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This project is an exploration of cob: clay, sand and straw.  For this project, a medium most often used for building houses was invited and encouraged and perhaps at times coerced into becoming various vegetable and figural forms.  All the ingredients that make up the pieces can be extracted from the earth and decompose back into the earth.   The medium is thus accessible, local, and deeply grounded in place.   A unique aspect of many natural building techniques is their social nature, building houses with cob is not difficult, but it is time consuming and is much easier with many hands working together, making it strange to be working with the material as an individual.  Working with cob sent me back to the days of my youth making mud pies, both the ease of forming and the sense that working with it was like a game of grabbing blobs and squishing them together.  I work with cob because of its playfulness, the way one can mold and form it, its totally tactile nature.  

This project is made up of two chapters bound together by material, building process, and thought process.  All the pieces were built from cob and were created as mostly hollow forms leaving the journey of their creation visible to the viewer.  Working directly with dirt has made me consider my own relationship to the earth as a human, and appreciate the way that the earth both directly and indirectly through the food we eat, nourishes us.  Exploring cob has been a way to embrace that connection that is often disregarded and also to offer that connection up to viewers.  Throughout this project I constantly considered why I was making the forms that I have made, and it always related back to this cycle of nourishment between the earth and plants and animals.  The pieces work to balance a wish to speak out to viewers actively and a wish to let the pieces speak more quietly through the questions and thoughts that they provoke.  

 One chapter, built outside, is steeped in its site specificity.  The pieces in this chapter have armatures that are made of dead branches from the garden where they were made, their forms were inspired by their location, and just as the corn, beans and squash of this years growing season have died down and been harvested, so too, are the three sisters, which I formed out of cob, dissolving back into the earth.  The forms evolved slowly, morphing from bony structures to full voluptuous forms.  The process involved a constant grappling with how representational or open ended the pieces should be.   Their season was cut short when Minnesota had an early cold, windy, rainy spell.  
The second chapter, a continuation of the exploration of cob was done in an environment that was quieter, more stable, and more disconnected from the earth.  With less inspiration coming from the specific site, I let my interests control the work.  I take great joy in working with the figure and so my work inside began with seeing how cob can form the human body.  And in seeing what cob could do, I also learned what cob does not do naturally.  This work became a balancing act of what forms I most wanted to be making and what the cob seemed to be most capable of, what comes most naturally to the medium.  In this balancing the figure blurs into pod or shell like forms.   I hope to find ways for this group of pieces to become site-specific and to be grounded in the places where they get installed, and eventually dissolve.   

I am inspired by the works of Andy Goldsworthy because of their momentary collaborations with nature, the way that Goldsworthy works with nature to create simple, unexpected artworks and then allows nature’s entropic forces to take control again.  There is a feeling of cooperation, respect and a tie to place that I admire in Goldsworthy, and try to incorporate into my own work.  When the pieces that were outside were rained on and some collapsed in the wind, I thought about Goldsworthy’s attitude and allowed the pieces to be effected by the weather.  

Fritz Haeg’s Edible Estates and Animal Estates also inspire me because of their active interaction with communities and ecological environments.  Haeg’s work has an aspect of social activism that I also aspire to.   Working outside in Eat the Lawn was a way that I felt I was able to connect with the social side of art that I find to be very important.   My work in the garden drew community members in to both watch the evolving forms and to enjoy the garden itself. 

Through the process of working with cob, I found a connection between my work and that of Magdalena Abakanowicz.  Abakanowicz embraces texture and materiality in a very honest and organic way that is akin to the way I try to approach some of the bulky qualities of cob.  Also, the way that Abakanowicz walks the line between representation and abstraction, and creates forms that can comfortably sit on that line is something that I struggled mightily with through out this project.  Cob is not a detail oriented material, I did not want to force cob to be something it is not, so I had to experiment with what level of descriptiveness the material could comfortably employ.  

This project has pushed me to build, step back and look at what I have made, and follow it where it is leading me.  I have learned a lot about what cob is good at, and what it is not.  And because of it, I have spent a great deal of time playing the mud. 

