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Fig. 1.  Beach Kiln (Monitor),  Ocean Beach, San Francisco, CA 1979.
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Project: Land Kilns, is a treatise on the realized and proposed environmental kilns from 1979 to 1992 
(Land Kilns).  Project documentation, formative, conceptual and generative studies, site research, as well 
as essays, exhibitions, installations and selected work inspired by the kiln projects form the essence of 
this document.  The kiln or furnace as an alchemical instrument in and of the landscape, exploring salient 
and poetic questions/themes related to ceramics, geology, global metabolism, systemic thought/material 
practice and environmental art, is a basic premise of the work presented in Project: Land Kilns. 

Project: Land Kilns is the third in a series of “Project” documents developed by in consort with Anglim 
Gilbert Gallery and FractalTerror Press using contributions from selected projects of my work to reveal 
and elucidate embedded themes.  This series also provides a forum to reflect, examine and evolve the 
philosophical, conceptual and interdisciplinary dimensions of this work.  Each “Project” compendium 
becomes a meta-work of expanded relationship and synthesis within areas of my oeuvre that engage 
alternative narratives and ecologies.  The first two volumes in this series, Project: Oculus and Project: 
Metafossil were completed as prototypes in 2009 and 2013 respectively.  The fourth volume, Synthetic 
Ecologies, is in the planning stages. 

The first section of this volume, “Primal States,” looks at the historical foundation and inspiration for the 
work in Project: Land Kilns, including early experiences in the landscape of the Pacific Northwest through 
discoveries during college and teaching years.  The second and third major sections, “Land Kilns I / 1979-
1987” and “Land Kilns II - 51 Million BTU’s,” charts the ideas, design and firing of each of the Land Kiln 
projects from 1979 through 1992.    “Land Kilns I / 1979-1987” covers the first 11 projects and variations.  
“Land Kilns II / 51 Million BTU’s,” examines four Land Kilns, three as part of the series, 51 Million BTU’s 
and a fourth, related work, Metabolism and Mortality/O2.  These last four works are linked by narratives 
related to regional and global geochemical history and metabolic functions of the fossil fuels animating 
the works.  A following section, ““Land Kilns III/Concepts and Proposals,” give exemplary notes, stud-
ies and proposals for many unrealized Project: Land Kilns works.    A final section, “Ancient Sunlight,” 
examines the conceptual premises and works in various media derived from and extending the primary 
themes of Project: Land Kilns.  

The painting, Cotopaxi, by Fredrick Edwin Church, on page 2-3 (Fig. 2), has been shown in numerous 
lectures as an archetypal image informing my work. The dramatic, simultaneous, depiction of interacting 
natural and geologic forces in an expansive landscape has a strong fundamental and conceptual relation-
ship to Project: Land Kilns, as an extension of ceramic thought and practice as functions of the processes 
and properties of land and sea.  Major sections of my work, including objects, these and other environ-
mental projects, architectural interventions and installations, can be traced back to the formal study and 
experience of geology as a college student and travels across remote areas of the North American land-
scape.  The concepts, themes, studies and realized works may also be considered a form of “Expanded 
Ceramics,” examined in the epilog of this document and elucidated from a range of entry points other 
previous treatises such as those mentioned above as well as: Land/Sea: Laramide, Venice Substructure 
Complex, future volumes: Rapson Group/Site Index and Shear Zones: Displacements & Permutations 
(working title).

The artist, Anglim Gilbert Gallery and FractalTerror Press, wish to thank those who have contributed to 
this volume in many different ways: directly, historically, covertly, emotionally and inspirationally.  Those 
contributors include but are not by any means limited to: Bob Arneson, William T. Wiley, Heather McGill, 
Lucian Pompili, Layton Mortensen, Arthur Shade, Louis Marak, Jim Crawford, Chris and Dawn Unterseher, 
Walter McNamara, Richard Shaw, Bob Rasmussen, Ron Nagle, Jim Melchert, Pewabic Pottery, Graham 
Marks, Bill Kremer, Bob Shay, Walter Hall, John Pohanka, John Rohlfing, D. B. and Jim Finnigan, Mark 
Bartlett, Scott Chamberlain, Ted Vogel, Wayne Higby, Josh Greene, Robert and Paula Winokur, Kevin Mul-
lavey, Nan Hill, Connie Lewallen, Dennis Oppenheim, Charles Ray, Carol Schemmerling, Helene Fried, 
Ann Wettrich, Neil Forrest, Michael Swaine, Tanya Zimbardo, all the students, construction crews and 
staff of the supporting organizations who assisted in the projects, National Endowment for the Arts, local 
and institutional granting programs, among many others.

The geologists and oceanographers: Eldridge M. Moores, Bruce C. Heezen, Marie Tharp, Robert Dietz, H. 
H. Hess, H. W. Menard, John Wakabayashi, and their many colleagues, also need to be mentioned for the 
scientific/poetic inspiration their work has given me.

John Roloff, 2019
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Fig. 2.  Cotopaxi, Fredrick Edwin Church, oil on canvas, 1892, collection: Detroit Institute of the Arts, public domain.



PRIMAL STATES

Fig. 3.  Rogers Park, Forest Grove, OR.
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PRIMAL STATES: Notes

Playing under giant conifer trees in Rogers Park in the Pacific Northwest as a youth / sleeping to the drone 
above the trans-axle of the family car on long, night drives along the Columbia River gorge to family in 
eastern Oregon through the basalt flows of the Columbia Plateau and across the river from the muscular 
geomorphology of the Washington shore / Mt. Hood on the horizon at the end of street / the “golden 
blanket” of morning sun and dove calls at the grandparent’s farm in eastern Oregon / cross country trips 
on Union Pacific Railroad from Oregon to Kansas / Natural History Museum in San Diego, CA, aquarium 
in Seaside, OR / a drowned forest of stumps in a sea of mud on the floor of the Big Bear Reservoir seen as 
a Boy Scout at Camp Winton on the adjacent Big Bear Lake / swimming underwater in Great Valley and 
Sierra lakes  / Gary Snyder’s idea of the wilderness as an analog to the unconscious / car travels in the 
eroded and exposed terrains of the North American west as a child in the 1950’s, as a student in the 1960’s 
and later 1970’s and 1980’s: Craters of the Moon, Idaho, SW Oregon desert, hearing the Warner lakes near 
Hart Mountain Antelope Reserve “talking”.., immersed in the roaring silence, Pyramid Lake, NV, Death 
Valley, Mono Lake / collegiate studies in geology, late 1960’s, the revelation of sea floor spreading/plate 
tectonics / fire as an essential force are referred in the notebooks of the late 1960’s to the mid-1980’s / 
landscape paintings of the 19th and earlier centuries / Albert Bierstadt, Crocker Museum, Sacramento  / 
graduate school at CSUH: the sound of firing of the ceramics kilns, reminiscent of an engine room of a 
star ship... / dreams: of full-size forests on the sea floor, like those in the redwood forest behind CSU 
Humboldt, sunlight drifting down the ‘ocean depths,’ a herd of buffalo charging up river, surfing beside 
Drake’s, Golden Hind / treks across Kilauea Crater, lava forests, the black sand beaches of the Big Island..

Fig. 4.  Wallula Gap, Columbia  River, widened by the glacial waters of the Missoula Floods of the late Pleistocene, revealing 
exposures of the Grande Ronde, Wanapum and Saddle Mountains basalts.
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Fig. 5.  Loose notebook page, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., pencil on paper, circa 1970.
Fig. 6.  Notebook 1, pg. 227, 10 5/8 in. x 8 1/4 in., pencil on paper, circa 1970.
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UK,  where we had numerous conversations about earthworks, process, conceptual strategies, etc., which 
began a long friendship until his death a few years ago.  

Now teaching at the San Francisco Art Institute and Mills College, I was invited in 1979 to University of 
Notre Dame to work for a week in their large field-house, here I completed the first experimental kiln 
work, Fired and Glazed Earth Piece.  The kiln’s form was a 20 ft.. long boat hull made of stacked bricks 
about 6 rows high with a suspended high-temperature insulating, ceramic-fiber, blanket top with the na-
tive earth as the floor.  I was interested in seeing how the native earth would react to ceramic tempera-
tures (an analog to contact metamorphism found in lava flows).  To emphasize not knowing the “cone” 
(or specific temperature) that the kiln reached, I inserted one burner at one end of the kiln and ‘walked 
away,’ to let things happen and challenge the tradition of specific temperatures and control of conven-
tional ceramics – I wanted the transformations to be of a different order, more like nature.  A parallel  and 
formative work, Encased Piece, 1979, also questioned the order and form of material change. 

In 1980 I took a trip to the big island of Hawaii intentionally to see the active volcanoes and lava flows, 
specifically Kilauea Crater, staying at the Sheridan Volcano House on the crater’s edge.  I walked across 
the cooled, fractured lava surface of the crater towards Halema`uma`u, a smaller, steaming, active cra-
ter inset into Kilauea’s surface.  The surface of Kilauea’s lava could be likened to a giant ice-flow, large 
blocks squeezed up by compressive forces as the lava cooled.  Active, sulfurous vents and splatter 
cones dotted the surface, the huge cooled lava falls on the Kilauea cliffs from nearby Kilauea Iki crater.  
Halema`uma`u’s lava pool had a cooled skin floating on top with molten lava visible in the cracks between 
fragments.  The extensive flows of lava in both a’a and pahoehoe textures, cascading down the flanks 
of the calderas, the Punalu`u black 
sand beaches and the lava tree 
mold forest of the Nanawale For-
est Reserve, all provided a rich vo-
cabulary of lava structures and pro-
cesses.  The lava tree molds caused 
by hot lava flowing around living 
trees, being chilled and solidified 
around the trunk by the wet wood.  
In this process the tree was burnt 
out leaving an interior mold-like 
void.  This forest of tree molds was 
seen as a landscape scale version 
of the fossil analog explored the ce-
ramic ship works in Kentucky.  Tufa 
structures visited numerous times 
in the 1960’s-80’s at Pyramid and Mono Lake have intense textured surfaces formed by the deposition of 
calcareous material around organic structures underwater.  Also visited in Hawaii and NE California were 
networks of lava tubes, cave-like networks that could be explored for miles underground.  

From these experiences and subsequent project site research, themes of organic/inorganic interrelation-
ships and transformation were explored conceptually and materially in the Land Kilns.  The organic/
geologic origin of fossil fuels used in the firings, the flow of liquid lava in a volcanic eruption or at a 
spreading center of an oceanic ridge, and metamorphic alteration of minerals beneath the earth’s surface  
combined with the project site’s history and attributes became generative ideas for the projects.  A history 
of experimental ceramic works exploring land and seascape imagery, an understanding of the landscape 
in geologic terms, coupled with ideas of site-specific and site-generated land and conceptual art of the 
1970’s became manifest in this series of environmental projects using the kiln as a primary apparatus for 
exploration.  These kilns were seen as semi-controlled instruments, like giant test-tubes or retorts, per-
forming experimental transformations of natural materials in the landscape, encouraging the entrained 
forces and materials to speak in their own voice.

PROJECT: LAND KILNS - Inspiration/History

The major works of Project: Land Kilns, done from 1979 to 1992, and many subsequent projects derived 
from them, were inspired by concepts from science, landscape and art as well as an experimental atti-
tude towards materials and processes.  The raw and eroded landscape of western North America, through 
which I have traveled extensively since a young age, gave me a glimpse into the primal side of nature.  

Entering college with the idea of becoming an oceanographer, I first majored in geology at UC Davis in 
the late 1960’s, adding a major in art half-way through.  In art classes it was natural for me to recognize 
many materials of both sculpture and ceramics such as: dolomite, feldspar, kaolin, plaster (anhydrous 
gypsum), etc., in geologic terms, as products of deposition, metamorphism and extrusion at the scale and 
time frame of the evolution of the landscape.  In geologic time the land and sea are mutable, interdepen-
dent and may be construed as forms of each other.  The processes of erosion and deposition are cyclical 
inversions of each other, a continuum of land and sea interaction through which new land is being formed 
as we read: depositional systems within oceans, rivers and lakes around us are fed by the denudation or 
alteration of landscape where clays, silts and sands are suspended, transported, sorted and deposited only 
to become new landforms for future change.  In this fundamental way, land/seascapes are constructed of 
previous land/seascapes each carrying the blueprint of their ancestor.  

Over time the narrative of geologic material and site relationships was informative at many levels. From 
the earliest “Wave” ceramic works of the late 1960’s, the projects of the Land Kilns until the early 1990’s, 
to site-specific installations such as: Sea Within the Land/Laramide, Denver Art Museum, 2011, geologic 
structures, images and metaphors and literary (Borges, Calvino, Hesse, etc) inspired me to work with 
ceramics and ceramic processes with a broad definition of the medium understood through geologic 
time, scale and process in concert with the traditions of ceramics and conceptual/environmental art.  
This relationship of scale and context to art practice was further informed by a strong interest in the 
work of 19th century landscape artists such as: Turner, Church, Heade and Bierstadt.  As a geology stu-
dent in Eldridge Moore’s Tectonics class at UC Davis, we investigated the displacement mechanisms of 
sea-floor spreading in the form of transform faults as articulated by the geologists J. Tuzo Wilson (1965), 
Sykes (1967) and others.   A “shear zone,” in geologic terms, is a zone of strong deformation that occurs 
as a brittle to ductile discontinuity, fault or fold in the earth’s crust and upper mantle. This mechanism 
becomes an apt metaphor for the displacement and alteration of ideas and materials of an experimental 
artistic process that was reinforced by the questioning and open attitude of instructors like Bob Arne-
son and William T. Wiley with whom I studied as an art student contemporaneous with my geologic 
studies. This attitude beginning in the late 1960’s continues to the present in objects, installations, site 
investigations and environmental projects. This exploratory approach was further inspired by the ex-
tensive range of transformations of the earth’s sea/landscape in geologic time.  The permutations and 
extrapolations of viewing ceramics through a geologic lens became my fundamental modus operandi. 
 
In graduate school at Humboldt State University in the early 1970’s I was especially intrigued by the night-
time firing of an older salt kiln by another student.  Flames were pouring out of numerous spaces that had 
opened up between the bricks and around the loosely stacked door – I realized from that experience that 
the firing itself was the essential thing and that the objects inside were primarily “residue’ of that event, 
more or less of interest but not at the heart of the matter.  It took another 6-7 years of experimentation and 
conceptual exploration to figure out how to engage this idea fully in the form of the Land Kilns.  

Teaching at the University of Kentucky (UK) in the mid-1970’s I focused on the residue aspect of the fir-
ing – an analog to fossilization, the kiln burning out organic material, straw, twigs, pinecones, etc., as an 
accelerated fossilization process. Related conceptually with the ship works of the time the narratives of 
the firing represented a voyage into the unknown (“like Antarctica,” was the phrase I used at the time), the 
zone of 2000+ degrees F, the ships were extensions of myself into that space that could not be directly 
experienced.  I set up numerous experimental structures referencing geologic processes designed to col-
lapse or drastically alter during the firing: clays bloating near their fusing point, migration of soluble salts 
and colorants by evaporation, burning out of organic structural materials, etc.  This was also inspired by 
the emphasis on chance learned from Japanese ceramics and the Shinto-inspired attention to nature and 
process in their work - wood fired kilns, objects being fired multiple times.  Also inspirational during this 
time was a dialog with the New York conceptual artist, Dennis Oppenheim.  He was a visiting lecturer at 

Fig. 7.  Lava tree mold forest, Nanawale Forest Reserve Big Island, 
Hawaii, research trip, 1980.
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Fig. 10.  Pyramid Lake, western Nevada.  Living remnant of ice age Lake Lahontan.  Visited numerous times 1960’s to the present.

Fig 9.  Fish Head, detail, 18 in. sq., fired clay, stains, sedimentary deposited surface, private collection, circa 1973.Fig. 8.  Shrouded Wave (also known as Wake of a Dead Wave), detail, 18 in. sq., unfired clay, stains, provenance unknown, circa 1968.
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Fig. 11.  Unbound notebook page, 11 in. x 8.5 in., ink on lined paper, circa 1970. Fig. 12.  Unbound notebook page, 11 in. x 8.5 in., ink on lined paper, circa 1970.
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Fig. 13.  Ship No. 70, 50 in., fired clay, iron oxide, private collection, 1980. Fig. 14.  Ship No. 40 (Husk Boat), 50 in., porcelain bisque, collection, Henry Gallery, UW, Seattle, WA, 1975.

Fig. 15. Ubehebe Crater, Death Valley National Park, CA.  A volcanic crater at the northern tip of the Cottonwood Mountains, estimates range from 
800 to 7,000 years in age.  This Death Valley and Ubehebe Crater were visited numerous times 1970’s to the present.
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Fig. 16.  Taped in note, notebook 1, pg. 247, 10.7 in. x 7.5 in., pencil on paper, circa 1970. Fig. 17.  Notebook 2, pg. 66, 13.7 in. x 10.7 in., pencil on paper, circa 1978.
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Fig. 19.  Wall, left to right (detail): Landscape Projection: Pacific Ocean (Laramide Orogeny) I, 12 ft. x 8 ft., inkjet print on vinyl, ultrawhite 
paint, halogen light.  Landscape Projection: Marine Sediments (Laramide Orogeny) I, 12 ft. x 8 ft., inkjet print on vinyl, ultrawhite paint, halogen 

light.  Platform: left to right: Seascape Structure: Marine Depositional Basin, 66 in. x 44 in., wood, steel, sediment residue / Landscape Struc-
ture: Marine Sediments, 60 in x 40 in., rammed, chronologically sequential Cretaceous Western Interior Seaway sediments, steel, amendments.

Fig. 20. Mono Lake, Mono county, NV.  A saline/soda lake within the Great Basin, on the eastern side of the Sierra Nevada’s and Northern Paiute 
country.  This lake was visited numerous times from the 1960’s,to the present. 
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Fig. 18.  Evaporite Ship (also known as Soda Ship), 30 in. long, evaporated soluble salt surface, circa 1973.



Untitled (Encased Piece)

San Francisco Museum of Modern Art
San Francisco, CA, 1979.

Baxter Art Gallery, California Institute of Technology, 
Pasadena, CA, 1980.
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Fig. 21.  Notebook 2, pg 68, 13.7 in. x 10.7 in., pencil on paper, circa 1978.



Fig. 22.  Untitled (Encased Piece), palm fronds, un-fired clay, carbon, cement, 14 ft.. l., “Northern California Clay Routes, Sculpture 
Now,” San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1979.

Untitled (Encased Piece)

Northern California Clay Routes, Sculpture Now 
San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1979.

Untitled (Encased Piece) was constructed for the exhibition “Northern California Clay Routes, Sculpture 
Now,” San Francisco Museum of Modern Art, 1979.  This work, along with Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, 
1979, represent initial larger-scale manifestations of the kiln and the process of firing as objects and 
forces in their own right.   In Untitled (Encased Piece) palm fronds covered with clay are encased with 
cement colored black by carbon powder. The black cement metaphorically “fires” the encased clay and 
palm fonds by rendering them hard and immobile. The cement having been “fired” through its production 
as an industrial material and the black pigment representing the carbon transformation of fire.  Untitled 
(Encased Piece)’s image as a ship/landscape transformed by ‘firing’ is scaled up and reminiscent of 
ceramic ships of the same time period that also explore organic, geologic and transformative imagery 
and processes.  

