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ABSTRACT 

CRAFT TRANSVALUED: THE POTTERY OF JAMES WHITNEY 

Braden J. Malnic, M.A. 

George Mason University, 2016 

Thesis Director: Dr. Angela George 

 

Craft is the act of perfected attention, absolute skill, with which the maker brings her/his 
rhythms to bear on the means, whether material or words, that will bring out, find out the 
form. Craft enables the object to do exactly what it wants to do whether it be pot or a 
poem or both. When we willfully – with our senses and our intellect – transform that 
which is essentially ephemeral, temporal, and transitory by giving it form, we enter the 
state of art, the state of poetry. (Page 13.) 
 
Rose Slivka, The Object as Poet on the occasion of an exhibition at the Renwick Gallery 
December 15, 1976 – June 26, 1977 
 

 The art-craft dialectic, and its concerns with developing oppositions and defining 

intentions (in which time, process, and material became a common denominator in 

determining the value of both) has obfuscated a poetic and metaphysical notion of craft. 

By investigating the filmmaker/ potter James Whitney (1921-1982) as a case study in 

how notions of converging artistic pursuits were conceived around expanding interests in 

artistic techniques, mysticism and perception, this paper identifies how inherent in craft, 

and its language at the time, was a connectivity and relatability that invited appropriation 
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and interpretation. The meaning of process was two-fold for Whitney: learning how to 

make pottery and how the direct experience of making craft affected oneself.  He found 

spiritual and artistic commonalities with potters like M.C. Richards who strove to 

synthesize her understanding, personal experience, and cross-genre methodologies in her 

work. More so, Whitney’s own practice as a filmmaker, and his varying interests topics 

like alchemy and perception become part of Whitney’s own potting. 

 Whitney focused his creativity on pottery after he made his most-celebrated film 

Lapis (1963-1966). His shift to crafting tea bowls, Raku pots, and expressive ceramics, in 

Los Angeles in the 1960s and 70s, is more than a biographical anecdote. This paper 

examines Whitney’s stated reasons for making pottery, how other contemporaries had 

considered his decision, and elements of his film Dwija (1973), which is identified as 

being created with his own experiences with studio craft in mind.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 This paper is an attempt to describe filmmaker James Whitney’s (1921-1982) turn 

to pottery making in the early 1960s, considering the pottery itself as well as historical 

indications of Whitney’s own perception and the perceptions of his peers regarding his 

choice to be a potter, to the end of situating Whitney’s pottery in the historical and 

critical contexts of craft. By investigating James Whitney as a case study in how notions 

of converging artistic pursuits were conceived around expanding interests in artistic 

techniques, mysticism and personal engagement, this paper identifies how inherent in 

craft, and its language at the time, was a connectivity and relatability that invited 

appropriation and interpretation.  The term transvalued highlights the nature of 

Whitney’s pottery during a period in which craft, and pottery specifically, transformed, 

shifted, and shared notions of its value through patterns of language. Craft critics had 

emphasized that, in addition to process and aesthetics, the holistic aspects of a ceramic 

object’s “being” were as “important in its gestalt, its presence. It is what it is.”1 This 

varied concern for the object’s effect on the maker and the viewer also manifested itself 

in a poetic strain of craft criticism of the time. Examining the pottery of the 1960s, critic 

Suzanne Foley identified one of its key attributes to artistic expression – “a quality of 

                                                
1 Suzanne Foley, A Decade of Ceramic Art 1962-1972 (San Francisco: San Francisco 
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seeing the general in the specific.”2 Situated squarely in this understanding of craft, 

Whitney’s work emphasized the metaphysical while eschewing advanced technologies, 

consumerism, and production methodologies in favor of the handmade (Figure 1).    	

 

 
Figure 1. Raku vase by James Whitney, Tree of Life Lithograph (Harry Smith, 1952, Inkwood Arts). 
Undated Photograph, William Moritz, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music © Center for 
Visual Music. 

 

 Asking how James Whitney may have found himself making pottery in the first 

place is important because, perhaps unsurprisingly considering the level of skill required 

for his handmade animations, the ceramic work is exhaustive in technique, experimental 

                                                
2 Foley, A Decade of Ceramic Art 1962-1972, Introduction. 
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in its form, and conscious of the history of ceramics, resulting in well-made, functional 

and artistic objects. Accounts by both James and his brother John Whitney (1917-1995) 

confirm that during the period between the release of James Whitney’s films Lapis 

(1963-65/66), and Dwija (1973), James Whitney sought respite from the mechanical and 

labor-intensive nature of his filmmaking processes by turning to pottery as a much-

needed change in medium and method. Not just a small anecdote in his life, the critical 

nature of Whitney’s break from film and focus on ceramics allows for a reconsideration 

of an artist engaged in craft, and, more largely, an exploration of how expanded 

characteristics of craft were considered in the 1960s and 1970s. Whitney’s and others’ 

descriptions of his motivation indicate that he intended to work in a new medium (clay) 

as a way of “putting behind certain ideational patterns.”3   

 Recent studies have considered James Whitney’s filmmaking, individually as well 

as with his brother John, in relation to cybernetics, system theory, the psychedelic, and 

early computer art.4 Although film historian William Moritz wrote about James 

Whitney’s ceramics in the early 1980s, there has been no critical or historical 

examination of Whitney’s consideration of craft. This paper delves into new research and 

reviews a variety of resources, including James Whitney’s library of craft books, his 

pottery in the Moritz and Angeline Pike collections, an archive of photographs and papers 
                                                
3 Page 8, Whitney continued, “I went into pottery or the process of pottery because I 
thought I would be putting behind certain ideational patterns.” Unpublished interview 
with James Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware, Conversations with James 
Whitney” 1974, Takashi Teramaye. 
4 See exhibitions Visual Music: Synaesthesia in Art and Music Since 1900 (2005) and 
Hippie Modernism (2015) and Zabet Patterson’s ”From the Gun Controller to the 
Mandala: The Cybernetic Cinema of John and James Whitney “(Grey Room Summer 
2009).	
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from Moritz, and Whitney’s unpublished interview from 1974.  A study of these 

resources illuminates an oft-mentioned but rarely analyzed period of Whitney’s artistic 

practice in pottery.  Significantly, most of this material has not previously been organized 

together to flesh out the significance of Whitney’s pottery making to his biography and 

history. For example, Whitney’s collection of books on ceramics contains various “how-

to” books and an array of training manuals with specific pages on various process and 

formula instructions dog-eared. One of the earliest-published book in Whitney’s 

collection is A.L. Hetherinton’s Chinese Ceramic Glazes (1948), and, of the periodicals 

that Whitney kept – specifically, Craft Horizons and Ceramics Monthly – the issues range 

primarily from 1969 to 1972, seemingly indicating his engagement with ceramic trends 

and processes.  

 Focused on Whitney’s craftmaking, this paper is divided into three chapters. 

Chapter One  “Twice-Born” introduces Whitney’s film Dwija and describes how it was 

born from his own making of Raku ceramics. It also links Whitney’s references to 

alchemy and mysticism to similar allusions in craft writings and trends of the period.  

