women in
art and craft, and has used this history to
structure the philosophical underpinnings
of her own creative efforts. Like ]udy
Chicago or Ann Hamilton's sculpture that
uses women's work, autobiographical ele-
ments, and domestic life as themes,
Saylan's work connects in an interesting
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way with feminist
iconography. Her work
is ripe for appraisal
within the context of
contemporary art and,
in particular, the con-
nection of her work with
feminist art deserves to
be explored further.

Even though Saylan
began to work seriously
with the lathe in 1975, it
was not until 1990 that
she decided that she

needed to concentrate
on improving specific
Iathe techniques. In that
year she was awarded a

one-and-a-half-year-
long slay as an Artist-in-
Residence at the
Grizedale Sculpture Park in Cumbria
England. Feeling somewhat intimidated by
all the English turners, she devoted herself
to mastering the use of the gouge, partly
because she felt she "had better learn or
would have no credibility." (Perhaps this
was due to the fact that the turning field at

that time was evolving its own standards of
practice, such as the inherent virtue of
"turning" versus "scraping.") Ironically,
during the residency at Grizedale, Saylan

mastered new technical skills, but also
observed a transition in her work to a

slightly looser style and a greater ease with
materials. She felt she had struggled
(sometimes arbitrarily) to make her wood
pieces pristine and now she wanted to let
them be rough. In a series of bowls made

during this period, "Sticks and Stones" for
example, she used natural sticks found in
the woods to build stands or holders.

CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT:

"Eat Your Porridge: 3 Bears Bowls" (1997)

Ash (oil color glaze)

H: 10" x D: 7"

"Breakfast Tray'' ( 1996)

Maple

5" x23Vz" xl7"

"Sticks & stones" (199r)

Wych elm, hazel

40" xl2" xl2"

"Color Theory I" (1997)

Kellogg's oak, poplar, box elder, cherry, western

maple (polychromed)

H:5Y2" xD:51/2" each

"Turning 60: work in progress" (1996)

Maple
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As another aspect of her residency in
England, Saylan worked with the
Cumbria Woodturners and taught at
Rufford County Crafts Centre and
Thwaites School. She was so impressed
by the peaceful rural setting of the
Grizedale residency that after her return
to the United States in 1992, Saylan and

her husband moved from Berkeley to a

quiet house in Marin County, with a two-
car garage that serves as her studio and
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CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT:

"Tribute to Hans Coper" (2001)

Various woods (polychromed)

54" x47" x9"

"PrimaryColors" (2000)

Maple, ash, western maple, pine (polychromed)

20"x5"x5"

"Tower of Bowls ( 15)" (2001)

Various woods (polychromed)

77"x15"x18"

two bedrooms and a full basement that
are used for drawing, displaying her
work, and storing all her wood.

Saylan had served on the board of the
Wood Turning Center from 1988 to
1991, and her experience with the sup-
portive community of wood artists in
England inspired her to become involved
with the American Association of
Woodturners, where she served on the
board from 1993 until 1998, and as presi-
dent in 1995.

As a mature artist, Saylan has had to
confront a variety of family health prob-
lems, which cost her several years of work
between the early 1980s and the mid
1990s. She even began to date her work in
relation to these health crises. Because of
back pain, Saylan went to her last craft
show for 12years in 1988. Eventually, she

had major surgery. In November 1991,
Saylan wrote, "...the unknown of when I

will fully recover [following back surgery]
plus the long, long period out of the stu-
dio are upsetting, but for the moment,
I'm very interested in improving my
drawing skills."