 
“...John Roloff’s hull is of the land.  Maybe we see the massive ceramic and cement structure as a 
sunken ship, resting on the bottom and merging with the earth from which it was constructed.  Or 
perhaps we see it as a desolate island world, a charred atoll, cut adrift from the human continental 
linkage, alone against the sea. In either case Untitled (Encased Piece) is set apart, self contained, and 
though not on a determined course, is like a train that bridges the landscape from depot to depot.” 

Smith, Michael, H., catalog essay selection, Trains and Boats and Planes, Baxter Art Gallery, Cali-
fornia Institute of Technology, Pasadena, CA, December 13, 1979 through January 20, 1980. After 
SFMOMA, the work was shown a second time in Trains and Boats and Planes, and left to decay in 
southern California after the exhibition. 
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Fig. 24. Untitled (Encased Piece), in progress, studio, San Francisco, CA 1979. Fig. 25.  Notebook 2, pg. 36, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., 1978.

Fig. 23.  Untitled (Encased Piece), studio, San Francisco, CA 1979.
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Fig. 27.  Untitled (Encased Piece), final resting place, LA, CA, circa 1979.

Fig. 26.  Correspondence, pencil and type on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa. 1978.



LAND KILNS I
1 9 7 9 - 1 9 8 7

Fig. 28.  Kilauea Crater, Big Island, Hawaii, visited 1980’s.
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Land Kilns I / 1979-1987

The projects included in “Land Kilns I, 1979-1987,” are the formative works of Project: Land Kilns.  They 
focus on developing a visual, poetic and conceptual language relating ceramic processes, landscape, the 
kiln as transformative agent and geologic/site-generated content.  This vocabulary echo’s volcanic and 
metamorphic processes of transformation as well as larger cycles of material and geochemical change in 
the landscape.  Processes such as contact metamorphism, where a heat source (plutonic intrusion, lava 
flow, etc) comes into contact with the surrounding native rock and creates an altered zone of materials, 
metamorphic facies change in mineralogy, color and texture are inspirational.  Cycles of landscapes gen-
erated from earlier landscapes in geologic time: lava upwelling at mid-oceanic ridges driving sea-floor 
spreading, subsequent subduction, metamorphism, igneous intrusion, denudation the deposition of strata 
in fluvial, lacustrine and marine depositional environments are analogous to a range of ceramic processes.  
In exploring these transformations the ship image, derived from numerous ceramic works continued it role 
as a metaphor of geologic and other natural processes, now at the scale of landscape in the Land Kilns.  
The ship was instrumental in works such as: Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, 1979, Land Monitor/Fired Vol-
canic Boulder, 1980, Beach Kiln (Land Monitor), 1980 Wave Ship (of Fire), 1984 and Collision: Lava Ship/
Trellis Ship, 1984.  Formal, material and conceptual strategies as shown in Wave Kilns I-III, 1982, Prairie 
Starfish/Glacial Epoch, 1980, Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, 1982, Collision: Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 1984 
and Lahontan Group I-III, 1985-87, extend the vocabulary of the geologic and ceramic kiln language into 
climatic, site, biologic and experimental vocabularies.  The illumination of the ceramic fiber blanket by 
the heat of the firing, during the night-firing event, created an effigy of the kiln form as a dynamic spec-
tacle of the transformation occurring within the structure.  

Research investigating geologic narratives, indigenous materiality and unseen characteristics of a project 
site, played a critical role in the generation of the concept and imagery of each firing.  Land Monitor/Fired 
Volcanic Boulder and Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, were developed by exploring the geologic history of 
the site.  In these works, the Quaternary volcanics and ice sheets of northern New Mexico and central 
Canada, conjured experimental strategies and metaphorical, mythological images and narratives. The star-
fish image of Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch suggested a mythic role of a giant starfish inhabiting the Pleis-
tocene, Laurentide ice fields.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid and Collision: Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, engaged 
notions of organic/inorganic relationships and initial concepts of the biologic origins of the kiln’s fuel, 
its paleo-history and biogenesis. The ship form as in Wave Ship (of Fire) and others, also drawing from 
ceramic ship and monitor works, was prominent structurally and metaphorically in this group.  Lahontan 
Group I-III coalesced concepts of the earlier works with the intention of exploring the kiln as an evolving 
apparatus engaging with sea/land issues from multiple entry points and extending the kiln’s test-tube like 
environment to large vitrine ship forms. 

In the following essay, John Roloff: Landscape Furnace Projects 1980-1992, Connie Lewallen describes  
the Land Kilns and their relationship to the process and earthworks projects done by artists of the 1960’s 
and 1970’s.  

Fig. 29.  Kiln Projects, Artery Magazine, February/March,1983, pg. 6.



John Roloff:  Landscape Furnace Projects,  1980-1992

Constance Lewallen, Curator, 
University Museum, University of California, Berkeley
1996

Time present and time past
Art both perhaps present in time future
And time future contained in time past
 T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets, “Burn Norton” (1935)

Between 1980 and 1992 John Roloff created an extraordinary series of works in which he took sculpture 
materials and processes that involved fire, fusion and an interdisciplinary synthesis out of the studio 
and into the landscape on a scale never before attempted.  Roloff incorporated into his enterprise 
ideas and influences from many disciplines and time periods including geology, nineteenth-century 
American landscape painting and philosophy, twentieth-century science and late 1960’ process, earth 
and performance art.  Time, in fact, is perhaps the most potent and poetic aspect of this era of Roloff’s 
landscape works.

Geologic Time
Roloff’s furnace/performance works recreate processes that go back to the very formation of the earth.  
Geology and nature, particularly the sea, have fascinated Roloff since his childhood near the Oregon 
coast.  In fact his first ambition was to be a marine geologist, until he realized as a student at the 
University  of California, Davis that it was not the science but the “imagery of the sea and the processes 
of life, death, evolution and transformation that occur at its depths” that attracted him and finally led him 
to take art classes.  In Davis’s art department he studied with the funk artists Robert Arneson and William 
T. Wiley.  They emphasized an open, exploratory and idiosyncratic attitude about art and its practice.  
During these studies Roloff a critical associations between art and science, he recognized that certain 
sculptural processes and materials were replicating geologic processes such as sedimentation, erosion, 
evaporation and volcanic action.

Often Roloff refers to geology in choosing the forms for his landscape/furnace works.  Many of the earliest 
site works were begun with extensive research into the geologic history of the landscape where the piece 
was to be built.  The flues of Humboldt Ship, 1989, resemble Jurassic trees in reference to the fuel used 
by the furnace’s activation, and are meant to evoke “the original nature of the material in plant form in 
an ancient forest before it fell into the swamp and became transformed into fuel;” its hollowed-out hull 
suggests a sinking ship, representing “descent and geologic deposition of sedimentary materials like pre-
metamorphic silts, a source of rock of the refractory concrete” used in the construction of the sculpture.  
Metabolism and Mortality/O2, 1992, one of Roloff’s more complex works of this series, comprised of 
two elements:  “Furnace Element” and “Greenhouse Element,” directly references geologic as well as 
metabolic/energy cycles of respiration, photosynthesis, the deposition of materials later to become fossil 
fuels and their subsequent ignition in activating the sculpture. 
 
History - Nineteenth-Century Art and Philosophy
Besides geology, art and philosophy of the previous century have played important parts in Roloff’s artistic 
development.  Roloff admires nineteenth-century American landscape painters, like Martin Johnson 
Heade and Frederick Church, who painted scenes of their native East Coast but also traveled widely to 
find more exotic subjects.  The orchid of Roloff’s Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, 1982, and Untitled (Earth 
Orchid), 1989, was inspired by works of Heade depicting the lush flora of South America and with its 
elegant reference to the primal systems of life and death found in the jungle.

Other nineteenth-century painters like Winslow Homer and Albert Pinkham Ryder portrayed the sea to 
evoke the awesome forces of nature, or metaphorically, humanity’s lonely and difficult journey, a small 
boat on a vast ocean.  Boats, submarines, waves, starfish and other images related to the sea have haunted 
Roloff.  They appear in his tabletop ship sculpture of the 1970’s to several later landscape works:  Prairie 
Starfish/Glacial Epoch, 1980; Wave Kilns I, II III, 1981-2; Humboldt Ship, 1989; Wave Ship (of Fire)/Ice 
Ship (of Glass), 1984; Collision/Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 1984; Ancient Shoreline/Island for Lake Lahontan, 
1985; and in other large-scale, non-furnace sculptures such as Vanishing Ship (Greenhouse for Lake 
Lahontan), 1987 and Metafossil/Metabolism and Mortality (Pinus:  ponderosa, radiata, balfouriana), 
1992.  

In Emersonian transcendental philosophy, natural phenomena are viewed as symbolic of one’s inner 
life.  Roloff manifests a similar belief.  For example, Oculus:  Dead Sea/Oil Field, 1989, an elaborate 
fire/event tableau, composed of two spherical elements located around a small lake.  One, the “Virgin 
Bathysphere,” referred to Ralph Waldo Emerson’s expression in Nature of unity with the universe:  “I 
became a transparent eyeball.  I am nothing;I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through 
me; I am part or particle of God.”  What could be a more spectacular physical analog to Emerson’s ocular 
simile than Roloff’s circular ceramic fiber furnace made translucent by the fire that circulated within it?  
The other orb in Oculus..., the “Ancient Bathysphere,” was made of earth materials that ossified during 
its activation by fire and referred to William Beebe’s deep-sea diving bathysphere designed to explore 
the depths of the ocean.  Roloff’s idea in Oculus..., by depicting the two devices as symbolically seeking 
their origin or “life-blood” in a sub-sea-floor oil reservoir, was to establish an “emotive relationship to 
the organic fuels from the depths of the earth.”

Duration
Roloff’s landscape process works have several lives.  Initially they are monumental sculptures in the 
landscape--flora or fauna, ships or waves--constructed of steel frames suspending ceramic fiber blankets 
or steel-reinforced cast refractory cement.  When the furnaces are ignited, especially as they continue 
into the night,  they are most alive.  Over a period of several hours they glow in the night sky as flames 
leap from their flues, while their very materials--fuel, cement, silicates and carbonates return to earlier, 
unrefined states permanently transformed by the intense over 2000-degree heat.

As works which focus on process rather than final product, Roloff’s furnace/performance pieces relate to 
the process-oriented sculptural movements that came into international currency during the late sixties 
when Roloff was still a student.  American artists like Eva Hesse, Barry LeVa, Richard Serra along with 
their counterparts in Europe like the Arte Povera group in Italy (Jannis Kounellis, Guiseppe Penone, 
Gilberto Zorio, et al), redefined sculpture, deeming any material appropriate of making art--polyurethane, 
felt, dirt, lead castings, plant matter, fire--and caring little for their commercial viability.  At the same 
time American earth artists were turning their backs on studio-or factory-made sculpture and venturing 
into the wide open spaces of the western  United States to make their mark.  It is noteworthy that several 
of the pioneering earth artists--Michael Heizer, Walter DeMaria and Dennis Oppenheim--grew up near 
San Francisco.  Roloff’s work is never as casual as that of the process artists, and strictly speaking is both 
too romantic and referential to be part of the earth art movement. But these developments suggested 
new cross-disciplinary and material possibilities which Roloff absorbed and combined with his innate 
fascination with natural science and his training in different forms of sculptural practice.

But Roloff was perhaps the most sympathetic with the work and writings of Robert Smithson with 
whom he felt a special affinity because of their common background in geology.  The study of geology 
informed Smithson’s thinking about art and offered an avenue by which he could extend it into the real 
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world.  Smithson found beauty and fascination in the post-industrial, entropic landscape; Roloff explored 
correspondences between sculptural and geologic processes and adapted those principles to large-
scale, outdoor site works.  Also important to Roloff were his long and fruitful discussions with Dennis 
Oppenheim in the seventies when Roloff was teaching at the University of Kentucky and Oppenheim 
was a visiting artist.  Oppenheim had made a number of pieces such as Branded Mountain and Directed 
Seeding--Canceled Crop, both 1969, in which, through burning and crop harvesting respectively, he 
stamped an image onto the landscape.  Roloff’s procedures were much more complex and the results 
more long-lasting, but in his furnace works he also would impose a pictorial image on the land.

Real Time:  Performance/Event/Action
The activation by fire of one of Roloff’s structures takes the better part of the day and late into the night.  
The visual intensity of these ritualistic events stays in the mind, an indelible, luminous memory.  The 
emergence of art performance as a genre was one outcome of the explosive changes that took place in 
the art world during the late sixties and seventies.  Roloff prefers the word “event” to “performance” 
to describe these works.  Roloff’s events have something in common with the actions (the term Beuys 
preferred to “performance”).  Beuys’ shamanistic, solo performances and installations often included an 
alchemical element, a transmutation, albeit symbolic, of one substance to another (Beuys who like Roloff 
had a background in science, felt modern science had become too positivistic).  Roloff likewise was alert 
to the emotional and spiritual aspects of his events which are always to some degree unpredictable and 
in that sense irrational.  He has referred to the experience of the fire’s activation of Prairie Starfish/Glacial 
Epoch, 1980, as “a conjuring,” where the image of the starfish had become “alive” in some sense by the 
filling and animation of the structure by fire.  Roloff likens this uncontrolled and alchemical part of the 
process to the “unconscious in a primitive or vulnerable state where time becomes emotion, chemistry 
spirit and matter theater.”

Past and Future Time:  Memory and Entropy
The final temporal association of Roloff’s landscape/furnace works is reached in the aftermath of their 
activation by fire.  In direct linkage to observations and research by Roloff into geologic processes where 
rock is made or transformed by volcanic and similar activities, earth materials in the performance works 
were melted and fused with each other and the ground into new formulations and structures.  These 
ghostly traces from the earlier works such as Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, and Prairie Starfish/
Glacial Epoch,  both 1980, have entered into an entropic phase, to deteriorate and disappear over time.  
Later pieces, such as Untitled (Earth Orchid), 1988 and Humboldt Ship, 1989, which Roloff built with 
steel-reinforced refractory cement, have a more permanent after-life because of their greater structural 
and material--partially lava-like--integrity.  In two cases, Collision/Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 1984 and 
Talking Tree, 1987, a later extension to Ancient Shoreline:  Island for Lake Lahontan, 1985, Roloff added 
a botanical element to the project.  This addition subjects, fossilized remains in the case of Collision... 
and the concept in the case of Ancient Shoreline... (the furnace/event element is no longer extant), the 
works to further, if more gentle transformation.  In Collision/Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 1984, for example, 
he intersected the fused earthen hull with a steel trellis planted with ivy that eventually overtook it.  In 
either case, Roloff has little control over his furnace works after the activation stage.  In the end, it is the 
passage of time and natural or human forces that determine their future.

Conclusion
Roloff’s landscape/furnace/event works engage the basic elements of fire, water, air and the earth and in 
so doing connected with the ages, with history and myth.  For all the research, scientific and engineering 
know how Roloff brings to their construction and activation, he conceives of these works intuitively and 
poetically.  Consequently, their effect on the viewer is more visceral and evocative than intellectual.  In 
each successive piece, Roloff asked different questions and created new challenges.  Roloff now views 
the kiln series as complete, but does not cut-off the possibility of its evolving.

These projects were never Roloff’s sole occupation; he has made many other site installations and more 
recently a series of wall and leaning objects that combine photography and organic processes.  Roloff’s 
work has always resisted definition within a movement or style.  He goes where his curiosity leads, 

circling back to earlier concerns, crossing disciplines, exploring tangents, trying new materials.  Like the 
furnace works themselves, and perhaps if any comparison is possible, most like the diverse explorations 
of the artists of the Arte Povera movement, Roloff’s trajectory is unpredictable.
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Fired and Glazed Earth Project

University of Notre Dame, South Bend, IN
Summer, 1979

Fig. 30.  Notebook 2 pg. 84, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1979.
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Fig. 31.  Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, pre firing, stacked brick, Kaowool ceramic fiber blanket, electrical conduit, forced air burner,  
natural gas, earth, Notre Dame University, South Bend, IN, 1979.
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Fired and Glazed Earth Piece

University of Notre Dame, South Bend, IN, 1979

Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, is the first larger environmental performance/ kiln work after a series of 
smaller experimental kilns and firing projects. This work has two stages, the first of purely firing the 
existing earth in-situ. The second stage, a second firing of the layered placement of all powdered glaze 
materials available at the Notre Dame ceramic facility which were fused in-situ. In both cases the burner 
was placed in one end of the kiln, and left to reach a unknown temperature, the purpose being to let the 
kiln dynamics and natural forces (to the extent possible) determine the state of fusion of the materials, not 
a pre-determined formula or goal. The burner was left on until it appeared the kiln would no longer rise 
in temperature. Much of this attitude came from working with traditional kilns and organizing structures 
inside that might collapse or become radically altered beyond my control - to allow the kiln and enclosed 
elements to “speak.”

Adapted from an email interview with Zach Tate, Research Associate, University of Notre Dame, February 
9, 2017:

ZT - Was the fired earth piece and on-site kiln that you did at ND your first, or at least your first major 
attempt? Was it pre-planned ahead of time? What was your aim with the work originally? Why at Notre 
Dame?

JR - I believe it was the first, there was a second, smaller kiln piece soon after done at the beach here in 
CA using only Kaowool (a brand name for ceramic fiber blanket, and the name I usually called it, although 
Fiberfax was another brand at the time), and no bricks as at Notre Dame.  A few things about that time:  I 
had left teaching at the University of Kentucky (I was there from ’74-78 and had moved to San Francisco, 
to teach at the San Francisco Art Institute, where I am.  At Kentucky, artist’s like Dennis Oppenheim, who 
had also become a friend, had visited, so I think there was a direct connection to earth work and concep-
tual artists as well as geology (from my undergrad days, paralleling studies in art), as inspiration.  I was 
doing larger studio works related to the landscape and had developed a fairly experimental approach to 
ceramic processes and materials especially while in Kentucky.  As for the work at Notre Dame being pre-
planned, I think I wanted to work experimentally and the situation at ND with the large Field House and 
access to outdoor space, catalyzed a lot of things I was thinking about and gave me a place to experiment.

For the piece itself, I was primarily interested is seeing what the ground looked like fired, which in geolog-
ic terms might be an example of contact metamorphism, where lava came into contact with existing soil or 
other geology.  It was important for me to transcend some of the basic ceramic ideas such as temperature 
or cone that something would be fired to, as I had not real idea for the ground materials.  I distinctly recall 
setting the burner in place in one end of the kiln, turning it on full blast (no-preheat) setting up a brick 
in it’s path to re-ignite the flame once it got hot enough.  I watched the kiln for several hours to see that 
some color had been established then left the area to let the flame and ground material interact.  Later 

than night, seeing the Kaowool had become illuminated and not much chance that the kiln would become 
hotter, it was shut off.  The next day, the top was removed and the bottom of the kiln/ground examined and 
documented for the degree of transformation from the process.  The next step was to gather materials from 
the glaze room to sprinkle dry on the fired surface.  I recall trying to use all the materials in the glaze room in equal 
amounts, mixed dry in a bucket, so as not to create a “glaze” per say, but to see the materials somewhat objectively 
and  geologically similar to the ground that was fired.  The firing process was repeated to subject the materials to an 
‘unknown’ temperature (actually the dynamic of the heat source, shape and structure of the kiln - burner in one end, 
draft out the other - length of firing and insulating capacity of the kiln, became the parameters for the temperature).  
The form of the kiln as a ship image was important as well, relating to the many ceramic ship pieces done during that 
time period.  The ship form was and still is a metaphor for transformation, transport of materials (as in plate tectonics, 
lava flow, etc) and long-term view of the land and sea as being synonymous to each other in geologic time.   