Additionally, I highlight Whitney’s references to spiritual and metaphysical 

transformation as not only parallel to his shift to pottery making but how this expanded 

discourse interacted with craft’s own definitions of itself at the time.  Chapter Two “The 

Break: Silence in Practice” considers how Whitney approached the varying mid-

twentieth-century concepts of ‘silence’ (John Cage, Zen, and Sōetsu Yanagi’s The 

Unknown Craftsman). Silence, in this chapter, is also explored in the context of how 

Whitney’s history and biography had been constructed during the 1960s and 1970s while 
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he was engaged as a potter. Taking into account Whitney’s early successes as a 

filmmaker, this section points to an unpublished interview of James Whitney as a primary 

document to better understand his films and what appears to be the most comprehensive 

firsthand account regarding his pottery. Chapter Three: “Lapis and Whitney’s turn to 

Pottery” reconstructs an oft-cited anecdote of James Whitney’s frustration during the 

making of Lapis and his turn to making pottery. By piecing together chronologically the 

multiple narratives of how this moment was understood by Whitney’s contemporaries, I 

then situate Whitney’s focus on pottery in craft history, emphasizing craft’s critical 

relation to technology and its underexplored impact on perception.  
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TWICE BORN 

Dwija	
 
 Born in Pasadena, California, filmmaker James Whitney (1921-1982) is best 

known for his mastery of vision and execution of imagery in his animated films, each of 

which took years to produce. While the content of Whitney’s films focused on concerns 

of form, motion, and geometry, his varied spiritual, metaphysical, and personal pursuits 

were also linked to his filmic imagery and included “detailed study of alchemy in the 

writings of Carl Gustav Jung, the European occult tradition, Taoism, tantric and Zen 

Buddhism, and Krishnamurtri.”5  

 In the mid 1970s, James Whitney’s pace and output had increased, and he 

completed two films, Dwija (1973) and Wu Ming (1977), in short succession. He 

intended to make another two films, a quartet in all. Unfortunately, Whitney, diagnosed 

with a brain tumor, died in 1982; the third film Kang Jing Xiang (1982) was completed 

posthumously whereas the final film Li remains unfinished.   

 When Dwija was first shown, it had been ten years since the making and release 

of Whitney’s critically successful film Lapis (1963-65/66), and much could be seen to 

have changed in his new film – specifically a shift in imagery and in Whitney’s 

                                                
5 William Moritz, “Abstract Film and Color Music,” The Spiritual in Art: Abstract 
Painting 1890-1985 (New York: Abbeville Press, 1986), 304. 
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filmmaking process from optic printer to rear projection.6 Whereas his previous, non-

objective films, with their vacillating and undulating abstract forms articulate themes, 

Whitney included alchemical drawings, with representational images, symbolizing the 

transmutation process in Dwija (Figure 2). William Mortiz (1941-2004), both a film 

historian and Whitney’s friend, described Dwija thusly: 

In the twenty minutes of the film, these eight images recur again and again…But 
never in the dozens of times the images repeat does exactly the same combination 
occur; for the film is hand-processed and solarized causing variations in color and 
texture and then re-photographed and combined in several indeterminate layers so 
that the modulating imagery – like sounds in John Cage’s compositions – create 
their own permutations and unite in magical flame-like juxtapositions which 
indeed suggest the nebulous world of firing pottery.” 7 
 

Most noteworthy to this research is Moritz’s mention of pottery firing, as, since the film 

Lapis, Whitney's artistic practice and experience had evolved and subsequently expanded 

to also include ceramic craft, with a focus on Raku glazes and techniques.   

 

                                                
6 Unpublished interview with James Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware, 
Conversations with James Whitney” 1974, Takashi Teramaye, He continued later, “For 
example, DWIJA (which I'm working on now) uses the alchemical vessel, but my 
approach now is totally different.” (Page 7). 
7 William Moritz, Advertisement/Poster, LA County Museum of Art film series 
November 1977, “ A James Whitney Retrospective. 



8 
 

 
Figure 2. Eight animation drawings used in Dwija showing the alchemical vessel with the sublimation 
process occurring inside. 32 inches high by eight inches wide. Undated photograph by William 
Moritz, Moritz collection, Courtesy Center for Visual Music. 
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Whitney characterized his ceramic making as being similar to his previous breaks in 

filmmaking during the late 1950s, when he had involved himself in printmaking and ink 

wash painting (Figure 3).  

 

 
Figure 3. Whitney sitting with ceramics, on wall is example of his silkscreen art. Undated Photograph 
by William Moritz, Moritz Collection, Courtesy Center for Visual Music. 

 

 
  Whitney explained his later exercise in pottery, like his prior graphic work, as an 

opportunity to avoid the trappings of process and challenge his own seeing and 

conceiving. He also elaborated on how his experiences with Raku firings, in which the 

maker must cede some control to chance, informed Dwija’s imagery and creation. 
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Moritz’s description of Dwija’s imagery that reoccurs but never exactly repeats is similar 

to the results of Raku firings, in which, “character can be repeated in successive pieces; 

[but] specific duplication of other factors is impossible.”8 Regardless of the initial 

precision and control, once a hot-glazed Raku pot is placed with the natural carbon 

material of sawdust, leaves, needles, or grass, the resulting smoke, coupled with the 

subsequent rapid water cooling process, creates color deposits, textures, metal lusters, 

and crackle effects that are not controllable.9 

 The convergence of Whitney’s use of technology to create advanced films with 

his late engagement in Raku pottery – a craft based in centuries-old techniques – seems 

anachronistic.10 However, while renewed interest in studio craft in the United States had 

been greatly informed by ceramic tradition, Raku’s popularity at the time highlights how 

ceramics were, in fact, incorporated into an ambition of experimentation and creation of 

new objects of art and craft. Paul Soldner is credited with the emergence of Raku in the 

United States after his first experiments, or “happy accidents” with the Japanese-style 

firing in 1960, based on his reading of Bernard Leach’s A Potter’s Book (1940).11 

Contemporary descriptions of Raku even went so far as to identify it with other emerging 

                                                
8 Hal Reigger. Raku: Art & Technique (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1970), 129. 
9 Richard Behrens, “Raku Glazes,” Ceramics Monthly, November 1969, 29.   
10 By the 1950s and 1960s when there was piqued interest in the Asian art (including 
folk, handicraft, and craft, brush paint, and printing), the Western understandings of these 
techniques were consistently problematic, most clearly in the disconnect between the 
early twentieth century nostalgia of Bernard Leach’s depiction of Japan and the one that 
existed in Japanese postwar artistic practice of the time (i.e. Gutai, Fluxus, Metabolism, 
Informal).  
11 Oral history interview with Paul Soldner, 2003 Apr. 27-28, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
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modes of artistic expression; Glen Nelson said, “the speed of the firings, the flame, and 

the smoke all suggest the character of a ‘Happening.’”12 

Transformation	
 
 Contemporary craft had been influential on artistic practice in Los Angeles during 

the 1960s, and discourse at the time surrounding craft and its role in perception and 

process are illuminated by Whitney’s history.13  Situating James Whitney as a potter is 

significant to contemporary craft study as it underscores an experimental artist’s “minor 

history” working with clay in Los Angeles in the wake of the influence of Peter Voulkos 

and the Otis group of artist-ceramicists including John Mason, Paul Soldner, and Ken 