Speaking with Saylan about this period,
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I was struck by the intensity of her work
ethic and commitment to developing her
work. Therefore, it's not surprising that
her return to the studio in 1996 was
marked by excitement and renewed tom-
mitment to her work, and she quickly
produced several significant pieces. "The
Breakfast Tray" refers directly to her recu-
peration and is a meditation on the power
and beauty of simple everyday things.
"Turning Sixty" is made up of several
stacks of turned wooden bowls, plates,
and cups that playfully show the accumu-
lation of work throughout her (at that
point) 60 years of life. Like Giacomo
Morandi, an Italian artist well known for
his prints and drawings of groupings of
bottles, jars, pitchers, and other vessels,

she treats the platter, bowl or the teacup as

both a pure form and a symbol. Saylan
became more interested in exploring the
formal and emotional aspects of arranged

groups of objects. Saylan's
musical training plays an
important role in the way
she works with these
arrangements; she says she
finds the mathematical
aspect and the repetition of
form in both Bach and Steve

Reich's elegant and spare
music are stylistic inclina-
tions in her own work.

In the summer of 1997
Saylan participated in the
Wood Turning Center's
eight-week International
Turning Exchange (ITE)
residency in Newtown,
Pennsylvania. It was in part
because she shared her sur-
face coloration techniques
with some of the other turn-
ers that she made some new
discoveries herself about
transparency and opacity.
"Tea Set" is an example of
the thickest, most opaque
surface treatment and
"Three Bears Bowls" is a
great example of the most
minimal transparent glazing.

Saylan further developed the theme of
"Three Bears Bowls" with surface inscrip-
tions of fine lines, decorative patterns,
images andwords.

Saylan's work has become more com-
plex over the years by keeping early ideas

-

a
*
E
F

o
Fo
E

t



and adding new ones. While Saylan has

continued to create singular platters with
dramatic textures and austere color
schemes, like plain ebonized or bleached
surfaces, her recent pieces have become
increasing orchestral in conception overall,
while keeping a simple, minimal, appear-

ance within their individual components.
In 2001, Saylan completed a series of 16

bowls, titled "Tribute to Hans Coper," that
are displayed together on individual
shelves. (She has identified the classic
modernist vessels of early 20th century stu-

dio potters
Lucie Rie and
Hans Coper as

especially
important
influences to
her work over
the years.) In
this sculptural
installation the
permutations
of form and
color-longer
or shorter feet for example-create har-
monies and rhythms not unlike music and
invoke a visual reverie in the viewer.

Turning 65 has brought a sense of
urgency to all aspects of her work. Over
the years she has received an increasing
number of requests for teaching and
speaking engagements. Recently, her
work has also been included in numerous
exhibitions, among them shows at
Tercera Gallery in Palo Alto, California,
the Oakland Museum, Gallery Materia in
Scottsdale, Arizona, SOFA/ Chicago, the
Arkansas Art Center, and several of the
Wood Turning Center's touring exhibi-
tions, as well as the newly opened Wood
Turning in America Since 1930. With all
this demand, she describes a feeling that
she is running out of time, which forces
her to be focused and decisive in the stu-
dio-and more protective of her time to
work. At the same time, she seems more
deeply attached to the things and people
she loves, and this in turn fuels her work.

Saylan's work shows evidence of her
interests, whether ]apanese teacups,
Modernist design, or Color Field paint-
ings, and her thoughtful, personal and
well-considered process. It also reflects her
social life. Not long ago, Say'an remarked
"I'm pondering this for myself right now: I
love my family. I loved get-togethers as a

child, gatherings, sharing
a meal, joy, togetherness,

differences, teasing,
pushing, nagging, dis-
turbing, fun. I don't con-
sciously think about that
connection between that
part of my life and my
current work, yet I know
intuitively that it is a

part." lndeed, Saylan's
recent assemblages and
i nstallations a re especial-

CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER RIGHT:

"Vessel" (2001)

Mahogany, milkpaint
21" xl9" x2r/2"

"Harvest: Crate ofBowls" (2000)

Crabapple, pine

3lz" xllr/2" xlI"

"Recycled packing crate series" (1999)

Oak (charred, oil glazed)

l" x5Vz" each
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Iy interesting when viewed as families of
related individuals. Each bowl is unique,
but slowly we discover subtle and complex
relationships in these arrangements. This
theme-the uniqueness of the individual
juxtaposed with relationships and the
family-seems to beautifully underscore
the wisdom and deeply humanist content
of Saylan's work.

Susan Hagen is a sculptor and writer; she

lives in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.
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