ZT - Looking back I cannot find any other records of these site specific kilns being used for Earth Art. Do you know 
of any others? 

JR - I don’t think there were any other environmental kiln works done at that time or for long after?  Some years later, 
I heard of a Japanese artist building large clay structures, somewhat architectural, and firing them with sawdust, straw 
or similar, but I don’t recall that name at this point.  My interest in this process had roots in my early days as a student 
in both geology and art, recognizing the materials in the glaze room at UC Davis where I did undergraduate work in 
the 1960’s, as a function of geology and landscape - powdered feldspar in the glaze lab was for me a processed part 
of a mountain or a primary constituent in granite, etc. 
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Fig. 32.  Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, night firing, Notre Dame University, South Bend, IN, 1979. Fig. 33.  Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, post firing I/fired earth, Notre Dame University, 
South Bend, IN, 1979.



Beach Kiln (Monitor)

Ocean Beach, San Francisco, CA, 1980

Fig. 34.  Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, post firing II/glazed earth, 
Notre Dame University, South Bend, IN, 1979.
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Fig. 35.  Beach Kiln (Monitor),  5 ft. long, night firing, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, clay, propane, rock, sand, 
Ocean Beach, San Francisco, CA 1979.

Fig. 36.  Beach Kiln (Monitor)/Kiln Removed/Molten State, 48 in. long, night firing, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, clay, pro-
pane, rock, sand, Ocean Beach, San Francisco, CA 1979.

Beach Kiln (Monitor)

Ocean Beach, San Francisco, CA 1979

Beach Kiln (Monitor), is an experimental working scale model to explore the use of ceramic fiber blanket 
as the full structure and illumination of the kiln firing, as well as the Civil War ironclad, “monitor,” ship 
form representing material and landscape transformation, as represented in other studio-based ceramic 
ships.  Several variations were tried with the kiln having one horizontal burner and the main flue oppo-
site (Fig. 31), others with two horizontal burners and the flu at top center, as well as other rock, altered 
sand configurations.  Like the final stage of Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, 1979, the sand of Beach Kiln 
(Monitor)’s site, Ocean Beach, was mixed with glaze flux to fuse the interior ship into glass.  Various 
rocks, including Franciscan Complex graywacke sandstone and obsidian gathered from a volcanic site 
on the east side of Sierra Nevada mountains were placed centrally to represent the turret of the monitor. 

4746



Fig. 38.  Studies: Beach Kiln (Monitor), paper, rock, 36-48 in., studio floor, San Francisco, CA, 1979.

Fig. 39.  Land Monitor, 30 ft., steel, cement, iron oxide, San Francisco Bay, 1981.

Fig. 37.  Notebook 2 pg. 121, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1979.
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Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder

‘JA’ Volcano, Albuquerque, NM, 1980

5150

Fig. 40.  Notebook 2 pg. 113, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1979.
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Fig. 41.  ‘JA’ volcano, adapted from, Thompson, R.A., Shroba, R.R., Menges, Christopher, Schmidt, D.L.,Personius, S.F., and 
Brandt, T.R. 2009, Geologic map of The Volcanos quadrangle, Bernalillo and Sandoval Counties, New Mexico: U.S. 

Geologic Survey Scientific Investigations Report 3038, 1 sheet,scale 1:24,000.

Fig. 42.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder (cooled/fused state), ‘JA’ volcano, Pleistocene volcanic field, 
Albuquerque, NM.

Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder

‘JA’ volcano, Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM, 1980. 

Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder is the third environmental performance/ kiln work after Fired and 
Glazed Earth Piece, and Beach Kiln (Monitor), both 1979.  The project was done as a workshop with 
students from the University of New Mexico, Albuquerque, NM in the Pleistocene volcanic field south 
of Albuquerque, near the ‘JA’ volcano.  The steel and ceramic fiber blanket kiln was removed at the peak 
of the firing to expose the mafic (high iron/magnesium – low silica) basalt boulder, from the adjacent 
volcano, fired to a near-molten temperature, in an attempt for the viewer to physically re-experience the 
boulder’s birth/origin by returning it to a molten state. The cooled, altered, boulder and fused volcanic 
sand remained after the firing as a “land monitor,” of similar proportions to the monitor ships (ironclads) 
of the American Civil War.

Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder is part of a series of works relating to the monitor as exempli-
fied by the ironclad Civil War Monitor and related vessels researched at the National Archives and 
US Naval Historical Center in Washington, DC in the late 1970’s.   In addition to the ‘Fired Volca-
nic Boulder’ piece the series took the form of a 30 ft. steel, cement, silica and iron oxide sculpture, 
Land Monitor, 1981, a series of models of similar ‘land monitor’ forms situated in the landscape 
and photographs of Civil War and related ships included in the Orders of Entropy, series, 2005.  

Historically, The monitor represented a historical and radical transition in material, form and concept 
about a ship.  The use of iron as a building material took the ship from the organic wooden realm into the 
inorganic, in the form of iron ore, industrially (volcanic analog) transformed and into a metallic state.  The 
whole life of an iron ship if viewed in a larger process of extraction, distillation, construction, oxidation 
(in the form of rust) and recombination, a condition of entropy and an analog with metabolism (anabolic 
and catabolic) become apparent.  The characteristically low freeboard and waterline has allusions to land 
and sea scape through it’s extreme horizontality.  



Fig. 45.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder. pre-firing installation, Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM.

Fig. 44.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder. pre-firing installation views, with University of New Mexico art students, 
Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM.

Fig. 43.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder. pre-firing installation views, with University of New Mexico art students, 
Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM.
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Fig. 46.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder. night firing (detail), with University of New Mexico art 
students, Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM.



Fig. 47.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, fire state/kiln in place, 30 ft.., steel, refractory blanket, propane, basalt, borax/sand,  
Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM, 1980.

Fig. 48.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, kiln being removed to reveal volcanic boulder in molten state,
 Pleistocene volcanic field, south of Albuquerque, NM.
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Fig. 49.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, molten state/kiln removed, 30 ft.., basalt, molten borax/sand mixture,  
Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM, 1980.



Fig. 50.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, cooled state/kiln removed, 30 ft.., basalt, molten borax/sand mixture,  
Pleistocene volcanic field, Albuquerque, NM, 1980.

Fig. 51.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, 
cooled/fused state, kiln removed (boulder detail).

Fig. 52.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, 
cooled/fused state, kiln removed (boulder detail).
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Prairie Starfish / Glacial Epoch

Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1980

Fig. 53.  Notebook 2 pg. 119, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.
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Fig. 54.  Qu’Appelle River Valley, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, post-firing, kiln removed, in-situ, 1980.



Fig. 55-57.  Construction, installation and post-fire dismantling of the kiln.  Video stills from 
John Roloff, A Project for Regina, an Outdoor Firing, produced by the Norman Mackenzie 

Art Gallery, September, 1980.

Fig. 58-60.  Post-fire dismantling of the kiln.  Video stills from John Roloff, A Project for Re-
gina, an Outdoor Firing, produced by the Norman Mackenzie Art Gallery, September, 1980.
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Fig. 61.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, firing, 20 ft.. dia., steel, ceramic fiber blanket, propane, borax, kaolin, colorants, earth, 
Qu’Appelle River Valley, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1980.



Fig. 62.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, post-firing, 20 ft.. dia., steel, ceramic fiber blanket, fused earth, 
Qu’Appelle River Valley, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1980.

Fig. 63.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, post-firing, kiln removed, 20 ft.. dia., fused earth, 
Qu’Appelle River Valley, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1980.
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Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch

Qu’Appelle River Valley, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada 1980.

Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch was developed in response to an invitation by the Norman MacKenzie Art 
Gallery, and faculty, Ric Gomez and Franklin Heisler, University of Regina, Regina Saskatchewan in 1980 
to produce a kiln-based site work.  The project involved geologic and research of the central Canadian 
plains, that focused on the Pleistocene, paleo-climate/paleo-geography of that area.  Numerous episodes 
of Ice Age glaciation with episodic advancement and retreat of ice sheets often over a mile in thickness, 
characterized this time period and terrain, the starfish imagery, referring to this “sea” of ice and mythical 
inhabitants of that impossible sea.  Following this research, during a site visit outside Craven, the image of 
a large starfish grasping a hillside occurred to my mind’s eye.  I intuitively knew this was the form the kiln 
would take.   The research and this project became a precursor to the Lahontan Group I-III, 1985-87, with 
its focus on the Pleistocene climate of the northern Great Basin of what is now Nevada, eastern California 
and south-eastern Oregon.  The project was accomplished with the help of University of Regina students 
and resides on a graciously donated site on Joan McNeil’s property, Craven, Saskatchewan, Qu’Appelle 
River Valley.

This work also echoed sculptures of the Exile Series and related tableau sculptures of the 1970’s that em-
ployed out-of-scale bio/zoogenic imagery to consider issues of geologic time, geologic processes and the 
language of mythology. Sited on glacially-deposited loess sediment of the Qu’Appelle River Valley, the 
alluvium beneath the kiln was treated with the flux borax, green colorant and a dusting of kaolin to fuse 
in the firing creating a 3-4 in. thick glass starfish image with floating islands of dryer material mimicking 
exposures of native rock outcrops encrusted with lichen.  The engagement of the fire with the starfish-
shaped kiln during the firing had the effect of a ‘conjuring,’ the fire becoming a primal vitalization of the 
form, playing with the border between myth and inorganic life.
 
A twenty one minute video, John Roloff, A Project for Regina, an Outdoor Firing, was produced by the 
Norman Mackenzie Art Gallery, September, 1980, documenting the building, firing and aftermath of the 
project. 
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Wave Kilns

Mills College, Oakland, CA, 1982
Theo Portnoy Gallery, New York, NY, 1982

San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA, 1982

Fig. 64.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, post-firing, detail, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, fused earth, 
Qu’Appelle River Valley, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1980.



Fig. 65.  Wave Kiln I (fire state), 8 ft. long, ceramic fiber blanket, steel, propane, brick, Mills College, 1981.

Fig. 66.  Wave Kiln II (fire state), 12 ft.. long, ceramic fiber blanket, steel, propane, brick, Mills College, 1981.

Wave Kilns I-III

Mills College, Oakland, CA, 1982
Theo Portnoy Gallery, New York, NY, 1982
San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA, 1982

Wave Kilns I-II were fired at Mills College as part of an on-going series of experimental projects began in 
the late 1970’s, to examine the idea of a kiln as an agent of transformation, to challenge conceptual  and 
material relationships of the kiln to ceramics, sculpture and environmental art and to consider the elemen-
tal/poetic potentials of the kiln in it’s primal function to form and mold heat.  Wave Kilns I-III produce no 
ceramic product in the normal sense, they are filled with only fire, creating effigies of luminous waves in 
mid-crash. The firings of Wave Kilns I-II were documented to produce mural-sized photographic images 
of the material/image transformation used in the exhibitions: John Roloff, Theo Portnoy Gallery, NY, NY, 
1981 and Kiln Projects: Works in Progress, San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA, 1982.  The wave 
images were  exhibited with the 40 ft., Wave Kiln III, which has never been fired.

The images elude to the firing of the larger wave, extending its potential life into a conceptual dimen-
sion, of unlimited scale. Wave Kilns I-III extend traditional sculptural concepts of casting and molds, by 
the filling of a shaped kiln/mold of a material, water, engaged in another transitory process, with another 
transitory material/process, fire.

At the time of firing of Wave Kiln’s I-II, at Mills College in 1982, several other, related kiln works were pro-
duced using the kiln structures: Wave Kilns I-II (Synthetic Landscape), and materials in Study: Dendritic 
Kiln (Steam).  These projects are kiln, process, material, landscape experiments further exploring the kiln 
as a conceptual and metaphorical instrument. 
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Fig. 67.  Wave Kiln III (foreground) / Wave Kiln I (photo, back wall), solo exhibition, Theo Portnoy Gallery, New York, NY., 1981.

7978



Fig. 70.  Wave Kiln III, installation, 40 ft. long, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, Kiln Projects: Works in Progress, 
San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA. 1982.

Fig. 68.  Left: Wave Kiln II, b&w photo, 40 in. x 144 in., right: Retort Kiln, pencil, pastel on paper, 48 in. x 120 in.,  
Kiln Projects: Works in Progress, San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA. 1982.

Fig. 69.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, b&w mural photo documentation, Kiln Projects: Works in Progress, 
San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA. 1982.

Fig. 71.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, b&w mural photo documentation, Kiln Projects: Works in Progress, 
San Francisco Art Institute, San Francisco, CA. 1982.
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Fig. 72.  Wave Kiln I (post fire state), 26 ft. long, ceramic fiber blanket, steel, propane, brick, Mills College, 1981.

Fig. 73.  Wave Kiln II (post fire state), 24 ft. long, ceramic fiber blanket, steel, propane, brick, Mills College, 1981.
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Fig. 74.  Wave Kiln I (post fire state), 26 ft. long, ceramic fiber blanket, steel, propane, brick, Mills College, 1981. Fig. 75.  Wave Kiln I (post fire state/kiln removed), 26 ft. long, steel, propane, brick, Mills College, 1981.
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Fig. 76-77.  Wave Kilns I-II (Synthetic Landscape), 25 ft. long, fire brick, iron oxide, clay, wood, rock, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, 
lights, Mills College, Oakland, CA, 1981.

Fig. 78.  Wave Kilns I-II (Synthetic Landscape), 25 ft. long, fire brick, iron oxide, clay, wood, rock, steel, ceramic fiber 
blanket, lights, Mills College, Oakland, CA, 1981.
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Mountain Kiln / Black Orchid

The Embarcadero Field Project, Temporary Installations by Five Artists.
12th International Sculpture Conference, 

Oakland, CA, 1982
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Fig. 79.  Study: Dendritic Kiln (Steam), 8 ft.. long, water-soaked ceramic fiber blanket, propane, gravel, 
Mills College, Oakland, CA, 1981.



Fig. 80.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, kiln tableau/site installation, pre-firing state, 60 ft. long, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, sheet 
metal, propane tanks, sand, self-glazing clay, ISC Conference, Oakland, CA waterfront, 1982.
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Fig. 82.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, concept study, pencil on vellum, 12 in. x 18 in., 1982.

Fig. 81.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, detail, concept study, pencil on vellum, 12 in. x 18 in., 1982.

Fig.83.  Notebook 3, pg. 24, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1982.
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Fig. 85.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, studio, Oakland, CA, fabrication of kiln and orchid floor armature.

Fig. 84.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, drawing section/study for orchid ‘throat,’ ink on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., 1982.
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Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid

The Embarcadero Field Project: Temporary Installations by Five Artists
12th International Sculpture Center Conference 
Estuary shore, Jack London Square, Oakland, CA, 1982

Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid  is a site-fired, kiln tableau, commissioned for the ISC Conference, Oakland, 
CA, 1982.  As a critical early Project: Land Kiln work, Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, explores a poetic and 
structural relationship between the instrument of change (kiln) and what is changed (interior work).  The 
Mountain Kiln structure was developed from the form of the interior, Black Orchid.  The orchid form is 
the floor of the kiln with the ‘throat’ of the orchid connecting underground to a remote flue of galvanized 
metal forming a down-draft kiln structure.  Heat from propane powered burners at the tips of each orchid 
petal enters the kiln and is drawn through the interior mountain kiln space out through the throat and flue, 
fusing the self-glazing clay mixture coating the petals into a obsidian-like glass surface. 

Several similar ideas about flora, geology and process were imagined during the conceptualization of  
Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid.  These include: an imaginary concept of volcanic magma upwelling through 
the throat of a volcano propagating over it’s surface layering petal-like lava flows over it’s flanks, as well as 
a specific flower noted in a rough draft for the article, Kiln Projects, (see fig. 207), here partly paraphrased: 
 

The images for Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid were suggested by a giant flower in the jungles of Sumatra 
known as Arnolds Rafflesia, a parasitic, fleshy and odorous organism.  That it should become a more 
elegant, larger flower made of lava-like materials produced by the heat of a mountain atop of seemed 
natural and evocative.., ..as in the case of MK/BO where knowledge of certain giant flowers in the 
jungles of Sumatra suggested a dialog of images and materials and attitudes. 

After Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, 1980, this work is the second Land Kiln to investigate poetic ideas 
relating organic and geologic processes both as kilns and as non-fired environmental projects.  In addition 
to many smaller-scale ship and tableau works, larger studies and projects such a Collision: Lava Ship/Trel-
lis Ship, and Site Variations/Continental Shelf/Fired Projects (Purisima Sea), both 1984, as well as recent 
projects such as: San Francisco Wharf Complex: Coral Orchid/Seamount, 2012, are examples of this or-
ganic/inorganic exploration.  Recent works of ceramics, installations and mixed media site works such as: 
Magma Chambers (Corvus/Orchidacaea/Kolumbo), 2016, that reference “obsidian orchids” as being the 
metaphorical heart of a volcano or magmatic plume, can be traced back to Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid.



Fig. 88.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, installation, troweling of fusible orchid material on ‘petals.’

Fig. 86.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, installation of metal armature for the kiln’s orchid floor, the central orchid’s ‘throat’ 
connected underground to a sheet metal flue off-camera to left of image and armature where sand will be brought up to the 

orchid’s petal surface.

Fig. 87.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, installation, kiln partially in-place.
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Fig. 89.  Night firing, Oakland, CA waterfront, 1982.
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Fig. 90.  Kiln removed, exposing the fused “Black Orchid” kiln floor, 30 ft., fused earth/glaze materials, steel, sand.

Fig. 91.  Kiln removed, supporting sand excavated from beneath fused “Black Orchid” kiln floor.
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Fig. 92.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid, kiln tableau/site installation, post-firing state, showing separate elements of the work.

Collision: Lava Ship/Trellis Ship

Falkirk Community Center
San Rafael, CA, 1984



Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship

Falkirk, San Rafael, CA, 1984.

The 30 ft.. long Lava Ship element was built of seven tons of clay, mineral and organic mixture, applied 
over a steel armature and fired on site using 12 burners who’s heat was distributed through the structure by 
an internal downdraft system connected beneath the ground to 4 external 25 ft.. high flues, developed by 
an aerospace engineer. The 40 ft.. steel Trellis Ship element, planted with Clematis montana and earthen 
wave-like landscaping was added after the firing. Of significant interest in this work was the collision or 
engagement of two dynamics, the intensity and rapid catalysis of fire and the lingering envelopment of bo-
tanical growth, as well as the botanical origin of the fossil fuels supplying the fuel for the kiln firing.  The 
selection of the white flowered Clematis vine was both to bring a ghost-like quality to the work as well as 

Fig. 93.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship, Lava Ship: 30 ft.., steel, fired clay, transected by Trellis Ship: 40’ ft.., steel, 
Clematis montana vines, wave form and path landscaping, Falkirk, San Rafael, CA 1984.
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it’s relatively aggressive growth ultimately encompassing both structures.  Following Mountain Kiln/Black 
Orchid, 1982, this is the second kiln/furnace work to engage botanical concepts and a precursor to later 
projects investigating botanical structures, metaphors and the botanic origin of fossil fuels, as in: Untitled 
(Earth Orchid), 1988, Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, 1989; Humboldt Ship, 1989; Metabolism and Mortal-
ity/O2, 1992 and the video work: 51 Million BTU’s.., as well as installations using living plant material 
in works such as Holocene Terrace, 1999; Original Depositional Environment, 2001; Holocene Passage, 
2002 and Seventh Climate (Paradise Reconsidered), 2006.  Carol Schemmerling, was the project’s con-
sulting horticulturist who assisted in the selection and planting of the Clematis montana for Trellis Ship.