Price.14 Well known in their respective biographies is their turn to expand their craft 

ceramic disciplines in the spheres of fine art. Voulkos’s influence on the evolution of 

contemporary pottery is that his work is the primary example and template, for potters 

like Whitney, of how not to let “preconceived notions of “good” or traditional form can 

get in the way of spontaneous creation, of letting the material itself and the potter’s ideas 

                                                
12 Glenn C. Nelson, Ceramics, A Potter’s Handbook, Third Edition (New York: Holt, 
Rinehart & Winston, 1971), 217. 
13 Peter Plagens, Sunshine Muse: Contemporary Art on the West Coast (New York: 
Praeger, 1974) Plagens stated that “the most important event – for Los Angeles painting, 
ultimately – was Peter Voulkos’s arrival in 1954 and establishment of a ceramics 
workshop at Otis Art Institute.” He noted it ended “with the departure of Price (to 
sculpture), Bengston (to painting), and Voulkos himself to more ambitious sculpture.”  
Artist-potters who were experimenting with the clay medium continued to exhibit their 
work at shows and galleries in the region. By 1960, Ferus Gallery in Los Angeles 
represented Kenneth Price, John Mason, and Billy Al Bengston. In the same year, Peter 
Voulkos had a one-man show at MoMA, New York.   
14 Loosely based on Branden Joseph’s Beyond the Dream Syndicate (2008) that 
approaches Tony Conrad’s relationship to art, in part through, Deleuze/Guattari model of 
the minor to refocus history on a particular moment, and, in this case, Whitney’s decision 
to practice ceramics.  
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of form arising, partially unconsciously, during the act of throwing, determine the final 

form.”15 Instead, by working without a preconceived image, Voulkos allowed his 

ceramics “to be formed by ideas released in the process of creating,” resulting in objects 

whose very significance is as “expressive of the act of creation.”16 

 Integral to understanding Voulkos and the Otis ceramic artists is also an 

epistemological shift to sculpture – whether bronze, brick, scale, or even the expanded 

field.17 Whitney’s trajectory as an artist from the 1940s onward also parallels artistic 

notions of abstraction, intermedia, and the dematerialization of the object. Whitney’s 

seemingly unlikely work in ceramics is directly informed by the evolution in 

independently made abstract films and the upsurge in studio craft in Southern California. 

In his processes he would hand paint stills and engage in other media (painting, brush-

painting on rice paper, screen printing, and – later- ceramics). During this radical shift in 

the creation of the ceramic object and perception of both the work and its maker, and the 

uptick in interest in craft in Southern California at the time, the influence of these 

ceramicists can be seen generally in James Whitney’s own ceramic forms.  
                                                
15 Bernard Pyron, “Tao and Dada of Recent American Ceramic Art,” Artforum, March 
1964, 41-42. 
16 Bernard Pyron, “Tao and Dada of Recent American Ceramic Art,” 41-42. 
 
17 Rosalind Krauss, “John Mason and Post-Modernist Sculpture: New Experiences, New 
Words,” Art in America, May-June 1979, 120-127. The article prefigures Rosalind 
Krauss’s later work on ‘the expanded field,’ using John Mason’s “The Hudson River 
Series” as an example of sculpture incorporating experiences usually associated with 
architecture and landscape and how, to her, that requires “a need for a redefinition of 
terms.” She also includes Robert Smithson, Michael Heizer, Alice Aycock, Robert Irwin, 
and Carl Andre of artists who create art in the later-labeled the expanded field. She 
identifies in Mason’s biography: “For Mason the logic of this evolution extends far back 
into his biography as an artist. For he began as a ceramicist…From the beginning, the 
problem for him was to make an ambitious sculpture within the medium of clay.”	
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 Unlike artists who incorporated craft-like techniques and qualities into their art, or 

craftspersons who incorporated theoretical and art-critical qualities into their work in 

order to make fine art, Whitney posits a rare circumstance, one in which a filmmaker puts 

his work on hold in order to develop the necessary acumen in another medium  (clay) 

entirely. In making this shift, Whitney’s interest in the writings of Bernard Leach and 

Yanagi Sōetsu, whose promotion of Japanese ceramics and handicrafts can be seen in 

Whitney’s own work and methods. Aware of Paul Soldner’s exploration of Raku firing 

and glazing; M.C. Richards’ centering that incorporated personal narrative and 

pedagogies of personal growth into craft, and the effects of spontaneity in Peter Voulkos’ 

expressionist ceramics, Whitney practiced in all of these areas and articulated his own 

purpose and style in his pots. With a knowledge of Japanese and Chinese ceramics and 

their traditions guiding his craft, Whitney produced pottery with formal similarities – 

heavy bodied functional shapes, like tea bowls, with unglazed feet and glaze drips. His 

techniques were also diverse, spanning from large-scale, vessels towering several feet to 

small incense burners. The incense burners were made in a variety of clay bodies and 

forms (Figure 4). Initially test vessels, the small burners (mostly 2.5” in diameter and 2” 

tall) were the results of extensive experimentation and outcomes with glaze firings, each 

marked with a “T #...” and a number for Whitney’s documentation.18  

 

                                                
18 Examination of Glaze Test Vessels and 8 Glaze test rings, James Whitney Collection, 
Center for Visual Music. 
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Figure 4. Small ceramic forms, James Whitney. James Whitney Collection, Center for Visual Music. 
Photograph by Braden Malnic. 

 

 Whitney’s interest in glaze firings can be seen in the Ceramics Monthly 

magazines in his possession, with their pages marked or folded over, perhaps for the 

intention of returning for study and direction. The noted articles include “Reduction 

Firing Techniques” by Angelo Garzio in the May 1972 issue, which addressed the 

contemporary interest in the celadons and copper red glazes of the T’ang, Sung, and 

Ming periods as well as Richard Behrens’ “Raku Glazes” in the November 1969 issue 

that succinctly described the Raku process on a single page. Books also in Whitney’s 

possession included Bauhaus-to-Pond-Farm studio potter Marguerite Wildenhain’s 

instruction book Pottery: Form and Expression, in which Wildenhain quoted Lao-tse to 

further connect craft and spirituality, stating that “the more highly developed a potter is 
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as a human being, the better his pots.”19  Whitney’s interest in Chinese and Japanese arts 

continued with the ceramic writings of potters Bernard Leach and Daniel Rhodes. 

Bernard Leach’s A Potter’s Book was seminal to transmitting key potting concepts in 

England and postwar United States, including Raku. Additionally Alfred University 

professor Daniel Rhodes’ Clay and Glazes for the Potter in 1957, described as “a second 

potters’ bible” after Leach’s book, and Stoneware & Porcelain: The Art of High-Fired 

Pottery in 1959, were both in Whitney’s collection. 

Whitney’s	Ceramics	
 

 
Figure 5. Whitney's pottery arranged with Wu Ming still. Untitled Photograph by William Moritz, 
Moritz Collection, Courtesy Center for Visual Music. 