Fig. 94.  Collision: Trellis Ship (for Ivy) / Lava Ship, preliminary drawing for Falkirk, concept drawing, 
30 in. x 60 in., pencil on vellum, 1983.
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Fig. 95.  Statement of intent for Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship, submitted to DB Finnigan, Director, Falkirk, who was instrumental in 
the support and evolution of this project, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., pencil and type on paper, 1983.
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Fig. 96.  Study: Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship, preliminary study in plan view of the scale and 
angle of transection of the Trellis Ship and Lava Ship, circa 1983. 
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Fig. 97.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship, studio view of the construction of Lava Ship’s armature 
and surrounding kiln structure, Oakland, CA, 1984.
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Fig. 101.  Lava Ship: placement of over 7 tons of a special clay mixture with organic inclusions intended to be fired out 
leaving fossil-like structures in the final form.

Fig. 100.  Lava Ship, construction of mold element for placement of clay around the ship’s steel armature.

Fig. 99.  Steel pipe and mesh armature with underground sheet metal flues for Lava Ship.

Fig. 98.  Site installation of Lava Ship’s internal steel pipe armature.



Fig. 102.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship, 36 in., x 72 in., pencil on vellum, preliminary scale construction drawing of the plan, elevation 
and section for Lava Ship, circa 1984.  Flues along the top of the kiln shown here were not included in the final work after consultation with 

the engineer who designed the burner/flue system.
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Fig. 103.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship (pre-fire state), Lava Ship with kiln enclosure and flue system. 
Flues: 25 ft. high x 12 in. dia., galvanized steel; kiln: 34 ft. long, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, 

propane;  interior clay ship: 30 ft. long, steel, 7 tons of clay with organic inclusions.
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Fig. 104.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship (Fire State).
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Fig. 107.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship (post firing/Fused State), detail of interior of Lava Ship and 
internal, floor, flue openings.

Fig. 106.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship (post firing/Fused State), detail of fired Lava Ship exterior.

Fig. 105.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship (post firing/Fused State), dismantling of kiln.
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Fig. 108.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship,  Elevated view of ground wave and path landscaping, Clematis montana vine on 
Trellis Ship in the later stages of growth, circa late-1980’s.



Fig. 109.  Suzaan Boettger, San Rafael, John Roloff, Falkirk Cultural Center, Artforum, 
Summer., 1985, Reviews, pg. 114. 
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Wave Ship (of Fire)

Owen Park, Detroit, MI, 1984



Wave Ship (of Fire)

Owen Park, Detroit, MI 1984

Wave Ship (of Fire), shortened from it’s original title of, Wave Ship (of Fire)/Ice Ship (of Glass), was  in-
stalled and performed at Owen Park on the shore of the Detroit River in 1984.  The interior structure, Ice 
Ship (of Glass), altered during the firing performance of the work, was a stratigraphic structure of recycled 
plate glass with a taconite ore core.  The taconite ore is an processed iron ore gathered from Detroit auto 
industry sources.  The taconite/glass structure was fused into a molten, ship/wave-form by the firing.  

Fig. 110.  Wave Ship (of Fire), (fire state), 32’ long, steel, glass, taconite, ceramic fiber blanket, propane, Owen Park, Detroit, MI, 1984,  
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The combined form of a wave and a ship, explored in several ceramic ships of this and later time periods 
is an ongoing theme in newer ceramic ships and environmental works.  Wave Ship (of Fire) was the first 
Land Kiln to use an integrated set of matched burners with a specific surface area of ceramic fiber blanket 
as a formula to emphasize the effigy-like character of the firing.  This project was sponsored by Pewabic 
Pottery and constructed with the help of students from several colleges in the Detroit area. 



Fig. 113.   Wave Ship (of Fire), installation, glass ship element, detail, Owen Park, Detroit, MI, 1984.Fig. 111.   Wave Ship (of Fire), installation, glass ship element, Owen Park, Detroit, MI 1984.

Fig. 114.   Wave Ship (of Fire), (pre-fire state), 32’ long, steel, glass, ceramic fiber blanket, propane, Detroit, MI, 1984.Fig. 112.   Wave Ship (of Fire), installation, glass ship element, Owen Park, Detroit, MI, 1984.
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Fig. 117.   Wave Ship (of Fire), fused state/kiln removed, 32’ long, steel, glass, sand, rubble, Detroit, MI, 1984.

Fig. 115.   Wave Ship (of Fire), fire state, 32’ long, steel, glass, sand, rubble, ceramic fiber blanket, propane, Detroit, MI, 
1984.

Fig. 116.   Wave Ship (of Fire), post fire state/burners removed, 32’ long, steel, glass, sand, rubble, ceramic fiber blanket, 
propane, Detroit, MI, 1984.
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Fig. 118.   Wave Ship (of Fire), kiln removed, fused state, 32’ long, steel, glass, taconite, sand, Detroit, MI, 1984.
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Lahontan Group I-III

Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan), Reno, NV, 1985
Talking Tree / Glacial Epoch, Reno, NV, 1987

Vanishing Ship (Greenhouse for Lake Lahontan), UC Berkeley Art Museum, Berkeley, CA, 1987 
& Smithsonian Institution, Washington, DC, 1989

Vanishing Ship (Third State), 1990, Djerassi  Foundation, Woodside, CA, 1990



LAHONTAN GROUP I-III

Lahontan Group I-III, 1985-87, is comprised of three related proj-
ects, the Land Kiln: Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan) and 
Talking Tree/Glacial Epoch, both commissioned by the University of 
Nevada, Reno in 1985 and 1987 respectively, and Vanishing Ship 
(Greenhouse for Lake Lahontan), commissioned by the UC Berkeley 
Art Museum in 1987 for their MATRIX exhibition series, curated by 
Constance Lewallen.  The Lahontan Group III ship was permanently 
installed at the Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, CA in 1989, with the 
title, Vanishing Ship (Third State). 

Inspired by the disappearance of Lake Lahontan and as an elegy for 
the Ice Ages, The Lahontan Group I-III, was initiated by a commis-
sion of the kiln project, Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan)/
Lahontan Group I, in 1985, which fired to nearly 2000 degrees F., 
it’s fired product, the 20 ft.. diameter, Black Coral Starfish Element, 
composed of black clay slip dipped sage and veins of turquoise Egyp-
tian paste. 

Talking Tree (Glacial Epoch) / Lahontan Group II, engages a rebuild version of the “fish head” component 
of Ancient Shoreline.., in a symbolic conversation between the Pleistocene (ice age) represented by the 
artificial snow encrusted fish head, and the Anthropocene/Holocene (contemporary) climate represented 
by white alder trees, entangling and elevating the metal structure as it grows. Vanishing Ship (Greenhouse 
for Lake Lahontan), contains misting water and sediment from Pyramid Lake, in a sealed greenhouse, test 
tube-like environment, installed near a source of sunlight, encouraging chemical and biological interac-
tions within.

Ancient Lake Lahontan was an enormous endorheic lake that existed during the Pleistocene, ice ages, 
covering much of northwestern Nevada, extending into northeastern California and southern Oregon. At 
its peak approximately 12,700 years ago (“Sehoo Highstand”), the lake had a surface area of about 8,500 
square miles (20,700 km), with its largest component centered at the location of the present Carson Sink. 
The depth of the lake was approximately 800 feet (240 m) at present day Pyramid Lake, and 500 feet (150 
m) at the Black Rock Desert.  Pyramid Lake and Walker Lake are among the last living, post-Pleistocene 

(Anthropocene/Holocene), remnants of Lake Lahontan.  The Paiute name for Pyramid Lake is Cui-Ui Pan-
unadu, meaning fish in standing water.

The fish and starfish-like imagery for Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan) and Talking Tree (Gla-
cial Epoch) are related to the Nevada state fossil, the Ichthyosaur, an immense fish-like creature of the 
Mesozoic Era and Native American stories of large creatures living in lakes of that region, in particular, 
Lake Tahoe, the natural, primary, source of water for contemporary Pyramid Lake connected to Lake 
Tahoe by the Truckee River, which is also the ultimate source of the water included within Vanishing Ship 
(Greenhouse for Lake Lahontan) / Lahontan Group III.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, 1980, also inspired 
Black Coral Starfish Element.

Fig 119.  Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan) / Lahontan Group I, early fire state, Reno, NV, 1985.

135134



Fig 122.  North shore of Pyramid Lake, largest living remnant of Pleistocene Lake Lahontan.

Fig 121.  Lake Lahontan Pleistocene water levels noted as horizontal shoreline markings, on Anaho Island, Pyramid Lake. 
The top of the island, at 1,334 m is 3m below the “Sehoo Highstand,” approximately 12,700 years ago. 

Fig 120.  Extent of Pleistocene Lakes in the Western Great Basin, US Department of the Interior map, 1999.  Lake Lahontan 
is shown as the largest blue area in the northwestern area of what is now Nevada and parts of north eastern California.
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Fig. 123.  Loose notebook page, ink on paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1985. Fig. 124.  Loose notebook page, ink on paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1985.
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Fig. 127.  Concept sketch, pencil on paper, 8 1/2 in. x 11 in., circa 1985.Fig. 125.  Site study/sketch, pencil on paper, 8 1/2 in. x 11 in., circa 1985.

Fig. 128.  Concept sketch, pencil on paper, 8 1/2 in. x 11 in., circa 1985.Fig. 126.  Site study/sketch, pencil on paper, 8 1/2 in. x 11 in., circa 1985.



Fig 129.  Black Coral Starfish element, installation of black clay slip coated sage brush comprising the body of the starfish. 

Fig 131.  Fabrication of kiln components, steel, ceramic fiber blanket, sculpture shop, University of Nevada, Reno.  
Flue/fish eye ports for exhaust stacks added after this image was taken.

Fig 130.  Black Coral Starfish element, detail, black clay slip coated sage brush and 
turquoise Egyptian paste linear elements.
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Fig 133.  Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan) / Lahontan Group I,, fire state, Reno, NV, 1985.
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Fig 132.  Macias, Sandra, Fusing Earth and Art, Reno Gazette-Journal, Section 6E, May 5, 1985.



Fig 24.  Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan), Reno, NV 1985
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Fig 134.  Black Coral Starfish element, fused state/kiln removed, fired black clay slip coated sage brush, fused sand and 
 turquoise Egyptian paste linear elements.

Fig 135.  Fish head kiln element frame (view I), ceramic fiber blanket removed, organic soil clumps floor, dusting of plaster 
snow as preliminary study for the Talking Tree element constructed in 1987 as Phase II of the Lahontan Group.

Fish head element was rebuilt and dusted with white cement “snow” and installed on another site of the University of 
Nevada Reno campus for  Lahontan Group II - Ancient Shoreline/Island for Lake Lahontan/Talking Tree.

Fig 136.  Fish head kiln element frame (view II), ceramic fiber blanket removed, organic soil clumps floor, dusting of 
plaster snow as preliminary study for the Talking Tree element constructed in 1987 as Phase II of the Lahontan Group.



Fig 138.  Ancient Shoreline/Island for Lake Lahontan/Talking Tree (Glacial Epoch) / Lahontan Group II, 12 ft., steel, white 
cement, alder trees, tufa from Pyramid Lake, landscaping, University of Nevada, Reno, Reno, NV 1987.
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Fig 137.  Evans, Ingrid, John Roloff at University, Nevada, Reno,  Artspace, Southwestern Contemporary Arts Quarterly, 
Vol II, No, 4, Fall 1987, photo, John Roloff.



Fig 139.  Ancient Shoreline (Island for Lake Lahontan): Talking Tree/Glacial Epoch, 36 in x 81 in. pencil on vellum, b&w 
photo collage, 1985.  Collection, UC Berkeley Art Museum.
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Fig 140.  Vanishing Ship (Greenhouse for Lake Lahontan) / Lahontan Group III, 12 ft., steel, glass, water and sediment from 
Pyramid Lake, NV.  Renwick Gallery, Smithsonian Institution, Washington DC, 1989.

Fig. 142.  Sinking Ship/Greenhouse (Alien Flora/Ancient Sea), detail, 36 in. x 96 in., colored pencil and pastel on brown-
line print,1984.  A version of the original drawing and inspiration for Lahontan Group III, Vanishing Ship (Greenhouse 

for Lake Lahontan), original pencil on vellum drawing, collection, UC Berkeley Art Museum, 1987.

Fig. 141.  Vanishing Ship (Third State), steel, glass, concrete, stream water, Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, CA, 
final site of the Lahontan Group III ship, 1989.



Coral Orchid

Studio, Oakland, CA 1983
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Fig. 143.  Evans, Ingrid, Inveterate innovator brings antiquity to art, Reno Gazette-Journal, Arts, July 2, 1987, pg. 5E, 8E.
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Coral Orchid

Firing: Studio, Oakland, CA 1983

Initial study into the use of refractory cement for furnace works, shown as a fire-altered structure in several 
exhibitions. A prototype, study for the much larger, Untitled (Earth Orchid), 1988.  The orchid image in 
this and other forms of abstraction appeared in several of the ceramic ships of this time period.  The orchid 
refers to both it’s appearance in romantic landscape painting by artists such as Martin Johnson Heade, the 
paleo-botanical origin of fossil fuel and perceptions of the organic nature analogous to many geologic 
processes, as discussed in the Ancient Sunlight section this document.

Collection of the University of Nevada, Reno. 

Fig 144.  Coral Orchid, fire state, 9 ft.. w., steel, refractory cement, ceramic fiber blanket, propane, 
Oakland, CA studio, 1983.

Fig 145.  Coral Orchid, fused state, group exhibition, Mills College, Oakland, CA, 1983.



Experimental Kiln Workshop

Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, MI, 1990

Invited by Graham Marks, Cranbrook Academy of Art, Ceramic Artist in Residence, to conduct a multi-day 
workshop with graduate students experimenting with alternative kiln structures and materials (Fig. 147-
149).  We explored using refractory cement to create a kiln as a mold and burning out of organic material 
to create interior form.  Similar workshops, building smaller-scale experimental kilns were also done at 
the University of Miami, 1987 and California State University, San Diego, circa 1988.

Fig 146.  Coral Orchid, in-progress fabrication, 9 ft.. w., steel, refractory cement, ceramic fiber blanket, propane, 
Oakland, CA studio, 1983.
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Fig 149.  Kiln studies in progress, kiln workshop, Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, MI, 1990.
Fig 148.  Kiln studies in progress, kiln workshop, Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, MI, 1990.
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Fig 147.  Kiln studies in progress, kiln workshop, Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, MI, 1990.
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LAND KILNS I I
51 MILLION BTU’S

Fig 150.  Fresh lava flow across highway, Big Island, HI, 1980.



Land Kiln II / 51 Million BTU’s 

Four kiln projects comprise Land Kiln II.  The first three kilns: Untitled (Earth Orchid), 1988, Oculus: Dead 
Sea/Oil Field, 1989 and Humboldt Ship, 1989, make up the project: “51 Million BTU’s.”  51 Million BTU’s 
(British Thermal Unit, is a scientific term for the measurement of energy) is the total calculated energy ex-
pended in the firing of these projects.  This series in itself makes an initial exploration through form, image 
and process of the solar/botanical/geologic origin of fossil fuels and the transformative energy released 
by their ignition.  These concepts briefly state that Mesozoic-Cenozoic sunlight shining on ancient forests 
and mats of algae floating on ancient seas was transformed along with atmospheric CO2 by photosynthe-
sis into energy laden organic materials. These materials were later deposited and further transformed by 
geologic processes into what are now called fossil fuels. The ignition and transformation of fossil fuels 
in the site projects releases the stored ancient sunlight in the form of radiant energy.  The kiln project: 
Metabolism and Mortality/O2, 1992, is the fourth work included in this section as it further examines the 
ecological, environmental, geologic, geochemical and metabolic issues raised by the three kilns of this 
project.  These works focus on the ontological presence and existence of the Land Kilns through the trans-
formation of organic materials from ancient environments engaged in self-reflexive and meta-ecological 
narratives of origin, existence and global metabolism.  
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Fig 151.  Loose notebook page, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., pen on lined paper, circa 1987.



Untitled (Earth Orchid)

Hartford School of Art, Hartford, CT, 1988
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Fig 152.  Corcia, Susan, Public firing of giant ceramic orchid concludes University of Hartford workshop by renown artist, 
The Herald, New Britian, CT, July 14, 1988.



Fig. 153.  Untitled (Earth Orchid), mold core with rebar/pre-refractory cement placement/horizontal position, 32 ft.. l., 
steel, clay, wood, concrete, 1988.
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Untitled (Earth Orchid)

Hartford Art School, University of Hartford, Hartford, CT, 1988

Untitled (Earth Orchid) is the first of three performance/site works in the series: 51 Million BTU’s. The three 
works of this series investigate the relationship of the kiln, it’s burning of fossil fuels and the fuels ancient 
botanical origin and geologic transformation. 

Untitled (Earth Orchid), the first of three works in the project “51 Million BTU’s,” begins the examination 
of form and image in conceptually evaluating and emotionally engaging relationships between the origin of 
fossil fuels and the transformative energy released by their ignition.  This work specifically examines botani-
cal structure in the dynamic form of a furnace.  Natural gas is transformed  by ignition into radiant energy 
within the central core of this section of a “orchid” form and the effect of the draft from the two 20 foot 
metal flues pulling the released energy laterally through the “petals” to their furthest extremities.  With the 
release of visual radiant energy and CO2 into the atmosphere from this image a process like the reverse of 
photosynthesis is achieved.  The final state of the work as a residue of this activity completes the geologic 
reference to ancient environments by the lava-like alteration of the interior that records the ignition event 
similar to the way that a rock records its origin and development.

Fig. 154.  Untitled (Earth Orchid), cast structure tilted to vertical position, 32 ft.. l., steel, wood, clay, refractory cement, 
concrete, 1988.

Fig. 155.  Untitled (Earth Orchid), pre-firing/back view, 25 ft.. h. (with flues) x 32 ft.. l., steel, refractory cement, concrete, 1988.
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Fig. 156.  Untitled (Earth Orchid), fire state, 25 ft. high. (flues) x 32 ft. long., steel, refractory cement, natural gas,
 ceramic fiber blanket, concrete, 1988.
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Fig. 157.  Untitled (Earth Orchid), post fire/fused state, 25 ft.. h. (with flues) x 32 ft.. l., steel, refractory cement, concrete, 1988.
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Fig. 158 A/B.  McNally, Waren, Fires Up, The Hartford Courant, July 15,1988, pg. D1, D5.



Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field

Arvada Art Center, Arvada, CO, 1989
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Fig. 159.  Untitled (Earth Orchid), preliminary study with top-mounted flues, 17 in. x 11 in., pencil on vellum, 1988.



Fig. 161.  Study: Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, pencil, pen and collage on b&w photo, 40 in x 44 in., 1989.

Fig. 162.  Detail, Study: Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, pencil, pen and collage on b&w photo, 40 in x 44 in., 1989.

Fig. 160.  Study: Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, pen on lined paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., 1989.
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Fig. 163.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, preparation of “oil-drill-rig poles,” 40 ft. long, steel, salt, tar, shells, 1989.

Fig. 164.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, installation of “oil-drill-rig poles,” 40 ft. long, steel, salt, tar, shells, 1989.

Fig. 165.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, “Ancient Bathysphere,” pre-firing 6 ft.. dia., unfired brick, steel, propane, 1989.
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Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field

Arvada Art Center, Arvada, CO, 1989

A fundamental basis of this project is an on-going involvement in the use of fire and its relationship to 
imagery, expressed in the form of specially configured kiln or furnace structures, and how the ideas those 
images represent can be explored and activated.  The images found in this project, an environmental 
tableau staged as a sub-sea floor crude oil reservoir and two eyeball-like bathysphere kilns are elements 
in a story played out in a pyro-psychic event one evening in Arvada, Colorado. The event is an attempt 
for the “characters” to address their own existential nature and, in turn, reflect on the human/nature 
condition.

The development of a deep sea oil reservoir as the scene of activity in this work comes from a concern 
with the source of heat (propane) used to fire the bathysphere images and its origin in the earth as a 
hydrocarbon-rich fossil fuel.  This fuel is carbon and hydrogen fused together by ancient chemical bonds 
(from an ancient sun and distilled deep and long in the earth) that are broken and reformed into new 
compounds while energy is being released  in the process of combustion.  This process gives these events 
a life they could not have in any other way: an intense, luminous, trance-like transfiguration (a return to 
the ancient climate?) during the evening of the firing that has been described elsewhere:

“…a firing can approach an irrational point, the verge of losing control, a metaphor is suggested of the 
unconscious in a primitive or vulnerable state where time becomes emotion, chemistry spirit and matter 
theater (Roloff, J., Artery Magazine, Feb-Mar., 1983).”

The concern with the fuel, explored in conjunction with the image of the eye or “Oculus,” goes back 

to a recent work, Oculus: Emerson/Beebe (Seas of Salt, Chains of Carbon).  In this piece, two six-foot 
in diameter, spherical greenhouse “eyes” of steel and glass were thought of as devices to symbolically 
probe and reveal the ancient, marine environment in which the oil originated.  The eyeball image came 
initially from a quote by R. W. Emerson in his essay Nature:

“Standing on the bare ground, - my head bathed by the blythe air, and uplifted into infinite space, 
- all mean egotism vanishes.  I become a transparent eyeball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of 
the Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God.”

In this earlier “Oculus” piece, Emerson’s eyeball, and its role as a definitive symbol of 19th century 
transcendentalism, seemed an ideal device to use in this initial investigation of the fossil fuel question.  
This image also corresponded to another interest: that of the bathysphere, William Beebe’s pioneering 
deep-sea diving, eye-like sphere used to probe the depths of the sea.  The bathysphere descending into 
the abyss or (metaphorically) the unconscious, provided the psychological and mortal counterpoint of 
this inquiry and the other ‘eye’ of a natural, symmetrical system.

For the project Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, seeking a more intense, emotive relationship to the organic 
fuels from the depths of the earth, a narrative adventure of two mythic bathyspheres of fire – one more 
solid, “ancient,” petrified, made of earth materials, abandoned, a relic of a past expedition and another 
alive, “virgin,” ethereal, ‘suspended’ from above, searching the scene, engaged in a current expedition in 
a quest for its origins and its older, sunken counterpart – were imagined for the site in Colorado.

Fig. 166.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, night firing, Arvada, CO, 1989.
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Fig. 168.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, “Ancient Bathysphere,”night firing, Arvada, CA, 1989.

Fig. 167.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, “Virgin Bathysphere,”early stage of night firing, Arvada, CA, 1989.
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The scene: a small lake in the midst of a gently undulating terrain, the two bathyspheres near the water’s 
edge (the “virgin” element suspended out over the water), surrounded by an array of seven, forty-foot tall 
‘oil drill-rig’ poles coated with tar on their lower half and encrusted with salt, sea shells and earth on 
their upper half, penetrating the ground surface an randomly placed as if from an abandoned oil field.  
The tar/shell line of the poles delineating the ceiling of an over-head rock dome beneath the sea floor 
(conceivably filled with crude oil) and the stage where the event takes place.

The night firing of the two bathyspheres serves to activate the images, ossify the abandoned ‘ancient’ 
sphere and illuminate the sub-abyssal scene.  With the firing, and the two expeditions condensed into 
one even, the kiln/bathyspheres have returned to the source of their own life-blood.

The day following the firing found the ‘ancient’ bathysphere entropically fused, fissured and partially 
collapsed; the ‘virgin’ (no longer) bathysphere ha its insulating blanket removed and its heat weathered 
farm and lava, heat-sink bottom molten, remaining skeleton-like a the shore of the lake.

In considering this return to origins, one might think back in time to the photosynthesis of the Paleozoic 
sunlight that captured the carbon in the tree leaf or floating algae mass that was to become the 
hydrocarbons and distilled sun fragments in the oil-reservoirs of the world.  Going even further back, on 
may speculate on the earth itself somehow condensing from solar gasses into a prototype of its present 
solid/liquid/gas form.  And in this environment, how a lineage of chemical/metaphorical reactions (also 
of solar fragments), began and passed up through the Paleozoic, Mesozoic and Cenozoic to the present, 
where the builders of the bathyspheres (all of solar fragments), are transforming (through ignition) a 
material that is little different (as solar fragments) from that material in and of their own veins.

This text is included in the catalogue, 51 Million BTU’s and is derived from an essay by the artist and an 
interview with Nan Hill, PhD candidate, History of Art Department, U. C. Berkeley, circa 1988.

John Roloff, 1988-89

Fig. 169.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, “Virgin Bathysphere.” fire state, 6 ft.. diameter, steel, refractory blanket,
 lava, propane, 1989.



Fig. 170.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, post-fire site view of “Virgin Bathysphere” (refractory blanket removed), 
1 of 7 oil-rig-drill poles and "Ancient Bathysphere," Arvada, CO, 1989.
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Humboldt Ship

CSU Humboldt, Arcata, CA, 1989
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Fig. 171   Crohn, Jennifer, R., John Roloff, Arts Magazine,1992, pg. 79.



Humboldt Ship

California State University Humboldt, Arcata, CA, 1989

This work is part of a series of environmental kiln/furnace works done from 1980 to 1992. The third of 
three site/performance works with the name “51 Million BTU’s.”  The “sinking ship” image represents the 
settling and deposition of botanic materials as part of the process of their geologic transformation into 
fossil fuels, the kiln’s internal “flues,” as part of the overall casting of the internal structure of the work, 
in addition to the ship element, are negative castings from contemporary trees altered by the addition of 
a coating of a clay and pine needle texture to resemble Mesozoic cycads (see Fig. 175).  The project was 
sponsored by California State University Summer Arts ’89. 

Fig. 173.    Humboldt Ship, 15 ft. h., post-firing, altered refractory cement, steel, concrete footings,  Arcata, CA, 1989.

Fig. 172.    Humboldt Ship/Layout Plans, 36 in. x 42 1/2 in., pencil on vellum, 1989.
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Fig. 174.    Humboldt Ship, construction of core element on horizontal platform, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. wood.

Fig. 175.    Humboldt Ship, construction of core element on horizontal platform, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. wood, sawn pine logs, 
clay, pine needles.

Fig. 176.    Humboldt Ship, construction of core element on horizontal platform, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. wood, sawn pine logs, 
clay, pine needles, steel support tubes, rebar.
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Fig. 177.   Humboldt Ship, casting of core element on horizontal platform, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. wood, sawn pine logs, clay, pine 
needles, steel support tubes, rebar, cast refractory cement, concrete footings.
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Fig. 178.   Humboldt Ship, vertical placement of platform, core and cast elements, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. wood, sawn pine logs, 
clay, pine needles, steel support tubes, rebar, cast refractory cement, concrete footings.

Fig. 179.   Humboldt Ship, platform removed / vertical core elements and casting visible, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. wood, sawn pine 
logs, clay, pine needles, cast refractory cement.

Fig. 180.   Humboldt Ship, core elements stripped from casting / steel ceramic fiber support system in place, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. 
steel, cast refractory cement.

Fig. 181.   Humboldt Ship, mid-firing, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. steel, cast refractory cement, ceramic fiber blanket, propane.
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Fig. 182.   Humboldt Ship, peak of firing, 15 ft.. x 22 ft.. steel, cast refractory cement, ceramic fiber blanket, propane.



Metabolism and Mortality/O2

Tyler School of Art, Elkins Park, PA, 1992
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Fig. 183.   Forder, Tony, John Roloff Makes Lasting Impression at HSU, The Union, Section B, Arcata, CA, Jan. 27. 1989.
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Metabolism And Mortality/O2

Tyler School of Art
Elkins Park, PA 1992

In Metabolism and Mortality/O2, the oculus image has transformed into molecular status, outward vision 
is now subsumed by an inward looking devotion to geo-chemical/thermodynamic processes and history. 

Sited along what was the of the drip line and furthest lateral extent of a large, now dead beech tree 
on the Tyler campus are the project’s two principal elements:  the Furnace and the Greenhouse.  These 
two instruments symbolically represent the beech tree's past life and current death systems on a macro-
molecular level and as an elemental protagonist in the larger narrative of the work.  Furnace and 
Greenhouse were envisioned as ions of an oxygen molecule (O2) separated by the primal and arboreal 
forces of entropy and dissolution but are still united and activated by similar thermal processes:  the 
Furnace by ignition of fossil fuels developed by the photosynthesis of sunlight in ancient forests 
and their subsequent geologic distillation, and the Greenhouse by the collection and entrainment of 
contemporary solar energy.   The solar heat within the Greenhouse is measured differentially from the 
outside atmosphere by it’s internal thermometers (a span of as much as 50o F. between the inner and outer 
environments has been noted). 

A second series of kiln concepts, utilizing the starfish image and geologic characteristics of the Tyler site 
were also being studied for this project.  Model: Black Starfish Kiln, Model: Black Starfish Kiln/Grove and 
Study: Iapetus Starfish (Taconic Facies), all circa 1991 (Fig. 261), use a mythic inhabitant of the site, the 
starfish, as a reference to the site’s geologic history.  This is similar to the image of the starfish’s role in a 
previous kiln project, Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, Craven, Saskatchewan, Canada, 1980.  Major aspects 
of the geology of the Tyler site were deposited and deformed during the Paleozoic, Taconic Orogeny 
and the closing of the proto-Atlantic, Iapetus Sea where this animal lived in an early form. The starfish’s 
transformation as a kiln project becomes a representative of that time and origin of the site as part of the 
North American continent and player in a global narrative of geologic change.    

John Roloff 1992 (revised, 2018)    

 "Instead of anthropomorphizing nature, Roloff allows it some distance from human importance, 
placing human industry, life, and death in the same category as the evolution and extinction of species of 
flora or bodies of water and land."
        --Crohn, Jennifer R., ARTS MAGAZINE, April, 1992, pg. 79.

Fig. 184.  Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2,  post-firing / cooled, fused / solar activated state, left background: 
Greenhouse, center/foreground: Furnace, right: beech tree remnant, Tyler School of Art, Elkins Park, PA, 1992.



Fig. 186.  Study: Tyler Project: Metabolism and Mortality/O2, pencil , gouache and collage 
on industrial print, 40 in. x 48  in., 1992.

Fig. 185.  Notebook page, pen on lined paper, 11 in. x 8.5  in., 1992.
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Fig. 188.  Notebook page, pen on lined paper, 8.5 in. x 11  in., circa 1992.

Fig. 187.  Study: Dark Oxygen, computer print on bond, 30 in. x 34  in., circa 1990.
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Fig. 189.  Conceptual Models: Tyler Project: Metabolism and Mortality/O2, styrofoam, wood, plastic, refractory cement, 1992. Fig. 191.  Conceptual Models: Tyler Project: Metabolism and Mortality/O2, styrofoam, wood, glass, refractory cement, 1992.

Fig. 192.  Tyler Project: Metabolism and Mortality/O2, models, blueprints, video, From Plastic Form to Printer’s Plate: 
16 Contemporary Sculptor/Printmakers, exhibition, 1995.

Fig. 190.  Conceptual Models: Tyler Project: Metabolism and Mortality/O2, styrofoam, wood, plastic, refractory cement, 1992.
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Fig. 193.  Fabrication of Greenhouse, Tyler School of Art Sculpture shop, 8 ft.. dia., steel, wood.

Fig. 194.  Fabrication of Furnace, sphere, 6 ft.. dia., steel, galvanized mesh.

Fig. 195.  Installation on site of Furnace, pre-placement of refractory cement, sphere, 6 ft.. dia., 
steel, galvanized mesh, wood, pvc.
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Fig. 196. Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2, night firing/fossil fuel activation, left/background: Greenhouse, 
center/foreground: Furnace, right: beech tree remnant, Tyler School of Art, Elkins Park, PA, 1992.
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Fig. 199.  Greenhouse, video still, interior view of glass dish with burning oil with Furnace, mid-fire state, 
visible in the background.

Fig. 200.  Greenhouse, video still, interior view of glass dish with burning oil.

Fig. 197.  Furnace, video still, detail of burners, early in the firing.

Fig. 198.  Furnace, video still, detail of refractory cement coated branches and flame ports, early in the firing.



Fig. 201.  Greenhouse, sphere 8 ft.. dia., steel, rubber, glass, caulking, thermometers.  Glass dish with burning oil
replaced by interior and exterior thermometers after the firing.

Fig. 202.  Greenhouse, interior detail, thermometers contrast interior and exterior temperatures, sphere 8 ft.. dia., 
steel, rubber, glass, caulking, thermometers.

Fig. 203.  Furnace, post-firing state, sphere 6 ft.. dia., steel, refractory coated wooden branches, cast refractory cement.
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Fig. 204.  Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2,  post-firing / cooled, fused / solar activated state, left: Greenhouse, 
center: beech tree remnant, right: Furnace, Tyler School of Art, Elkins Park, PA, 1992.
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Fig. 205 A/B.  Powell, Anita, An Interview with John Roloff, NCECA News, Vol. 4, No. 13, 1990, pg. 2-4.



LAND KILNS I I I
CONCEPTS/PROPOSALS
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Fig. 206. Lava splatter feature, Kilauea Crater, Hawaii, research trip 1980.



227226

The section, Land Kilns III - Concepts/Proposals, is comprised of selected documents, notebook pages and 
drawings of studies, concepts and proposals for theoretical and actual kiln projects.  The first section of 
writings, sketches and notations, show a range of conceptual thinking about kilns as well as the larger 
context and role the kiln and related process works play in the development of the oeuvre from the late 
1970’s to early 1990’s.  Studies relating to landscape sites such as the ideas sketched for a cliff near Alfred, 
NY, 1982, lead to more specific proposals and projects for numerous sites such as: Djerassi Foundation, 
San Francisco Bay, Falkirk, Candlestick Park and the Chicago Navy Pier.  Documents and drawings similar 
to these are included with realized projects in the sections: Land Kilns I and Land Kilns II.  Other propos-
als and studies of this section emphasize metabolic and historical concepts such as Study: Orchid Eclipse 
(Spherical Furnace with Slowly Closing Refractory Petals), 1990, and Study mit Max Taut:  Wissinger Tomb 
Furnace (Underground)/Orchard), 1990.  Following these and related works are a set of documents, re-
search and studies for Wrangellia I and II, 1999, proposals for the University of Washington campus and/
or related sites in Seattle and northwestern Washington.  Wrangellia I and II are exemplary of many recent 
projects that have utilized expansive geologic and site research for development of concepts and imagery.  
This in-depth site research approach began in earnest with Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, Prairie 
Starfish/Glacial Epoch, both 1980, and Lahontan Group I-III, 1985-87, projects shown in the Land Kiln I 
section of this document. 

Fig. 207.  Draft and notes, Kiln Projects, Artery Magazine, February/March,1983, pg. 6, type and pencil on paper, 
8.5 in. x 11  in., circa 1992.



Fig. 208.  Notebook 2 pg. 24, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.
Fig. 209.  First page of kiln book study, pen on paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1985.
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Fig. 211.  Loose notebook page (fragment), pen on lined paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1980.

Fig. 210.  Loose notebook page, pen on graph paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1980.
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Fig. 213.  Notebook 2, pg. 83, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.Fig. 212.  Notebook 2 pg. 67, pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.



Fig. 215.  Notebook 2, pg. 107 (117), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.Fig. 214.  Notebook 2, pg. 101 (111), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.
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Fig. 217.  Notebook 2, pg. 150 (160), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.Fig. 216.  Notebook 2, pg. 143 (153), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.
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Fig. 218.  Notebook 2, pg. 158 (168), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980. Fig. 219.  Notebook 2, pg. 161 (171), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.
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Fig. 221.  Notebook 3, pg. 40 (32). pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.Fig. 220.  Notebook 2 pg. 162 (172), pencil on paper, 10 5/8 in. x 13 5/8 in., circa 1980.



Fig. 222.  Potential kiln sites, Alfred, NY, Devonian shale formation and related terrain, site visits conducted with Alfred University 
Ceramics Faculty, black and white proof sheet, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1982. Sediment from these cliffs was used to produce the work, 

Devonian Shale: Aquifer I, 2000, as a visiting artist at Alfred, invited by faculty, Walter McConnell and is in the collection of the 
Alfred University Schein-Joseph International Museum of Ceramic Art, Center for Ceramic Education.

Fig. 223.  Lose notebook page, pencil on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., studies for possible kiln projects, Alfred, NY, circa 1982.

243242



Fig. 225.  Loose notebook page, pen on lined paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1987.Fig. 224.  Loose notebook page, pen on lined paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1987.
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Fig. 227.  Loose notebook page, pen on lined paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1987.Fig. 226.  Loose notebook page, pen on lined paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1987.



Fig. 231.  Loose notebook page, pen on lined paper, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1987.

Fig. 230.  Kiln study for sinking ship, pencil on drafting tissue, 11 in. x 8 1/2 in., circa 1987.
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Fig. 229.  Conceptual sketch for Falkirk project, 8 1/2 in x 11 in., pencil on paper, circa 1983. 

Fig. 228.  Conceptual sketch for Falkirk project, 8 1/2 in x 11 in., pencil on paper, circa 1983. 