 
                                                
19 Margurite Wildenhain, Pottery: Form and Expression (Enlarged Edition). (Reinhold 
Pub. Corp. for the American Craftsmen's Council: New York, 1962), 157. 
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 William Moritz described the photograph above (Figure 5) of Whitney’s home, 

likely taken in the early 1980s, as: 

a matted still from Wu Ming, matted on 20 x 13: Japanese paper. On the left is a 
round vessel similar to the shape of vessel in Dwija. It is about 12” high and 9” in 
diameter/wide. It has a rough, unglazed texture on top, and is charred black on the 
spherical footed bowl.20  
 

Besides the Dwija pot, the arrangement of objects also includes an incense burner; a 

cobalt, white-slip tea bowl; and a tall handbuilt, stoneware pot, with rectilinear base, in 

the foreground. Whitney created the Dwija globe-like shapes in clay, and there is 

evidence in a series of drawings that this was a form that he repeated often (Figure 7).  

 

                                                
20 Letter from William Moritz to Louise Beaudet, of Le Cinematheque Quebecoise, 
January 18, 1982, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music. 
	



17 
 

 
Figure 6. Excerpt of Whitney's illustrations of his pottery. James Whitney Collection, Center for 
Visual Music. 

 

Moritz warned that while the Dwija forms are “very difficult to achieve and very 

beautifully achieved, [they] might seem bizarre to the untutored eye, with its bisque and 

engobe and matte finishes mixed in bold irregular strokes and the clay shape lumpy and 

dented in places.”21  The spherical pot depicted below is similar to the one Mortiz had 

mentioned in his letter; it is 10 ½” tall, with hand-formed top and hand-built foot, 

approximately 1 ¼” tall, with a circumference of 28”  (Figures 7 and 8). The vessel’s top 

portions are covered with a moss-green glaze over a brown matte glaze while the lower 

                                                
21 Letter from William Moritz to Louise Beaudet, of Le Cinematheque Quebecoise, 
January 20, 1982, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music. 
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half is bisque. Additionally, the upper half of the pot’s heavy body is tooled with circles 

and dots, topped with a rim joined using an asymmetric ribbon of clay. 

 

 
Figure 7. Dwija pot, earthenware, undated. James Whitney Collection, Center of Visual Music. 
Photograph by Braden Malnic. 
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Figure 8. Dwija pot surface closeup., James Whitney Collection, Center for Visual Music. Photograph 
by Braden Malnic. 

 

 Examples of Whitney’s pottery also have similarities to Paul Soldner’s work, 

including his tall cylinders and spherical Raku pots. The shapes of their respective tea 

bowls share formal similarities to the Asian tradition, as advocated by Bernard Leach 

(Figures 9, 10, and 11). 
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Figure 9. Paul Soldner raku tea bowl. Image taken from catalog for the exhibition "Raku Pottery by 
Paul Soldner" (1964) 
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Figure 10. Earthenware Tea Bowl, by James Whitney, from a set of five, Collection of Angeline Pike  
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Figure 11. “Japanese Red-Raku Tea-Bowl, by Donyu, died 1656. Ochre brushed irregularly over a 
buff clay under a transparent glaze.” Image 14 (facing page 29), reproduced from Bernard Leach’s 
Potters Book. 

 

 The Soldner bowl photograph was taken from a catalog for the exhibition "Raku 

Pottery by Paul Soldner" held at the Museum of Contemporary Crafts in New York City 

from March 6 through May 3, 1964, whereas the 17th century tea bowl on left is taken 

from Bernard Leach’s A Potter’s Book.  From that book’s guidance, Soldner began 

experimenting with the Raku glazing and firing techniques at the beginning of the 1960s. 

With its unpredictable results and Zen origins, the practice of Raku anticipated some of 

the open, go-with-the-flow attitudes of the later American Hippie movement. The ease of 

the low-fire ware and post-firing use of different reducing agents contributed in large 

measure to its popularity with a variety of new potters. Indeed, Soldner recognized in 

Raku its potential as a teaching exercise for beginners, “to let them understand what fire 
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is about and how glazes melt and how pieces get fired.”22  As a potter who began in the 

early 1960s, Whitney engaged in Raku, a process that highlighted irregularity and 

uniqueness (Figure 12). 

 

 
Figure 12. Raku Pot, Earthenware,  (5 1/2” tall), Collection of Angeline Pike, Photograph by Braden 
Malnic. 

 

 Amongst Whitney’s books was a flyer for a Paul Soldner ceramics show held at 

The Egg and The Eye on August 29-October 3rd, 1966, with a written note addressed to 

Whitney suggesting that he visit the exhibition and then eat at the adjacent omelet 

                                                
22 Oral history Interview with Paul Soldner, 2003 Apr. 27-28, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
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restaurant (Figure 13).  The Egg and The Eye, a craft and art gallery, had also become, by 

the early 1970s, one of the early local locations that hosted the screenings of 

experimental, avant-garde, underground, and abstract film- newsletters showing film 

screenings, including experimental, as programmed by Douglas Edwards and William 

Moritz. Douglas Edwards ran The Film Society and eventually programmed filming for 

Theater Vanguard.   
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Figure 13. Flyer for a Paul Soldner show at The Egg And The Eye on August 29-October 3, 1966. 
UCLA Library Special Collection.23  

 

Again, there are similarities in the body’s form, hand-built lid and foot with Soldner’s pot 

depicted in the flyer and the Whitney’s Raku jar below (Figure 14).  The engobe Raku jar 

has an iron glaze brushed on the textured, irregular vessel with folded and pinched mouth 

at the top. Whitney used a variety of clays (including stoneware and porcelain), 

decorating them with brush ink and experimented with glaze recipes.  

                                                
23 Soldner Flyer, The Egg and The Eye, Craft and Folk Art Museum records (Collection 
Number 1835). UCLA Library Special Collections,Charles E. Young Research Library, 
UCLA. 
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Figure 14. Raku pot, green and black vase, 4 1/8 inch height by 5 inch diameter. James Whitney 
Collection, Center for Visual Music. 

 

 However, beyond just a stylistic similarity to other craftspersons, critical to 

understanding Whitney’s turn to pottery is the emphasis he placed on process and its 

impact on himself as an artist and his later filmmaking. Significantly, his pottery directly 

correlated to his later filmmaking – “his love of glazes and experimentation with a 

complete range of textures and hues corresponds to his hand developing and solarization 

of film to obtain exotic colors and textures. The shapes of his vessels and the designs on 
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them relate very much to the designs in his animations.”24  Interestingly, Whitney had 

indeed designed and produced business cards, at some time, for himself as both 

filmmaker and potter (Figures 15 and 16).  

 

 
Figure 15. Filmmaker Card designed by James Whitney. James Whitney Collection, Center for 
Visual Music. 

 

 
 

                                                
24 Letter from William Moritz to Louise Beaudet, of Le Cinematheque Quebecoise, dated 
January 20, 1982. Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music. 
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Figure 16. Potter business card designed by James Whitney. James Whitney Collection, Center for 
Visual Music. 