Fig. 232.  Study: Trellis/Volcano Kiln/Waterfall, study for large scale work based on landscape illustration from geography books, 
pencil and stain on vellum, 12 in. x 18 in., circa 1984.
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Fig. 233.  Tributary Kiln/Vein of Fire/River of Glass (view of proposed hillside firing), pencil and pastel on paper, 
36 in. x 72 in., 1981-86, private collection.
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Fig. 234.  Imbedded Flame/Kiln for Hillside, concept for Alfred, NY, pencil on vellum, 12 in. x 30 in., 1982

Fig. 235.  Messages from the Abyss//Barge/Kilns for Bay Mud (Ooze), pencil on vellum, 24 in x 48 in., 1983.
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Fig. 238.  Submerged Orchid (Still Version)/Shallow Sea, detail: Site Variations/Continental Shelf/Fired Projects (Purisima Sea), 
conceptual studies for kiln projects, Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, CA, pencil on vellum, 30 in. x 128 in., 1984. 

Fig. 237.  Obsidian Orchid (Abandoned Core/Drifting Petals, detail: Site Variations/Continental Shelf/Fired Projects (Purisima Sea), 
conceptual studies for kiln projects, Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, CA, pencil on vellum, 30 in. x 128 in., 1984. 

Fig. 236.  Site Variations/Continental Shelf/Fired Projects (Purisima Sea), conceptual studies for kiln projects,
Djerassi Foundation, Woodside, CA, pencil on vellum, 30 in. x 128 in., 1984.
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Fig. 239.  Obsidian Orchid (Abandoned Core/Drifting Petals, construction plans, proposal for Djerassi Foundation, 
pencil on vellum, 30 in. x 60 in., 1984-85. 
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Fig. 241.  Land Ship/Ancient Shoreline/A Crystalline Burning, preliminary drawing for Falkirk, pencil on vellum, 24 in. x 72 in., 1983. 

Fig. 240.  Black Orchid/Sea Trellis (for Ivy)/A Lava Atoll, preliminary drawing for Falkirk, pencil on vellum, 24 in. h. x 67 1/8 in. w., 
1984 
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Fig. 242.     Untitled Candlestick Concepts, proposal for Candlestick Park shoreline, San Francisco Bay.  Concept includes a stacked con-
crete ship with active fire elements, reminiscent of lime kilns that fired marine originated limestone of the Permanente 

Terrane in the local Santa Cruz Mountains. Pencil on vellum, 30 in. x 36 in., circa 1984-85.
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Fig. 243.     Variations for Two Rock Island (Ohlone Island), proposal for Double Rock, Candlestick Park, San Francisco Bay,  
that included several kiln elements. Pencil on vellum 24 in. x 36 in., circa 1984-85.
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Fig. 244.  Obsidian Terrace (Seabird Caves)/Shell Mound (White Forest), proposal for Double Rock, Candlestick Park, 
San Francisco Bay, pencil, ink and acrylic on b&w photo, 40 in. x 72 in., circa 1984-85.
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Fig. 245.  Signal Caldera/Shell Flow (Ohlone Shore), proposal for Candlestick Park, San Francisco Bay,
 pencil, gauche and watercolor on brown diazo print, 40 in. x 72 in.,1985-86, private collection.
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Fig. 246.  Ice Orchid/Abandoned Core (Drifting), (Dawn - Lake Michigan),kiln project for the Chicago International 
New Art Forms Exposition, Navy Pier, Chicago, IL, pencil, gauche and watercolor on brown diazo print 

40 in. x 72 in.,1985-86, private collection.
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Fig. 247.  Twin Retort Kiln, detail, site study, Arvada, CO, oil, pencil on diazo print, 36 in. x 40 in., circa 1988. 

Fig. 248.  Hill of Fired Holes, detail, study (site unknown) oil, pencil on diazo print, 36 in. x 40 in., circa 1988. 

Fig. 249.  Preliminary Kiln Studies, top: Hartford, CT, bottom: Arcata, CA, oil, pencil on b&w photo, 40 in, x 36 in.,  
each, John Roloff, Kiln Projects, solo exhibition, Hartford School of Art, Hartford, CT, 1988. 
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Fig. 250.  Oculus Kiln/Mast Study I, detail, pencil, on vellum, 14 in, x 9 in, circa 1988. Fig. 251.  Oculus Kiln/Mast Study II, detail, pencil, on vellum, 14 in, x 9 in, circa 1988. 
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Fig. 252.  Oculus Kiln/Mast Study I, detail, pencil, on vellum, 14 in, x 9 in, circa 1988. 

Fig. 253.  Oculus/Beebe (Abyss Kiln), pencil, acrylic paint, pastel on b&w photo, 80 in, x 40 in, 1988-2018.



Study:  Orchid Eclipse (Spherical Furnace with Slowly Closing Refractory Petals)

Kiln/furnace proposal: pastel, refractory cement on B&W photo, 1990

Like Metabolism and Mortality/O2, Orchid Eclipse.., 1990, extrapolates the 
ocular form and references found in Project: Oculus into other realms, while 
still examining foundational issues of ecology, ontology and transcendence.  
Orchid Eclipse.., suggests a distended model for photosynthesis, here a spheri-
cal ‘solar’ furnace is slowly closed in upon and ‘eclipsed’ by mechanically op-
erated refractory petals surrounding the structure.  In a perverse adaptation of 
the Buddhist instruction and koan to "kill the Buddha," to gain enlightenment, 
symbolic, refractory petals attempt to extinguish the parent fires of their atmo-
spheric and chemical origin by suffocating and denying oxygen to the flame. 

Fig. 254.  Study: Orchid Eclipse (Spherical Furnace with Slowly Closing Refractory Petals), 84” x 117”, collage, refractory 
cement, pastel on B&W photograph, Gallery Paule Anglim, San Francisco, CA, 1992. 
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Study mit Grünwald: Falling Knight Furnace/Forest 

Performative kiln/furnace proposal: pencil and pastel on b&w photo collage, 1990

Study mit Grünwald: Falling Knight Furnace/Forest, 1990, is one of several conceptual proposals for envi-
ronmental kiln/furnace art works related to my Germanic heritage.  This work is a study for a kiln/furnace 
project based on an image of a falling knight in the right, middle-ground of the resurrection panel of the 
Isenheim Altarpiece, 1512-1516, by the painter Matthias Grünwald.   The background is an image of a for-
est collaged into the scene. The falling knight image was also used in Metabolism Study (Falling Knight), 
1995, one of a series of “Photo Process Works,” relating the chemical and visual transformation, caused 
by the insertion of orange slices against the photo’s emulsion, of the image to fire and metabolism.

Fig. 255.  Study mit Grünwald: Falling Knight Furnace/Forest, proposal for a kiln project, 64 in. 
x 32 in., pastel, gauche and pencil on b&w photo collage, 1990.
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Fig. 257.  Study mit Max Taut: Wissinger Family Tomb Furnace (Underground)/Orchard, proposal for a kiln project, 
64 in. x 32 in., pastel, gauche, acrylic and pencil on b&w photo collage, 1990.

Fig. 256.  Wissinger family tomb by Max Taut, Südwestkirchhof Stahnsdorf, Stahndsdorf, Germany, visited in 1992.
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Study mit Max Taut: Wissinger Tomb Furnace (Underground)/Orchard, 

Performative kiln/furnace proposals: pencil and pastel on b&w photo collage, 1990

Study mit Max Taut: Wissinger Tomb Furnace (Underground)/Orchard), 1990, is a second conceptual pro-
posal for environmental kiln/furnace art works related to my Germanic heritage.  This work explores spiri-
tual issues and personal history, in particular family history as the great-grandson of German immigrant 
farmers who settled in the Pacific Northwest.  The image of the Wissinger tomb comes from the crypt  of 
a German family in a graveyard in Stahndsdorf, Germany, visited in 1992 with friends, Alf Löhr and Betty 
Beaumont. This tomb, a complex crystalline structure that emphasizes spiritual values of inorganic form, 
was designed by Max Taut, a noted German Expressionist architect of the 1920’s.  The flues of the tomb 
transformed into an underground furnace in the proposal, extend upward, hypothetically through a fruit 
orchard, symbolic of the crops grown by my family in both Europe and North America.



Fig. 258.  Model: Black Starfish Kiln, study for a kiln project originally considered for Tyler School of Art 1992, 64 in. x 32 in., 
steel, refractory cement, carbon, pine needles, 1990.

Fig. 260.  Study: Black Starfish Kiln/Grove, study for a kiln project originally considered for Tyler School of Art 1992, 64 in. x 32 in., 
pencil on tracing paper, 1990.

Fig. 259.  Oakland, CA studio, with in-progress, Abyss, No. 2 (Plain), b&w photos and Model: Black Starfish Kiln/Grove, 1990.
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Fig. 261.  Study: Iapetus Starfish (Taconic Facies), part of the starfish kiln concepts originally considered for Tyler School of Art 1992.  Refers to 
aspects of the Tyler site geology deposited and deformed during the Taconic Orogeny and closing of the proto-Atlantic, Iapetus Sea. 

24 in. x 48 in., pencil on drafting film, circa 1991-2018.
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Fig. 262.  Loose notebook page, pen on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1999. Fig. 263.  Loose notebook page, conceptual study for Wrangellia I & II, pen on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1999.

289288



Fig. 265.  Loose notebook page, conceptual study for Wrangellia I & II, pen on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1999.Fig. 264.  Loose notebook page, conceptual study for Wrangellia I & II, pen on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1999.
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Fig. 266.  Conceptual study, Wrangellia I & II, digital print, pen on paper, 11 in. x 17 in., circa 2000.
Fig. 268.  Conceptual study, Wrangellia I & II, digital print, pen on paper, 11 in. x 17 in., circa 2000.

Fig. 267.  Conceptual study, Wrangellia I & II, digital print, pen on paper, 11 in. x 17 in., circa 2000.
Fig. 269.  Conceptual study, Wrangellia I & II, digital print, pen on paper, 11 in. x 17 in., circa 2000.
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Fig. 270.  Conceptual study, Wrangellia I & II, digital print, pen on paper, 11 in. x 17 in., circa 2000.
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Fig. 271.  Conceptual study, Wrangellia I & II, digital print, pen on paper, 11 in. x 17 in., circa 2000.
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Wrangellia I & II 

Text as shown on the proposals, Fig. 272 and 273.

These drawings were commissioned by the University of Washington (Henry Gallery) in 2000, to study a 
possible kiln project on the UW campus.  They are part of the university’s permanent collection and are 
installed for public viewing on campus.

Wrangellia terrane: part of an even larger group of exotic terranes - the Wrangellia composite terrane - 
that has been accreted to Alaska and the North American Continent during the past few hundred million 
years. On the basis of geophysical and fossil evidence, rocks of the Wrangellia terrane were formed in a 
tropical environment thousands of miles south of its present position.
http://www2.nature.nps.gov/geology/parks/wrst/

SELECTED TEXT PANELS: WRANGELLIA I - left to right.

Yellow tinted areas are fired areas/heat zones or flues. Kiln/furnaces components are shown by yellow 
tint and structural lines; they are made of a steel framework and high-temperature insulating blanket or 
refractory cement. Insulating blanket kiln/furnaces are removed after the firing. Firing is done by propane.

Two-row rock grouping from different geologic terranes with seafloor sediment from the Juan de Fuca 
plate of the Pacific Coast of Washington. Outside facing surfaces of base rocks are cut and polished. Kiln/
furnace’s form reminiscent of Cascade Mountains. Unpolished portions of rocks and the space between 
them is fired, altering rocks and fusing the seafloor sediment. 

Partial List of Terranes of Washington State and British Columbia:
Wrangellia
Alexander Terrane
Turtleback Terrane
Deadman Bay Terrane
Garrison Terrane
Decatur Terrane
Haro Terrane
Methow Terrane (North and South subterranes)
Chilliwack Terrane
Vedder Terrane
Easton Terrane
Hozameen Terrane
Quesnellia Terrane
Cache Creek Terrane
Olympic Terrane
Okanogan Subcontinent
North Cascade Micro-continent
Insular Superterrane
Intermontane Superterrane

Intrinsic or inert fire: basalt columns cut and polished, cast iron streetlight poles and lamps. Elements are 
not site-fired (prefired during their original formation), may be distributed differently than shown.

Cast iron “meteor” with fossil surface in seafloor sediment impact crater. Interior of crater and meteor 
fired, kiln removed at the peak of the firing revealing red-hot meteor and sediment.

Two rocks from different geologic terranes with Mt. St. Helens volcanic ash. Space between the rocks fired 
altering the rocks and fusing the volcanic ash. 

SELECTED TEXT PANELS: WRANGELLIA II - left to right.

Standing cast iron octopus with rocks from Wrangellia and Alexander Terranes and seafloor sediment. 
Outside facing surfaces of base rocks are cut and polished.. All elements fired to high temperature except 
for polished areas, rocks are altered by heat, cast iron is allowed to rust over time.

Cast iron standing octopus with structure developed from windows of UW’s Gothic church. Cast Iron, cast 
refractory cement. Octopus is allowed to rust over time, interior of structure altered by heat.

Horizontal cast iron octopus as an intrusion into a stratigraphic sequence (sill).
Sedimentary rocks (ophiolitic/turbidite sandstone) or similar rocks. Octopus is allowed to rust over time, 
interior of structure altered by heat.

Drifting (cast iron) octopus with coating of seafloor sediment from the Juan de Fuca Plate. 3 cast iron flues 
connected underground to kiln/furnace forming a downdraft system for firing.

Construction sequence:
Cast iron elements are installed with underground flue connections.

Seafloor sediment thickly placed over entire octopus.

Sediment partially eroded from octopus by natural rain or high pressure hose revealing 40 - 60%of octo-
pus.

Kiln/furnace placed around octopus/sediment assemblage and fired.

Kiln/furnace removed.  Octopus will rust which further alters fired sediment by leaching and staining; 
flues and underground system left standing, allowed to rust.
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Fig. 272.  Wrangellia I: Studies for Furnace/Kiln Project, University of Washington, Seattle, WA, 
watercolor, ink, digital print on drafting film, 36 in x 48 in., 2000.
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Fig. 273.  Wrangellia II: Studies for Furnace/Kiln Project, University of Washington, Seattle, WA, 
watercolor, ink, digital print on drafting film, 36 in x 48 in., 2000.
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Fig. 274.  Derelict fuel bunker, estuary, Oakland, CA, circa 1985.

ANCIENT SUNLIGHT 
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Ancient Sunlight: 

Ancient Sunlight incorporates a set of works that engage a syntax of materials and processes to expand, 
alchemical, ecological and metabolic concepts of the kiln works.  These conversations occur between 
organic and inorganic, environmental and human systems, geologic and Anthropocene time-frames.  Proj-
ects such as: the video installation and concepts of 51 Million BTU’s/ Metabolism Study/C3H8, e

-, NaCl,  
1990-2008, the proposals and environmental studies, Study: In-Situ Vitrification Project - High Tempera-
ture Remediation of Contaminated Soil, 1984, and, If the Sea were Gasoline - It Would Still be Nature, 
2006-08, as well as in the installations, Rotting Flame I & II, 1995-2010, Pitzer Project: A Prototype Sys-
tem for the Production and Redistribution of Ancient Sunlight, 1996, the photo-process, photographic, 
other proposals and works, presented herein, are examples of ancient sunlight conceptually and materi-
ally studied, proposed or made manifest in various forms. 

The video works: 51 Million BTU’s/ Metabolism Study/C3H8, e
-, NaCl, 1991-1993, and the installation, 

Pitzer Project: A Prototype System for the Production and Redistribution of Ancient Sunlight and it’s larger 
form, Orchards of the Sun, both 1996, specifically extend the concepts of the kiln series, 51 Million BTU’s 
and Metabolism and Mortality/O2, by examining the production and redistribution of ancient (Paleozoic, 
Mesozoic and Cenozoic) sunlight who’s energy was used in the form of fossil fuels in the Anthropocene 
and the life-blood of the kilns.   Remaining works presented in the context of Ancient Sunlight, consider 
and extend animate and material qualities of the kilns as metabolic and alchemical agents through differ-
ent lenses of form and process. 

Ancient Sunlight may also be understood as a catalyst to reveal alternate, “organic,” interpretations of 
“inorganic” substances, sites and conditions.  This revelation is implicit and intuited in the conceptualiza-
tion of the kiln projects as a function of a systemic, poetic, world view of materiality and natural process.  
The geologic condition of terrestrial, abyssal, mantle and magmatic fluidity over large orders of time and 
magnitude in the forms of metamorphic facies, perturbations, dynamic phase space and material change 
suggest this para-organic interpretation.  Serpentinization, skarn deposits, carbonate deposition, mag-
matic plumes driving plate tectonics and continental accretion are recognizable suggestions of an organic 
influence and metaphor within a range of inorganic schemata.  The botanic aspect of Ancient Sunlight 
gives a more literal notion of this interpretation as implemented in the kiln projects: Mountain Kiln/Black 
Orchid, 1982, Collision: Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 1984, Untitled (Earth Orchid), 1988, Oculus: Dead Sea/
Oil Field, 1989, and Metabolism and Mortality/O2, 1992.  In Deluge (Radiant Sleep/Helium Ash), 1994, 
the image of the slowed down firing sequence of the “Virgin” oculus kiln superimposed with neurotrans-
mitter chemicals suggests a parallel process of Land Kiln firings to metabolic systems of the human body. 
Analogs are proposed to the transformation of food into vision, the ability to see light if not consciousness 
itself.  Iterations such as those found in Ancient Sunlight become conceptual and meta-systemic compo-
nents of the legacy of Project: Land Kilns.Fig. 275.  Séance (Entropic) I, detail, full size 40 in. h. x 72 in. w., b&w photograph, orange slices, 

acrylic, metal frame, silicone, 1995. 
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Ancient Sunlight: Video Works

The initial video work examining the kiln projects is a 3 channel video installation and documentation, 
51 Million BTU’s of the firing of the kilns in the series of the same name.  Each video channel is edited to 
sync the same stages of the firing of each of the kiln projects in this series: Untitled (Earth Orchid, (1988), 
Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, (1989) and Humboldt Ship, (1989). 

In an experimental, prototype version of 51 Million BTU’s/ Metabolism Study/C3H8, e
-, NaCl, 1991-1993, 

a single three-tube video projector was used to project an interwoven sequence of the furnace firings onto 
a rock salt screen. The salt crystal screen references the generally marine environment in which botanic 
materials were deposited in geologic time to produce contemporary fossil fuels.  The intent of the pro-
jection is to symbolically “return the fuel to the sun,” by creating a dissolution of the images into pure 
radiance and a conceptual form of ancient sunlight traced back to the electrical current powering the 
projector.  The salt crystals act as prisms to diffract the projected video image breaking down its visual 
structure. In this version, the projected images underwent a moderate degree of transformation towards 
sunlight, still retaining some of their form.

Further versions of the project, Phase II/Scenario A-C - 51 Million BTU’s / Metabolism Study / C3H8, e
-, 

NaCl,  fig. 275-276, propose using three, 3-tube video projectors (or more current technology) project-
ing onto a heavily rock salt encrusted screen to completely transform the projected image into a intense 
undifferentiated light reminiscent of sunlight.  A conceptual Anthropocene energy cycle is completed by 
powering the video projector through solar panels using contemporary sunlight.  Simultaneous sound and 
image of non-diffracted video would be seen on adjacent monitors so the viewer can see the degree of 
transformation taking place.

Fig. 276.  51 Million BTU’s, 3 channel video installation, color, sound, 00:26:00, “American Ceramics,” 
Priamàr Fortress, Palazzo della Sibilla, Savona, Italy, 1992.
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Fig. 278.  51 Million BTU’s / Metabolism Study / C3H8, e
-, NaCl, single channel video projection, salt crystal screen, color, 

sound, 00:47:00, 6 ft.. x 8 ft.., “Constructions Of Meaning,” Illinois State University, Normal, IL, 1990.

Fig. 277.  51 Million BTU’s / Metabolism Study / C3H8, e
-, NaCl, single channel video projection, salt crystal screen, color, 

sound, 00:47:00, 6 ft.. x 8 ft.., “Constructions Of Meaning,” Illinois State University, Normal, IL, 1990. Fig. 279.  Phase II/Scenario A - 51 Million BTU’s / Metabolism Study / C3H8, e
-, NaCl, installation study for solar powered, multi-

channel video, salt crystal screen, monitors, color, sound, 00:30:00, dimensions variable, 1991-2008.

Fig. 280.  Phase II/Scenario A-C - 51 Million BTU’s / Metabolism Study / C3H8, e
-, NaCl, schematic studies for solar powered, multi-

channel video, salt crystal screen, monitors, color, sound, 00:30:00, dimensions variable, 1991-2008.
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Fig. 281.  Deluge (Radiant Sleep/Helium Ash), single channel video, color, sound, 00:20:00, installed with Rotting Flame, 
see Fig. 304.  “Color in the Shadows, Bay Area Cyber Art,” CCAC, Oakland, CA, 1994.

Fig. 282.  Deluge (Radiant Sleep/Helium Ash), video stills, single channel video, color, sound, 00:20:00, 1994.

Deluge (Radiant Sleep/Helium Ash)

The structure of the video piece Deluge (Radiant Sleep/Helium Ash), 1994, is an alphabetical listing of 
the names of neural chemicals that sequentially appear and then dissolve into the exhaust flame from the 
site-performance work, Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field, 1988. The video image of the firing used for Deluge... 
has been slowed down to 1/10th the speed of the original tape.  The dissolution of scientific terms describ-
ing enzymes, amino acids and psycho-active brain chemicals into the elemental fire emerging from an 
abstract oculus is a enlargement of rational, linear descriptions of consciousness onto a primal landscape 
where “time becomes emotion, chemistry spirit and matter theater”1  The video was shown in conjunction 
with Rotting Flame, 1994, in “Color in the Shadows: Bay Area Cyber Art, curated by Mark Bartlett, 1994. 

As part of a larger conceptual structure, Synthetic Ecologies (developed further as a “Project” treatise 
of the same title, under development) statement about flux, transformation and poetics, Deluge (Radi-
ant Sleep/Helium Ash) is in the tradition of Heraclitus and his famous river, the ‘Natural Philosophy’ of 
Goethe and the systems of Serres and Deleuze, among many others.  
 

1Roloff, John _Artery Magazine_, Feb-Mar 1983, 



315314

Ancient Sunlight: Concepts, Proposals and Projects

Concepts of transformation derived from Ancient Sunlight include proposals such as: Study: In-Situ Vit-
rification Project - High Temperature Remediation of Contaminated Soil, 1984, Orchard of the Sun V, 
1989, Vanishing Ship: The Orchard of Tears, 1990, as well as If the Sea Were Gasoline - It Would Still be 
Nature,  2006-8. These ideas range between a response to a specific site or opportunity to examining 
large-scale issues related to geo-chemistry and global metabolism.  Pitzer Project: A Prototype System for 
the Production and Redistribution of Ancient Sunlight, 1996, a completed project, and related proposals 
or studies such as Orchards of the Sun, 1996, are examples of a wide range of energy and metabolism 
concepts explored as extensions of the kiln works and ecological issues in the 1990’s.  The street lamp 
used in these projects was explored in numerous drawings for installations and become an icon of this 
series.  Photographic works, in addition to documentation and conceptual images from the early 1980’s 
(fig. 61-65) include Draped Flames, 1995 and Draped Images V, 1998, are part of a much larger body of 
architectural-scale photographs and photographic installations from the mid-1990’s to the present, that 
will be examined in Photo Works 1981-2019, Synthetic Ecologies, a volume related to the ‘Project’ series, 
such as Project: Land Kilns.  In these photographs, like the street lamp, the flame and it’s co-conspirator, 
the flower, often in the form of an orchid - as in the kiln works, Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid and Untitled 
(Earth Orchid).  The installation of Rotting Flame, I and II, 1994-2009, and a series of related photo-pro-
cess works, such as: Metabolism Study: Falling Knight, 1995, employing whole or sliced oranges to affect 
the photographic image as analogs to the firing process and transformation in general.  Mark Bartlett’s 
illuminating essay xroloffx@knight.com, 1996, examines the photo-process works, the kiln projects in the 
context of contemporary art and psychoanalytic theory.   If the Sea Were Gasoline - It Would Still be Nature 
with it’s global examination of the geo-chemistry available for gasoline seas and questioning of values of ma-
teriality in Anthropocene times, is an appropriate representative of the Felsic/Mafic/Carbonate Facies group 
of environmental studies.  The genesis of this series of investigations can be traced to the research and site 
perceptions of the kiln works and Ancient Sunlight in particular. 

Fig. 283.  Loose notebook page, conceptual study for lamp post works, pen on paper, 8.5 in. x 11 in., circa 1996.
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Fig. 284.  Orchard of the Sun V, conceptual proposal, b&w photograph, ink, acrylic paint, 40 in. x 30 in. Concept to re-fruit 
with coal and insulation with refractory cement the dead portion of a tree at Donna Billick’s farm, Central Valley, CA, 1989.  

Collection: Achenbach Foundation for Graphic Arts, Legion of Honor, San Francisco, CA. Fig. 285.  Vanishing Ship: The Orchard of Tears, detail, 32.5 in. x 42 in., pencil, acrylic on paper. A proposal for a ship 
installation of steel, gray glass and branches laden with coal in a moist environment, proposed for the

Portland Museum of Art, Portland, ME, 1990.
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Fig. 286.  Study: In-Situ Vitrification Project - High Temperature Remediation of Contaminated Soil, project proposal, size variable, 
Gas Works Park, Seattle, WA, 1984.  Images courtesy of Craig Timmerman, Research Engineer, 

Battelle, Pacific Northwest Laboratories.

Study: In-Situ Vitrification Project - High Temperature Remediation of Contaminated Soil
 
Gas Works Park, Seattle, WA, 1984 

Study: In-Situ Vitrification Project - High Temperature Remediation of Contaminated Soil, is an artwork 
proposal for the hi-temperature remediation of contaminated soil at Gas Works Park, Seattle, WA.  Pro-
posed is to work with engineers to perform a series of “choreographies” with the fusion process and the 
fused materials created by the process of “in-situ vitrification.”  Selected areas of contaminated soil at 
Gas Works Park would be fused in the earth using the in-situ vitrification process developed by Battelle - 
Pacific Northwest Laboratories in Richland WA, in the early 1970’s for the remediation of contaminated 
soil and nuclear waste materials. 

The heating of the soil is accomplished electrically powered joule-heating-electrodes inserted directly in 
the contaminated soil powered by hi-tension electrical lines resulting in temperatures as high as 1700º C, 
analogous to the Land Kilns, using a different form of ancient sunlight for activation.  The final product is 
a dense, glass-like material in blocks weighing over 20,000 lbs. (9100 kg.) in which the contaminates are 
broken down, encapsulated and rendered inert.  The “choreography” of this process could include: Scale, 
layout and timing of the fusion sites and operations; whole and partial excavation of fused blocks with 
access to special fusion areas; removal and display of the blocks in proximate and remote sites; a parade 
of blocks/equipment through the city of Seattle on trucks or heavy equipment.
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Fig. 287.  Pitzer Project: a Prototype System for the Production and Distribution of Ancient Sunlight, 4 ft.. h. x 17 ft.., 
gasoline generator/flue with computerized timer, electrical conduit, commercial light pole, 

concrete foundation, Pitzer College, Claremont, CA,1996 (no longer extant).

Pitzer Project: A Prototype System for the Production and Redistribution of Ancient Sunlight

Pitzer College, Claremont Colleges Claremont, CA / 1996

Pitzer Project: A Prototype System for the Production and Redistribution of Ancient Sunlight, was con-
ceptualized for the Los Angeles area, “the City of Light.”  The project is comprised of two interconnected 
sculptural elements.  The first is an enclosed, gasoline-powered electrical generator with computer con-
trolled on/off-timing cycles.  The exhaust gas of the generator is vented through a 14-ft. high aluminum 
stack.  A length of 2-in. electrical conduit to the second element, a 14-ft. high commercial-duty street-
light, connects the generator and flue.  The electrical system was installed by professional electricians 
and is grounded by a copper rod driven into the soil below.  The entire system is mounted on and unified 
by a low concrete foundation.  The length of the on/off cycles of the light is experimental, aspiring for a 
balance of anticipation, contemplation and surprise for the viewer.  A randomized cycle of illumination 
2 to 8 minutes long, occurring 2 or 3 times over a 24 hour period alternating with long intervals of dor-
mancy is a typical timing sequence. 

Pitzer Project was developed as a prototype and sub-unit for a proposed larger work, Orchards of the 
Sun.  The intention of both of these projects is to investigate the production and redistribution of ancient 
(Paleozoic, Mesozoic and Cenozoic) sunlight as it relates to the origin and properties of fossil fuels.  This 
is being explored by the separation and display of elements of the carbon/fossil fuel/light cycle into its in-
dustrial and natural elements.  Eventual components of the complete version of Orchards of the Sun could 
include representatives of the complete cycle: ponds of blue green algae, coniferous groves, greenhouses, 
oil wells and pumps, cracking towers, etc.  This project may be thought of as a time machine, summon-
ing and revealing a form of the sunlight that fell on ancient forests or mats of algae floating on ancient 
seas which transformed atmospheric CO2 through photosynthesis into energy laden organic materials, 
deposited and transformed geologically into what are now called fossil fuels.  The ignition and transfor-
mation into electricity of these fuels in the generator of Pitzer Project releases the ancient sun’s energy in 
the form of light in the streetlight.  This process may also be seen as a possible analog to the metabolic 
systems of the human body with transformation of food into vision, the ability to see light.

The aesthetic of Pitzer Project is industrial.  The elements of the project were selected or fabricated 
primarily from the commercial/electrical and city-planning industries.  This feature emphasizes the pro-
duction and commercial aspects of the process of transformation of fossil fuels into light that occurs 
continuously around the world.  It also alludes to the scale of this production on a worldwide basis and 
the amount of materials actually used in this process.  In a way of speaking there already exist tremen-
dous “orchards of the sun;” e.g., the city of Chicago has over 175,000 streetlights powered by a range of 
fossil-derived-fuels that operate every night (source: the internet), not to mention the vast arrays of light 
production surrounding Pitzer Project’s site in Southern California.

The primary intention of Pitzer Project as an artwork is not critique but objective revelation.  Through 
formal, performative and referential means it presents a tangible facet of the consciousness persisting 
from the industrial revolution that pervades our current world, one that is deeply intertwined with our 
often subjective view of nature.  The industrial transformation of fuel into light as demonstrated in Pitzer 
Project presents this relationship in an essential, structural form including an element of the primeval as 
the system (behaving as an ‘organism’) may activate itself unexpectedly at any time day or night. 

Orchards of the Sun, 1996, a proposed, expanded form of Pitzer Project, includes representatives of the 
complete carbon cycle bridging geologic and contemporary times: ponds of blue green algae, coniferous 
groves, greenhouses, oil wells and pumps, cracking towers and human management.  This project utilizes 
contemporary sunlight to create a modern analog of the environmental system of ancient sunlight engag-
ing forests or mats of algae floating on ancient seas, transforming atmospheric CO2 through photosynthe-
sis into energy laden organic materials, subsequently deposited and transformed geologically into the raw 
materials from which fossils are now extracted and refined.   

John Roloff, 1997
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Fig. 288.  Study: Pitzer Project: a Prototype System for the Production and Distribution of Ancient Sunlight, ink-jet print on 
paper, 24 in x 36 in., study for project installation, Pitzer College, Claremont, CA,1996.

Fig. 289.  Orchards of the Sun, conceptual site study for an expanded version of ‘Pitzer Project..,’ for variable terrain: 
agricultural, industrial, natural, ink-jet print on paper, 24 in. x 36 in., 1996. Fig. 291.  Study: Coal Mine Penetration, concept drawing, 8.5 in. x 11 in., 1994.

Fig. 290.  Study: Streetlight/Oculus, concept drawing, 11 in. x 17 in., 1995.
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Fig. 294.  Draped Images V, installation view, aluminum tubes, b&w photographs, 78 in. h., 16 in w., ea., solo exhibition: 
“The Rising Sea: Images and Constructions from South Florida and Other Selected Works,” 

Museum of Contemporary Art, Lake Worth, FL. 1998.

Fig. 293.  Draped Flames I & II, rear installation view, 8 ft.. h., b&w photo, angled walls, solo exhibition, 
Manchester Craftsman’s Guild, Pittsburgh, PA, 1996.

Fig. 292.  Draped Flames I & II, front installation view, 8 ft.. h., b&w photo, angled walls, solo exhibition, 
Manchester Craftsman’s Guild, Pittsburgh, PA, 1996.
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Rotting Flame I

Installations:
“Color in the Shadows, Bay Area Cyber Art,”  CCAC, Oakland, CA, 1994, curated by Mark Bartlett, 
1994.

“Agricola: Four Works 1994-97,” solo exhibition, Hartnell College, Salinas, CA. 1998.

“The Rising Sea: Images and Constructions from South Florida and Other Selected Works,” Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Lake Worth, FL. 1998. 

Rotting Flame I, first shown in, “Color in the Shadows, Bay Area Cyber Art,” along with the video, Deluge 
(Radiant Sleep/Helium Ash), 1994, is comprised of a branching steel armature in the shape of a large 
flame with over 400 ripe oranges impaled on spikes projecting from the structure. The structure is sus-
pended out from a wall held in space by fine metal cables, the oranges are allowed to decay naturally 
given the conditions of the surrounding atmosphere. 

Rotting Flame II

Installation:
“Adventures of the Fire,” The 5th World Ceramic Biennale Korea, Icheon World Ceramic Center, Icheon, 
Korea, curated by Jeonghee Choi, 2009.
 
Rotting Flame II was constructed in Korea from images of Rotting Flame I, it was the only non-ceramic 
work in the “Adventures of the Fire” exhibition.

Rotting Flame I & II are instruments of chemical transformation and time. The processes of fire and decay 
are essentially two forms of oxidation/reduction, fire is relatively fast and decay is much slower. In this 
sense Rotting Flame I & II are the image of fire animated within the time frame of the decay of oranges. The 
orange color of the citrus also parallels the orange incandescence of unburnt carbon particles of a reduc-
ing flame.  Directly related to the kiln projects shown in this volume, where fire was an agent of change 
compressing geologic time, Rotting Flame I & II expand the time of ignition into a register of biologic 
time. The orange/flame works engage metaphorically with metabolic and entropic change associated with 
landscape, photosynthesis and other bio/geochemical cycles as well as human metabolism, agriculture 
and energy systems. Many of these concepts were further explored in a subsequent body of process/photo 
works such as Robes I & II, 1995, Séance (Entropic) I & II, 1995 and Thyroid Portraits/Knights (1-6), as 
well as in the sculptures, Surrogate System, 1995 and Novum Organum II (Two Suns), 1998.

John Roloff, 1994/1999/2009/2015

Fig. 295.  Rotting Flame I, installation view, 400+ oranges on steel armature, 6 ft.. h . x 12 ft.. l., 
“Color in the Shadows, Bay Area Cyber Art,” CCAC, Oakland, CA, 1994.

Fig. 296.  Rotting Flame II, installation view, 300+ oranges on steel armature, 4 ft.. h . x 11 ft.. l., “Adventures of the Fire,” 
The 5th World Ceramic Biennale Korea, Icheon World Ceramic Center, Icheon, Korea  2009.
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Photo / Process Works

The photo/process series is a group of related photographic works done from 1995 to 1996. Physically, these 
works are photographic images with thinly sliced sections of orange placed on selected areas of the pictures. 
This arrangement is permanently sealed and kept under compression by the glazing and frame of the work. 
The orange slices are allowed to interact over time with the surface chemistry of the photograph consuming 
and altering portions of the image.

The interaction of orange slices with these images investigate a complex array of symbols representing change 
including: metabolism as an energy system and as aesthetic or psychological ferment; the historic transfor-
mation and catalysis of the west by medieval Asiatic invaders, conquers from the land where the orange 
originated; corrosion and entropy as represented as a form of the sublime, anthropomorphized and expressed 
through images of warfare and spirituality.

The photo/orange slice works are preceded by Rotting Flame, 1994, a work that examined decay as a form of 
fire. These photo process works are theoretically related to a series of landscape furnace/kiln sculptures of the 
1980’s and early 1990’s such as Wave Ship (of Fire), 1994, Untitled (Earth Orchid), 1989 and Metabolism and 
Mortality/O2, 1992. Through the use of fire as a process of nature, generated and contained by industrial tech-
nology, these pieces activated images associated with landscape, seascape, metabolic cycles, photosynthesis 
and fossil fuels in geologic and contemporary time. The sealed photo/orange slice pieces may be seen as an 
interiorization and exploration of systemic/psychic sites in human time paralleling the earlier environmental 
sculptures.
 

John Roloff 1995 (revised, 1999)

Fig. 297.  Metabolism Study: Falling Knight, 78 in. x 78 in., b&w photograph, orange slices, tempered glass, metal frame, 
silicone, 1995.  Solo exhibition, Gallery Paule Anglim, San Francisco, CA, 1996.
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Fig. 298.  Robes I & II, 93 in. x 93 in. each, b&w photograph, orange slices, tempered glass, metal frame, silicone, 1995.
Image: solo exhibition: The Sea Within the Land, Anglim Gilbert Gallery, San Francisco, CA, 2019.
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Fig. 300.  Thyroid Portrait/Knights I-VI, 32 in. X 32 in., each, b&w photograph, orange slices, acrylic sheet, metal frame, silicone, 
early stages of orange reaction with image. 1995.

Fig. 299.  Left: Thyroid Portrait/Knights VI, 32 in. X 32 in., each, b&w photograph, orange slices, acrylic sheet, metal frame, 
silicone, intermediate stage of orange reaction with image, right: Studies: Pituitary Portrait/Knights I-VI, (studies for 

60 in. x 40 in process works), 8 in. x 12 in., each, pastel on digital print.  Installation: “Photoscene Cologne,” 
EAC--Versuchsreihe, Cologne, Germany 1996.

Fig. 301.  Séance (Entropic) I & II, 40 in. h. x 72 in. w., each, b&w photograph, orange slices, acrylic, metal frame, 
silicone, 1995. Image: solo exhibition, Gallery Paule Anglim, San Francisco, CA, 1996.
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Fig. 303.  Metabolism Study: Mammal I & II, 14 in. x 30 in x 24 in., fired clay, tar, plaster, wood, circa 1997.

Fig. 302.  Surrogate System, 72 in. x 40 in, x 24 in., steel, glass, oranges, silver paint, circa 1996.
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Field (Approaching Rothko) (proposal text)

Description
The version of Field as shown below is completely surfaced with a perforated steel/nail system upon which 
approximately 7500 oranges (about 50 crates) are impaled/fastened.  Positioned in from the left half of 
Field are three (or more) space heaters, in front of the right half are humidifiers.