 

Such intention is evidence of how Whitney thought of his practice – a reverence and 

esteem to both ceramics and pottery. The business cards include, as the logo for his 

pottery card, graphics of his own design that detail his film ‘signature’ the ouroboros 

found in the beginning titles of both Lapis and Yantra.  
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 Whitney’s ouroboros is an occult symbol of an encircled serpent biting its own 

tail, which operates as more than just an artistic appropriation given that the image is 

often a sign of wholeness or harmony of opposites and that it links many of Whitney’s 

endeavors. With the snake’s body, both light and dark, this symbol is similar in image 

and concept to the Yin-yang.  This particular image had been reproduced in in popular 

editions of C.G. Jung’s Man and his Symbols and J.E. Cirlot’s A Dictionary of Symbols at 

the time. Similar to the shape of the ouroboros, Whitney often added brush strokes with a 

thickly applied spot and then subsequent trailing bending, narrowing circular line to the 

surface. The effect of the circle, the center, and the spiraling movement in his ceramic 

surface decoration seems synonymous with the hermetic imagery in Whitney's films as 

well. In between Yantra and Lapis, Whitney had engaged in the practice of brush ink 

painting, and he applied these techniques to the ceramic bodies of tea bowls, plates and 

Raku jars (Figures 17 and 18). 
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Figure 17. James Whitney plate. Undated Photograph by William Moritz. Moritz Collection, Center 
for Visual Music. 
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Figure 18. Tea bowl by James Whitney (marked 11/23 on bottom). Metallic luster, earthenware (4” x 
5 1/8).  James Whitney Collection, Center for Visual Music.  

 

The form of the circle common in his film work appeared in his pottery, with calligraphic 

strokes of metallic glazes and wax. The footed bowls and wheel turned vessels are also 

born from an emphasis on the round, a result of the act of throwing a pot using a 

kickwheel of with its own circular motions (Figures 19 and 20).  
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Figure 19. Whitney using Kick Wheel. Undated Photograph, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual 
Music. 
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Figure 20. Bowl, cobalt brushed design, wheel thrown, white clay bod,  marked at bottom "2/29." 
James Whitney, Angeline Pike Collection, Photograph by Braden Malnic. 

 

 
 

“In	the	Spirit	of	Raku	Pottery”	
 
 When James Whitney finished his first film to be created wholly in the context of 

making pottery, Dwija, he provided the following text along with the copy of the film 

reels to Angeline Pike, of the Creative Film Society, the longtime distributor of his films: 

(Figure 21).25 

                                                
25 Her husband Robert Pike had started in 1957 to The Creative Film Society to distribute 
independent and experimental short films, with an emphasis on filmmakers in the 
Southern California region. Well-known filmmakers whose works were distributed by 
CFS included Scott Bartlett, Stan Brakhage, Mary Ellen Bute, Charles and Ray Eames, 
Len Lye, Stan Vanderbeek, and John Whitney. Unfortunately he passed away in 1974. 
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Figure 21. Dwija Document (undated). Angeline Pike Collection. 

 

This poetic statement uses in place of a signature a blue-ink stamp of a solid circle within 

a circle. Whitney’s interests extended to study of symbols, like the ouroboros, and he 

considered such signs as the names of his subsequent films.26 In this case, the symbol has 

no specific reference, but similar symbols include the Hermetic sign for the sun 

(astrology) and gold (alchemy) or, perhaps, a reference to the third rank (of 5) within the 

                                                
26	Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 14-15.	
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“field of relative existence” of Soto Zen.27 Whitney wrote of Dwija that its title was the 

Sanskrit word for “Bird/Twice-Born.”  

 The concept of Dwija is understood as a second or spiritual birth in Hinduism, of 

which Whitney studied through meditation, yoga, and the writings of the Vedanta school. 

On the next line, beginning at the page’s center, the words “Fiery Wheel of the Essence” 

reference C.G. Jung’s text Psychology and Alchemy in which the psychologist interprets a 

dream and identifies the mysticism of the wheel in alchemy with the psychological 

concept of wholeness.28  It is worth noting that Jungian alchemy is “not a theory of 

matter, or even seriously an attempt to turn base metal into gold; it is a projection of the 

unconscious.”29 The mystical and spiritual references and allusions are consistent with 

Whitney’s explorations in his previous animated films Lapis and Yantra. Indeed, William 

Moritz explains that Dwija “represents the alchemical ceremony: the repeated distillation 

of elements to form the “Philosopher’s Stone (LAPIS) and that “this Transmutation, The 

Great Work, is a spiritual exercise as much as a physical operation.”30 Whitney’s typed 

description continues:  

OBSERVING WITH COMPLETE 
ATTENTION AND CARE 
PROCESS, PATTERN, AND FLOW 
MIND – THE VESSEL – 

                                                
27 Ernest Wood, Zen Dictionary (New York: Philosophical Library, 1962), 29, Entry for 
Circles for Circles. and Titus Burkhardt, Alchemy: Science of the Cosmos Science of the 
Soul (Baltimore, MD, Penguin, 1974), 76-78. 
28 C.G. Jung, Psychology and Alchemy (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 
1968), 166. 
29 Mary Tiles, Bachelard: Science and Objectivity (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984), 54.	
30 Unpublished About Dwija, William Moritz, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual 
Music. 
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COMES TO ITS OWN EMPTINESS. 
 
A FILM MADE IN THE SPIRIT OF RAKU POTTERY31 

 
This text would later be incorporated into advertisements and promotional material for 

Dwija.32 Whitney’s word usage is similar to text that can be found in a book from his 

personal library, Raku: Art & Technique (1970), in which Reigger stated that Raku glaze 

firing “demands skill, complete attention, and almost split-second timing.”33 Raku firings 

are very different from regular kiln firings in the way one experiences them.  The fire’s 

immediate response speeds up the process, making it “more exciting” with “its sudden 

thrust of intuition and playing of hunches.”34 Raku kilns are usually gas over electric and 

have shorter firing periods as well as lower temperatures than regular kilns, requiring the 

potter to closely observe the transformation of the ceramic body and glaze (Figure 22). 

Leach suggested “that glazes on pots always look more melted in the kiln than they are in 

actuality, so the beginner will be advised to wait patiently until the surface has the 

appearance of ice in sunlight.”35  This emphasis on concentration “directed toward the 

inferno in the kiln” was even linked to propensity of Raku potters’ “ tendency toward 

mysticism.”36 

                                                
31 Undated Document, attributed to James Whitney, Collection of Angeline Pike, 
Creative Film Society. 
32 The text would later be used for advertisements and promotional material. Similar 
language can be found on a flyer/poster used for the November 1977 retrospective of 
Whitney’s films held at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art (LACMA). 
33 Hal Riegger, Raku: Art & Technique (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1970), 113. 
34 Daniel Rhodes, Kilns: Design, Construction, and Operation (Philadelphia: Chilton 
Book Co., 1968), 173.	 
35 Bernard Leach, A Potter's Book  (New York: Transatlantic Arts, 1949), 200. 
36 Christopher Tyler and Richard Hirsch, Raku: Techniques for Contemporary Potters 
(New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1975), 156. 
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Figure 22. Paul Soldner checking through peephole to see if glaze is melted, 1966, Raku Process [22]. 
http://digital.craftcouncil.org/cdm/ref/collection/p15785coll13/id/825. © American Craft Council. 