Over time the action of the heaters and humidifiers should affect two different reactions from the oranges 
as they decay; the heaters will tend to desiccate and darken the oranges while the humidifiers provide an 
environment for a grey-green mold to form on the surface.

Variations
A version using fewer oranges would retain all the nails of the above version but using only enough or-
anges to delineate the areas of change, the nails would imply the extended field and another agent of 
change or becoming.

The use of surrogates (photographic or otherwise) in place of some of the oranges.

Fig. 304.  Field (Approaching Rothko), one of six concepts for Tzart Gallery, ‘Test Wall,’ NY, NY, 
30 in. x 60 in., bond, ink, watercolor on blueline, 1994.



339338

Fig. 305.  If the Sea Were Gasoline - It Would Still be Nature, inkjet print, 40 in x 144 in (two panels), 2006-8.

If the Sea Were Gasoline - It Would Still be Nature / Felsic/Mafic/Carbonate Facies

If the Sea Were Gasoline - It Would Still be Nature is part of the Felsic/Mafic/Carbonate Facies group.  The 
study represents, at a global scale the materials and amounts needed to turn the oceans into gasoline.  The 
geochemistry of this scenario was developed through as series of conversations with Dan Tiffany, who was a 
chemical engineer before becoming an artist.   Dan researched and calculated the amount of raw materials 
available on the globe to transform 1.347 x 1018 cubic meters of ocean water using an estimated 6.3037 x 
1021 moles of available carbon and 7.465 x 1022 moles of hydrogen as more than enough chemistry to change 
the oceans from H2O to C8H18.  The catalyzed Fischer-Tropsch process used to produce artificial gasoline in 
Germany during WWII or an alternative Sabatier process were considered as possible methods to this end. 

The Felsic/Mafic/Carbonate Facies group is a constantly evolving, assemblage of conceptual studies and trans-
formations for new projects as well as meditations on existing works.  This series is characterized by strategies 
employing inversions, intrusions, displacements, assemblages and extended analogies/metaphors, often in 
geologic parlance, of existing, often predictable, ecological beliefs and systems in order to disrupt, re-cast 
and extrapolate their epistemological, ontological and associative potential.  A prime emphasis in this and re-
lated studies is the identification of the Anthropocene, the current geologic time period of human agency and 
natural force, as ultimately indistinguishable from any other natural phenomena.  As an example, architecture 
and the built environment is seen in this context as a phenomenological, geomorphic and lithologic variant 
of geologic structures and processes.  



Fig. 306.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, 1980, Collision: Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 1984, Wave Ship (Of Fire), 1984,  three channel video 
projection. Solo exhibition: The Sea Within the Land, Anglim Gilbert Gallery, San Francisco, CA, 2019.
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EPILOGUE: EXPANDED CERAMICS

Fig. 307.  Organic Logic Talk #1, announcement, 500 Capp Street Foundation, 2017.
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Organic Logic* is the name of an issue of New Observations, co-developed and edited by John Roloff 
and Mark Bartlett in 2000.  On Thursday, February 16, 2017, the first of three panels at 500 Capp Street 
Foundation, San Francisco, CA, based on the Organic Logic issue of New Observations, was held with Jim 
Melchert, myself and Stephanie Syjuco as panelists.  The panel was introduced and given context within 
the framework of Organic Logic and “expanded ceramics” by Tanya Zimbardo, Assistant curator of Me-
dia Art, SFMOMA who also curated the inaugural exhibition for the Foundation’s Garage space, Organic 
Logic: Howard Fried, John Roloff and Mark Thompson, February 4 - March 8, 2017, and organized the 
concurrent panels.  She was invited by 500 Capp Street Foundation to create a special project, for their 
program, she chose Organic Logic after being shown an issue by Howard Fried.  For this panel, in-turn: 
Jim Melchert presented the work, Changes, a performance on video tape, Amsterdam, 1972 (a detail of 
the performance is shown in Fig. 309), I presented the kiln project, Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder, 
1980 and Stephanie Syjuco presented recent ceramic-based works using digital technology such as the 
in-progress: Empire/Other, a collaboration with FLACC Workplace for Visual Artists, Genk, Belgium.   Jim 
Melchert, past professor, UC Berkeley, is considered as a critical figure in ceramics and conceptual art 
movements ,especially in the Bay Area, of the 1960’s-present, Stephanie Syjuco is currently an Assistant 
Professor of Art at UC Berkeley teaching in the ceramic program and was an undergraduate student of 
mine at the San Francisco Art Institute in the 1990’s.  We are all friends and colleagues.

Expanded Ceramics is a term referring to an expansive definition of ceramics, this may take many forms 
and include extensive cross-disciplinary research and additional media such as video, installation and 
environmental work.  As mentioned in the Introduction of this volume, essentially my entire oeuvre, in-
cluding work done in ceramics, environmental and kiln projects, architectural interventions and installa-
tions, may be seen as forms of Expanded Ceramics.  The constant reference to geology as a generative and 
inspirational force in all of my work informs the fields of inquiry and practice to include ever-evolving 
knowledge systems and visual terrains.  The image of the installation of Sediment Brick/UW, 2017, shown 
in Fig. 311, is an example of an ongoing consideration of the potential, questioning and evolving context 
that ceramics holds for me, initiated by the research and work of Project: Land Kilns.  Works, such as 
Protogaea Civica II (Franciscan Formation/San Francisco, CA), 2005, (Fig. 333 - end plate) operate in a 
conceptual and site-related context of Expanded Ceramics.  This work, part of a series, Geology Flags, is a 
system of flags using geologic mapping graphics, that symbolically demarcate geologic structures and ma-
terials of the sites they are flown over.  This installation, the second in the series, displays 24 flags on 19 
existing poles at the San Francisco Civic Center Plaza as part of the 2005 exhibition, High Five, presented 
in conjunction with the opening of the new DeYoung Art Museum in Golden Gate Park.  The flags specifi-
cally identify the Civic Center’s site in relationship to the Franciscan Formation, the bedrock beneath the 
larger Bay Area, east of the San Andreas Fault. The Civic Center, in geologic terms, rests unconformably 
(a time gap in deposition) on part of the Franciscan called the Alcatraz Terrane, near its western edge and 
adjacent to the Hunters Point Shear Zone, both indicated by the flags on the site.

Fig. 308.  Organic Logic Talk #1, panel discussion, Jim Melchert, John Roloff, Stephanie Syjuco, 
500 Capp Street Foundation, February 16, 2017.

I have also theorized the aesthetics of Organic Logic as a function of the geology and landscape of the San Francisco Bay 
Area. This landscape was formed in geologic time by the accretion of alien terranes onto the North American proto-continent 
subsequently altered by intense seismic and magmatic activity characteristic of a plate margin subduction zone.  In sectional 
view the Bay Area’s landscape is a series of intensely folded and altered seafloor fragments.

In 1998 Mark Bartlett and I submitted a proposal to New Observations to further investigate the idea of Organic Logic as an 
issue of this magazine.  I felt Mark was the perfect person with which to explore this idea.  His deep grounding in philosophy 
with an interest in Nietschze, Deleuze, Foucault and other post-structuralists as well as in the history and philosophy of 
science was an ideal complement to my abilities and interests as well as a kindred spirit in the pursuit of Organic Logic.

*Extract from the introduction of Organic Logic, “Roloff/Bartlett: Organic Logic/Aesthetic Empiricism,” New Observations, No. 127, 
Fall/Winter, 2000, pg 2-3

The phrase Organic Logic was first coined in 1996 as the title for a lecture I gave at the performance space, Moltkerei 
Werkstadtt in Cologne, Germany.  The lecture was initially to be on my own work but was expanded to include the work of 
two artists, Mark Thompson and Howard Fried from Northern California who’s work I have long had a deep respect for.  The 
concept of Organic Logic as expressed in the lecture refers to an organic or systemic approach intrinsic to the art making 
practice of certain artists in Northern California and the San Francisco Bay Area in particular.  This approach embraces 
complex, systemic, intuitive and process oriented aesthetics and methodologies.  
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Fig. 309.  UW Sediment Brick, OCAC/PNCA Studios, Bison Building, Portland, OR,  2017

In January of 2017 I was invited to the University of Washington to execute a project, Expanded Ceramics/
Earth Reversal/Peat Extraction.  UW Sediment Brick is one of several produced from sediment of the UW 
Ceramics Department landscape unearthed by the project.  The bricks were co-produced on site and fired 
by Michael Swaine, (Future Farmers and University of Washington art faculty) during and after the project. 

The installation of UW Sediment Brick, shown in Fig. 309, is one of several bricks partially buried in 
front of a row of trees on the street facing the Furthermore Gallery, OCAC/PNCA Studios, Bison Building, 
Portland, OR.  The placement of the bricks were intended as a homage to Joseph Beuys, and as a finishing 
touch to the exhibition, Diderot/Forrest/Roloff in the Furthermore Gallery.  The bricks were used as coun-
terweights to anchor elements of the Diderot installation, a collaboration with Neil Forrest and myself, in-
stalled for the March, 2017 NCECA Conference in Portland.  Complementing the bricks as counterweights, 
video of the agricultural inspired earth excavation and brick production sequence in Expanded Ceramics/
Earth Reversal/Peat Extraction, was screened as part of the installation of Diderot/Forrest/Roloff.  
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PARTICIPANTS

The works in Project: Land Kilns ranged from a solo artist installation as in Fired and Glazed Earth Piece, 
1979, to commissions with a paid and volunteer crew as in works like Collision: Lava Ship/Trellis Ship, 
1985, and Metabolism and Mortality/O2, 1992 to institutional/college workshops with student and volun-
teer assistance such as Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch, 1980 and Untitled (Earth Orchid), 1988.  For some 
of the projects, there exist records of the many or all participants, for some, very little records exist.  Later 
projects, and especially those with a planned video, have the best listings of those assisting.  The lists and 
images presented are drawn from existing records as well as more recent research.  Sadly, many of those 
who helped may go un-named at this point, hopefully more names will appear and be listed in a future 
version of this volume.  The projects could not have been done without a great deal of help, for which I 
am extraordinarily grateful.  I am also very grateful to those, such as: Lou Marak, Walter McNamara, D. 
B. Finnigan, Walter Hall and Bob Winoker, as well as other faculty, administrators, curators and artists, 
for inviting me, organizing the projects and applying for grants to make the projects possible.  Granting 
institutions such as the NEA, NCECA, private trusts and numerous ceramic department budgets as well as 
donations and help from school physical plants, private and public businesses, were instrumental if not 
critical to the realization of Project: Land Kilns. 
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CREDITS / 51 MILLION BTU VIDEOS

Untitled (Earth Orchid)
Hartford School of Art, University of  Hartford, Hartford, CT
July 2 – July 15, 1988
Designer/Artist –John Roloff

Steel, refractory concrete, ceramic fiber blanket, natural gas / 20 ft. x 34 ft. x 4 ft.

Project Curator and Coordinator – Walter Hall, John Rolfing
Technical Assistants – Tom Roth, Tom Bradley
Special Assistance – John Pohanka

David Adams
Kat Begley
Robin Blayer
Deb Burton
Bob Calafiore
Mark Curren
Suzy Driscoll
Lucia Gulino
Ann-Marie Hannawcker
David Holtzman
Alexis Marinucci
Liz Menz
Peggy Michel
Nicole Poole
Sally Roberts
Donna Sullivan
Kevin Thomas
Kevin Tulimieri

Advertising Design – Maura Pullen
Assist VP for Operations – Frank Kuszpa
Project Manager – Norman Young
Manager of Grounds – Don Komp
Plumbers – Marty Cunningham, Jim Moynihan
Special Thanks – Grounds Crew, Plant Operations; Connecticut Natural Gas
Photo – Bob Calafiore, David Stansbury
Videography – John Pohanks, Local television
Video Producers – Peter Forde, John Roloff
Titles – CAV Media Corp.
Post Production – Video City Productions

Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field
Arvada Center for the Arts and Humanities, Arvada, CO
June 1 – June 14, 1989
Designer/Artist –John Roloff

Steel, ceramic fiber blanket, brick, lava, tar, salt, propane

Arvada Center for the Arts and Humanities, Arvada, CO
University of CO, Boulder, 
Dept of Fine Arts 
Undergrad Research Opportunity Program
Council on Teaching
College of Arts and Sciences

Robinson Brick CO
Uni-West, United Western Supply
Maddox Propane
Project Curator and Coordinator – Ted vogel
Technical Assistant – Richard Usery
Special Assistance – Scott Chamberlain

Marion Crist
Debora Dell
Stacey Grandbois
Allison Holmes
Heide Krauth
Eric Manabat
Andy Martin
Michael Reiger
Mark Sims
Judy Strahota
Tony Their
Vivi

Special Thanks – Maintenance, City of Arvada
Photography – Michael Reiger, Mark Sims
Videography – Eric Manabat
Video Producers – Peter Forde, John Roloff
Titles – CAV Media Corp.
Post Production – Video City Productions

Humboldt Ship
Humboldt State University, Summer Arts ’89, Arcata, CA
July 19- Aug 1, 1989
Designer/Artist –John Roloff

Steel, refractory concrete, ceramic fiber blanket, propane / 15 ft. x 20 ft. x 4 ft.

Sponsors – Summer Arts ’89, Humboldt State University, Ceramics Dept, Art Dept.
Project Coordinators – Lou Marak, Jim Crawford
Technical Assistant – Mort Scott
Special Construction – Mike Pearce
Engineering Consultant – John Laws / Structural Design Engineers, San Francisco, CA

Tim Baum
Mark Cambell
Brook Cottman
Sue Coulter
Kit Davenport
Barry Frantz
David Hyry
David Jordan
Estelle Levy
Ann Mendershausen
David Minard
Susan Neel
Ted Oken 
Dominick Palestino
Sarva Posey
Carla Potter
Larry Ross

Special Thanks – Humboldt State University Physical Plant
Doug Attig
John Davies
Bruce Hawkins
Wayne Hawkins
Summer Arts ’89 Staff
Dutra Trucking Co.
Hensell Materials
Piersons Building Supply
Sequoia Gas Co.

Videography – Allerice Video, Video crew/Summer Arts ‘89
Video Producers – Peter Forde, John Roloff
Titles – CAV Media Corp.
Post Production – Video City Productions
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Fig. 311.  Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2. Crew notes, manila folder (phone numbers removed), 1992.

Fig. 310.  Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2. Crew sign-up sheet, lined paper (phone numbers removed), 1992.
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Fig. 313.  Land Monitor/Fired Volcanic Boulder.  University of New Mexico art students and faculty working in ‘JA’ volcano 
Pleistocene volcanic field, south of Albuquerque, NM, assembling kiln components on site.

Fig. 315.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch.  University of Regina faculty, Ric Gomez and Franklin Heisler, on Joan McNeil’s 
property, the site of the kiln installation.

Fig. 314.  Prairie Starfish/Glacial Epoch.  University of Regina Sculpture Studio, left to right, students: Pam Bjorneson, Joan 
McNeil, Luc Beauparlant and faculty, Ric Gomez inspecting the kiln frame during early stages of its fabrication.

Fig. 312.  Beach Kiln (Monitor).  Right: unnamed student monitoring the kiln.
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Fig. 318.  Collision: Lava Ship / Trellis Ship.  Group portrait of project crew members and artist including:  Lee Smith, 
James Finnigan, Heather McGill and others.

Fig. 317.   Wave Ship (of Fire).  Crew members from some of the 5 local institutions (colleges and Pewabic Pottery) who 
assisted with the project, inspecting the glass ship element, post firing, kiln removed.  

Fig. 316.  Mountain Kiln/Black Orchid.  Crew members hooking up the propane tanks and installing the burner system.
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Fig 319.  Ancient Shoreline: Island for Lake Lahontan.  Ground and material preparation for Black Coral Starfish element by 
Walter McNamara, Gallery Director, UNR students and artist. 

Fig 320.  Ancient Shoreline: Island for Lake Lahontan.  Placement of slip coated sagebrush for Black Coral Starfish element 
by Walter McNamara, Gallery Director, UNR students and artist. 

Fig. 321.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field.  Deborah Dell, Scott Chamberlain (rowing) and Eric Manabat (video camera) on the 
Arvada Center lake.

Fig. 322.  Oculus: Dead Sea/Oil Field.  Fabrication of Ancient Bathysphere kiln element of un-fired bricks by project crew. 
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Fig. 323.  Untitled (Earth Orchid).  Group portrait of kiln crew, faculty and artist., see page 348 for complete list of crew.

Fig. 325.  Untitled (Earth Orchid).  Hartford, CT towns-people, waiting for the kiln firing event.Fig. 324.  Untitled (Earth Orchid).  Part of kiln crew preparing materials during the fabrication phase of the project.  
John Pohanka standing center with light blue t-shirt.
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Fig. 328.  Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2.  Video still, ignition by artist and crew of Furnace burners.

Fig. 329.  Tyler Project: Metabolism And Mortality/O2.  Video still, monitoring by artist and crew of Furnace burners.

Fig. 326.  Humboldt Ship, .  Jim Crawford, Art Department Faculty, at work digging trench for cement kiln foundation.

Fig. 327.  Humboldt Ship.  Faculty, Lou Marak, making a point in a meeting in the Ceramic Shop about the kiln and other 
workshops.   Left to right: Mort Scott, unidentified students, Michael Lucero (red vest), unidentified 

student, faculty Lou Marak and Jim Crawford.
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REFERENCES/CREDITS

Fig. 330.  Wave Ship (of Fire)/Ice Ship (of Glass), magazine ad, circa 1984.
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John Roloff is a visual artist who works conceptually with site, process and natural systems.  He is known 
for his experimental approach to his work, including: outdoor kiln/furnace projects done from the late 
1970’s to the early 1990’s, other large-scale environmental projects, gallery installations and objects, in-
vestigating geologic and natural phenomena. Based on an extensive background and ongoing research in 
the earth sciences, his work since the late 1960’s engages poetic and site-specific relationships between 
material, concept and performance in the domains of geology, ecology, architecture, ceramics, indus-
try and mining, metabolic systems and history.  The ship is a central image of his work, metaphorically 
evoking psychological and transformative processes of the sea and land in geologic and Anthropocentric 
time.   He studied at UC Davis in the late 1960’s with Professor Eldridge Moores and others in geology 
during the formative days of plate tectonics and art with Bob Arneson and William T. Wiley.  He studied 
with Louis Marak and others at CSU Humboldt, earning a masters degree in 1973.  In addition to numer-
ous environmental, site-specific installations in the US, Canada and Europe, his work has been included 
in exhibitions at the Whitney Museum of American Art, UC Berkeley Museum, San Francisco Museum of 
Modern Art, Smithsonian Institution, Photoscene Cologne and the Venice Architectural and Art Biennales, 
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Fig. 332.  Land Kiln exterior video projection / opening night / solo exhibition The Rising Sea, Images and Constructions 
from South Florida and Other Selected Works Museum of Contemporary Art, Lake Worth, Florida, 1998.
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Fig. 333.  Protogaea Civica II (Franciscan Formation/San Francisco, CA), detail, Alcatraz Terrane/meta-graywacke, 2005.