 

 Moritz pointed out that Dwija’s subject was based on “a dream, and James' 

spiritual researches, and even from watching the firing of his Raku pottery in his kiln.”37 

Describing Dwija, Whitney stated “my experience of looking into the kiln peephole to 

see the fire glistening over the glazes, the colors luminescent relates very much here.”38 

Because of the nature of Raku kiln construction,  

[P]otters can peer into the kiln’s interior and in less than an hour observe the 
formation of the glaze; first as it begins to sinter in the early stages of melting, 
then as it goes through bubbling stage, and finally when it reaches the molten 

                                                
37 William Moritz, “Non-Objective Film: The Second Generation,” Film as Film, Formal 
Experiment in Film, 1910 - 1975, (London: Hayward Gallery and Arts Council of Great 
Britain, 1979), 67. 	
38 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 14. 
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liquid state, i.e. when bubbles, disappear and fusion is complete. As knowledge is 
gained through experience, the kiln watcher is able to make small adjustments on 
his ware during the firing. He might observe an unexpected bare spot on the rim 
and by opening the door or lid be able to drop some powdered lead or borax in it 
with a long handled metal dipper, or he might suddenly decide to add a powdered 
metallic oxide to one area for additional color. Such judgments result from 
insights into the actions of fire and can have a direct influence on the success of a 
piece. Once again the opportunity of expressing ourselves creatively, even as we 
work with the firing, speaks of the potency of raku and its ability to reflect the 
wholeness of a person as he is able to express himself in all the phases of the 
creation of raku.39 

 
This passage on Raku firing by Robert Piepenburg is not only a detailed description of 

the process but also an example of the contemporary rhetoric that linked the technical and 

metaphysical (“wholeness”). Whitney’s use of the term “vessel” made biographical and 

personal references that highlighted his interest in the creative process, materials, and 

spirituality that correlate to language associated with craft of the period, like 

Piepenburg’s, as well as his own ongoing spiritual and philosophical study. Whitney’s 

films had been described as artworks of “the transubstantiation of materiality through art 

produces spiritual power.”40  Regarding his early interest in pottery, Whitney stated that 

“the whole process was very enjoyable because the mind moved freely into materials, and 

the transformation process was totally fascinating.”41 While the Jungian construct of 

transformation was important for Whitney, he also considered the effects of the act of 

pottery on the maker, stating, “By this time, I had come to feel that what the work 

                                                
39 Robert E. Piepenburg, Raku Pottery (New York: MacMillan, 1972), 125-126. In 
Chapter “Firing: Metamorphosis.”  
40 José Argüelles, The Transformative Vision: Reflections on the Nature and History of 
Human Expression (Berkeley, Calif: Shambhala, 1975), 282.	 	
41 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 8. 



39 
 

[pottery] was doing to me was of equal importance as the work itself.”42  This emphasis 

on the impact of pottery on the person parallels similar connections that influential poet-

potter Mary Caroline (“M.C.”) Richards (1916-1999) made regarding ceramic craft.  Like 

Whitney, Richards had also used the term “vessel” in describing craft, the act of making 

pottery, and alluding to herself. Whitney was undoubtedly familiar with Richard’s work, 

as he owned a copy of her seminal book Centering in Pottery, Poetry, and the Person 

(1964), in which she shared her life experiences, including at Black Mountain College, 

and paralleled this personal context with the materials and processes required of a potter.  

Whitney also identified Richards as a key figure to his own understanding of “whole 

systems,” describing her role as an artist: “by being totally responsible to one’s own 

transformation, one is naturally responsible to the whole world.”43 During a 1978 

interview, Richards articulated the importance she placed on the imagery of the vessel:  

Becoming a person is like becoming a vessel that contains, receives experience as 
well as offers. It has that double function. A lot of my own struggle in life is to 
become a vessel that could contain all the elements. I don’t know if that is self-
creation or not.44 

 
Whether material transformation, alchemical transfiguration, and/or individual 

perception, a vessel or pot was laden with imagery. The beginning of Daniel Rhodes’ 

                                                
42 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 9. 
43 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 19. 
44 Rose Silvka, “Lifecraft: John Cage and M. C. Richards Talk on Work and Worth: A 
Taped Interview by Rose Slivka,” Craft Horizons, December 1978, 28-31. 
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technical how-to guide Kilns: Design, Construction, and Operation, includes a poem by 

M.C. Richards who identified “self-creation as an art of fire.” (Figure 23).45  

 

 
Figure 23. “An Art of Fire” by M.C. Richards, poem from Daniel Rhodes’ Kilns: Design, 
Construction, and Operation (1968). 

 

In this poem, Richards relates potters to alchemists as they “shape their kilns to tongues 

of flame…alert to tame the elemental blaze into life-vessel for Aquarian Man.”46 Her 

references to art, craft, kiln firings, alchemical processes culminate in her poetic 
                                                
45 Daniel Rhodes, Kilns: Design, Construction, and Operation, (Philadelphia: Chilton 
Book Co., 1968), unnumbered. The poem by M.C. Richards opens PART 1: The 
Development of Kilns. 
46 Daniel Rhodes, Kilns: Design, Construction, and Operation, unnumbered.  



41 
 

discourse directly connected to glazing and clay transformations. Indeed, her words also 

echo an intense passage by French theorist on modern drama theatre Antonin Artaud 

(1896-1948), who Richards had translated into English ten years prior in The Theater and 

Its Double (1958): 

Furthermore, when we speak the word “life,” it must be understood we are not 
referring to life as we know it from its surface of fact, but to that fragile, 
fluctuating center which forms never reach. And if there is still one hellish, truly 
accursed thing in our time, it is our artistic dallying with forms, instead of being 
like victims burnt at the stake, signaling through the flames.47 
 

Artaud’s manifestoes for his Theatre of Cruelty are entreaties to recognize the “painful 

cleavage” or “rupture between things and words, between things and ideas and signs that 

are their representation.”48 Richards’ ‘centering’ is her articulation of practicing how art 

informs life and vice-versa while highlighting Artaud’s “protest against the idea of 

culture as distinct from life.”49 In Centering, Richards recognized that the potter 

collaborates with the kiln’s fire as “the potter does everything…But he cannot burst into 

flame and reach a temperature of 2300 degrees Fahrenheit…”50 Transmutation is the act 

of changing the state and form of something; in alchemy, the goal was to turn lead into 

the valuable metal of gold. For Richards, like Whitney, such changes can include the 

maker as well and this can occur through the process of artistic creation.  However, 

Richards warned that process wasn’t to be singled out at the expense of the object: 

                                                
47 Antonin Artaud, The Theater and its Double, trans. Mary Caroline Richards (New 
York: Grove Press, 1958), 13. 
48 Artaud, The Theater and its Double, 8. 
49 Ibid., 10. 
50 M.C. Richards, Centering in Pottery, Poetry, and the Person (Middletown, Conn: 
Wesleyan University Press, 1964), 27. 
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There is a tendency nowadays to think that “process” is the heart of the matter. 
Magic is looked for in activity itself. What I learned is that the materials are a 
condition of process. We cannot make a new situation unless we are prepared to 
let go of what we hold most dear. And newness is not given by the succession of 
instants. Substance may be changed, for example, dissolved, by time; and yet its 
mineral character remain unchanged. In order for substance really to change, there 
must be transformation in its character. There is a matter of innerness, of 
content.51 
 

Richard’s language describes the metaphysical relationship of the potter concerned with 

transformation of self. Interestingly, while influential and interdisciplinary, Richards’ 

focus on “content” is often not how functional bowls and pots are approached; crafted 

objects, without the context of language, do not always retain the intended meanings of 

their makers. 

“Who	Or	What	We	Are”	
 
 In 1974, the same year that Whitney had written his description of Dwija, he also 

contributed a short description for his film Lapis to Amos Vogel’s Film as Subversive 

Art: 

The only “subversives aspect” of my film [Lapis] is the unrecognized, but mighty 
taboo: our tacit conspiracy to ignore who, or what we are. Tat-Swam-Asi (That 
Art Thou), the startling and psychologically “subversive” way of realizing that the 
self is in fact the root and ground of the universe – a realization so strange and 
inadmissible to the West that it is virtually our most rigid taboo”52  
 

 Whitney used the Sanskrit phrase of self-revelation of the Upanishad to articulate 

the knowledge of individual and cosmic senses of person. Vogel’s book was released the 

same year that Takashi Temedaye’s unpublished interview with Whitney was conducted; 

taken together, they can be understood as an indication of Whitney’s increased interest in 

                                                
51 M.C. Richards, Centering, 119. 
52 Amos Vogel, Film as a Subversive Art, (New York: Random House, 1974), 314-315.	
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clarifying his own work. In the interview, Whitney described his sense of identity in 

terms of his artistic output as such: “I have always been uncomfortable being any one 

thing in particular such as painter, film-maker, potter, gardener, bird and squirrel 

watcher.”53  He qualified, however, that he was not a “a dabbler” or amateur in any of 

these pursuits, acknowledging that it was a choice that created “flexibility by not 

specializing.”54 Yet the question of what James Whitney was largely fit into the discourse 

of expanded media in notions of film and craft. With discourses of artistic practice so 

similar, those, like Whitney, at the boundaries of specific disciplines could identify 

transvalued language to interpret and define their practice. A turn had been identified in 

the arts and in craftmaking in the 1960s– “from the consideration of a medium as an 

artist’s vehicle of expression to the artist as promulgator of his ideas through the media 

that best convey them.”55 Whitney was a potter who made ceramic vessels that continued 

as an extension to his complex artwork; however, craft is often understood in traditional 

terms that venerate tradition and execution and result over the artist’s concept.  Evidence 

of pushback to this rhetoric that attempted to open up meaning and content in existed. 

 In Tradition and Change: The New American Craftsman (1977), craft historian 

Julie Hall belatedly proposed that modern craft objects had not been considered as art but 

should be, especially, when “they become a balanced blend of tradition and personal 

expression.”56 While her account does much as an overview of crafts since World War II, 

                                                
53 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 2. 
54 Ibid., 2. 
55 Suzanne Foley, A Decade of Ceramic Art: 1962-1972, Introduction. 
56 Julie Hall, Tradition and Change: The New American Craftsman (New York: Dutton, 
1977), Description.		
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her question again sets up the arrested dialectical issues of art versus craft. In her own 

introduction to Hall’s book, Rose Slivka, identified, at the time, an abundance of 

contemporary materials and new media as contributing to the disappearance of barriers.57 

However, the concerns of how art and craft inform each other into creating something 

that could be considered art and/or craft is only one dimension of understanding.  An 

emphasis on the maker exists as well as seen with James Whitney. In Hall’s preface, she 

posed an additional question (one which informed her own research), “Who should be 

included in a book with the word craftsman in its title?”58 Recognizing the difficulty in 

identifying whether a hand-built pot or studio glass object is art or craft, Hall focused on 

the maker and his or her intent. The identity, training, and subsequent intention of the 

maker is meant to be a determining factor in how Hall helped the reader understand who 

is a craftsperson and thus identify a craft object. Meant to clarify, Hall’s example instead 

complicated matters by comparing studio glassmaker Harvey Littleton (1922-2013) and 

Larry Bell (1939), the Light and Space artist. Hall identifies both as glassworkers based 

on the material with which they worked. However, Hall explained that, since Littleton 

had long trained in the material while Bell was as an artist who used glass only as a 

material means to an end, only Littleton should be considered a craftsperson.59  

Highlighting Hall’s system of classification is noteworthy because of the failed 

                                                
57 Hall, Tradition and Change, Foreword. 
58 Ibid., 9. 
59 Hall, Tradition and Change, 9.	



45 
 

comparisons and contrasts that are presented as both the transformation and eventual 

transfiguration required of the artist to the object in order for it to be classified as art.60 

	 Likewise, the limitations of such an exclusionary decision seems more like the 

principled rhetoric of art movements, like De Stijl and Surrealism, whose leaders had 

taken to excommunicating those who did not follow doctrine than an umbrella term for a 

broad set of creative practices in a variety of materials. In the March 1964 issue of 

Artforum, Bernard Pyron observed in an article about the new, characteristically 

expressive and free-formed ceramics of Peter Voulkos, John Mason, and David Weinrib, 

“Western artists still carry much of the Renaissance negation of clay as a medium of 

artistic expression, and, in accord with the Western tendency for dichotomous ordering of 

experience, still tend to separate ‘fine art’ from ‘minor art.’”61 

 Of course, by 1977, Pyron’s recognition of the ordering of art had come a long 

way from the previous decade. The persistence of arbitrary and conservative distinctions 

in the disciplines in art and craft led to a lag in the critical approach to understanding 

them. Craft Horizons had long been a platform for ruminations on contemporary art, film, 

dance, theater and their respective, subsequent discourse. From 1959-1979 (coinciding 

with Rose Slivka’s tenure as editor at Craft Horizons), craft, and ceramics in particular, 

was elevated as a primary medium of exploration and experimentation.  Often, however, 

craft writing continued to educate, promote, and advocate for the ideals of craft perhaps 

at the expense of criticism of the actual objects. Such repeated articulations of boundaries 

                                                
60 Please see the careers of Peter Voulkos, John Mason, Ken Price, and Robert Arneson. 
61 Bernard Pyron, “Tao and Dada of Recent American Ceramic Art,” 41-42. 
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led to similarly lamentable divisions in the overall availability of information regarding 

craftspeople and artists who worked in these marginal disciplines. The effect can be noted 

in the sporadic references to studio ceramics and experimental/avant-garde/abstract film 

in contemporary periodicals that, in the case of Whitney, a practitioner of marginal 

disciplines, is rarely considered. 
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THE BREAK: SILENCE IN PRACTICE 

Total	Silence	
 
 It is difficult to consider what the contemporary expectation was for a release of  a 

new film by James Whitney, which, up to that point, had become a once-a-decade 

event.  The effect of Whitney’s intermittent releases was one of artistic silence, coupled 

with distribution motivated by a limited audience as well as limited exposition and 

promotion from the filmmaker himself.  When critic, poet, and filmmaker Jonas Mekas 

(b.1922) aptly described, in his Movie Journal column, seeing Whitney’s first showing of 

Wu Ming in New York as a “relief’ and ‘feast,’ he had acknowledged James Whitney as 

“somebody, working almost in total silence, who comes in to restore Cinema with a work 

that looks like it's made by gods.”62  

 Since Lapis, Whitney recognized that the technology and methods to his 

filmmaking were different and simpler, referring to the change as a “quieting emptying 

process.63 Indeed, Whitney knew of John Cage, including works such as Cage’s 1952 

composition 4′33″ in which no instrument(s) are played for four minutes and thirty-three 

seconds, so there is only silence and any environmental sounds. Whitney also read The 

Unknown Craftsman (1972) by Japanese folk historian Sōetsu Yanagi who promoted the 

practice of silence, Zen Buddhism, the aesthetics of pottery and the key concept of mingei 
                                                
62 Jonas Mekas, “The Return of James Whitney,” Soho News Weekly, May 12, 1977, 68. 
63	Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 10-11.	
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or “unself-conscious craftsmanship.” 64  The avant-garde of the American postwar period 

was greatly influenced by concepts of Zen Buddhism, which emphasized the limitations 

of verbal communication. Even Raku technique books of the period emphasized Zen 

sayings such as,“ One who knows does not speak, and the one who speaks does not 

know.”65 Daniel Belgrade, in his key study on the mid-twentieth century turn towards 

spontaneity in the arts, points to Bodgidharma, the founder of Zen Buddhism in China, as 

one “who practiced his religion without explanation, cautioning ‘Devise no word.’”66 

During the making of Wu Ming or “no-name”, Whitney had been examining “silence and 

imagelessnes ; seeing without an image – hearing without a sound.”67 

 The concept and promotion of silence also appeared in the influential writings of 

John Cage, including Silence (1961). Susan Sontag’s  “Aesthetics of Silence” (1967) was 

an essay critical of this very influence on art, defining it as a decision that art is a 

language that can only be taken so far. Whitney shared his own interpretation in 1969 

when he described his break from filmmaking to Gene Youngblood for his weekly 

column ‘Intermedia’ for the Los Angeles Free Press: 

Only to a person who has expanded their consciousness is ordinary experience 
expanded,” he said. “So it’s really exciting where art is going in this respect. But 
art, or any system, wants to close itself. There are many who will try to break out 
of any system, especially art. They’ll begin to feel that art establishes certain  
 
 
 

                                                
64 Daniel Belgrade, The Culture of Spontaneity: Improvisation and the Arts in Postwar 
America (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 166-67. 
65 Christopher Tyler and Richard Hirsch, Raku: Techniques for Contemporary Potters 
(New York: Watson-Guptill Publications, 1975), 166. 
66 Belgrade, The Culture of Spontaneity, 167. 
67 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 15. 
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limitations in spite of the fact that it’s a language – or rather because it’s a 
language.68 

 
Whitney identified art as a language and, interestingly, he had been very economical in 

using language to describe his work. In fact the lack of documents, interviews, and 

discourse surrounding Whitney directly and indirectly led to some critical confusion. In 

Mekas’s description of the screening on Wu Ming, there were two inaccuracies: 

The rumors told us that he dropped cinema and turned to pottery. P. Adams Sitney 
visited him around 1969 and found James meditating under a tree, with birds 
sitting on his shoulders, making his pots, with cinema very, very far away. Years 
went by and we almost forgot about James, sitting there under the tree. Until last 
week, Bill Moritz showed us Wu Ming, and it’s magnificent.69 
 

First, film historian P. Adams Sitney had not visited James Whitney in 1969; instead, 

film critic Gene Youngblood, in his book Expanded Cinema (1970), had similarly 

described the idyllic garden that was at Whitney’s home and the site of his pottery 

making (Figure 24).70  

 

                                                
68 Gene Youngblood “Intermedia Column,” Los Angeles Free Press, March 14, 1969, 27.  
In November 1968, Youngblood had changed the title of his column from Expanded 
cinema to Intermedia – a term coined by Fluxus artist Dick Higgins in 1963 to 
acknowledge that genres and different media were intersecting or crossing disciplines.   
69 Jonas Mekas, “The Return of James Whitney,” 68. 
70 P. Adams Sitney, March 6, 2015, Email correspondence with the author; Gene 
Youngblood, Expanded Cinema (New York: Dutton, 1970), 222.	
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Figure 24. James Whitney in his garden with several large-scale pots that he made. Undated 
photograph by William Moritz. Moritz Collection, Courtesy Center for Visual Music. 

 

 Next, Wu Ming was, in fact, Whitney’s second film following his perceived 

‘return’ to filmmaking after a decade-long period in which he devoted his time and focus 

to making ceramics, the first being Dwija. Wu Ming was screened at Anthology Film 

Archives on May 5, 1977, in New York City. Anthology Film Archive, at the time it 

opened in 1970, was a venue whose mission was to showcase independent, experimental, 

and avant-garde cinema. Los Angeles-based film critic/historian and filmmaker William 

Moritz, a comparative literature professor at Occidental College, had traveled to New 

York with a collection of film reels, showing – where and when he could – films made by 

himself, James Whitney, and Oskar Fischinger. The practice was common of the period 

when film distribution and screenings and the intimacy of film circuits and festivals were 

integral to films being seen at all. So vested was Moritz in promoting the films, the 
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screening had been described as only having a “sparse audience, including a pair of gum-

cracking teenage girls who, wandering the East Village for something to do, were enticed 

by Bill Moritz standing at the door of the Anthology promising "new and different 

films."71 

Whitney’s	Minor	History	
 
 For most of Whitney’s life, his films had been considered part of the canon of 

historically significant filmmaking. Mekas definitively stated of him, “We know James 

Whitney as co-maker with John Whitney of Five Film Exercises and maker of Yantra and 

Lapis – all masterful works.”  James Whitney had first begun making non-objective films 

with his brother John Whitney in the 1940s. Their experimentation in film was created 

over several years working in available space at Frank Lloyd Wright’s building for Aline 

Barnsdall in Los Angeles.72 The Whitney brother’s Five Film Excercises (1-5) was 

incredibly influential; they were shown at Amos Vogel’s Cinema 16 in New York and 

Frank Stauffacher’s Art in Cinema series (A Symposium on the Avant-garde Film), in 

San Francisco, where Harry Smith and Jordan Belson would have first seen a Whitney 

film. Showings were also held at the Museum of Non-Objective Painting.73 Subsequently, 

the brothers’ films and writing would appear in Circle, a Berkley-based journal by poets 

                                                
71 John Canemaker, “Elfriede! On the Road with Mrs. Oskar Fischinger,” Funnyworld 
Magazine, Summer 1978. http://www.oskarfischinger.org/OntheRoad2.htm 
72 William Moritz, “Visual Music and Film-as-an-Art before 1950,” On The Edge of 
America: California Modernist Art 1900-1950 (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1996), 229. 
73 William Moritz, “Visual Music and Film-as-an-Art before 1950,” 233. 
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George Leite and Bern Porter, and John Estenza’s Arts and Architecture.74 In Gyorgy 

Kepes’ The New Landscape (1956), a film still is included on a page with artworks by 

Josef Albers and Harry Bertoia.75 Additionally, their early collaboration earned them a 

prize for best sound at the 1949 Brussels Experimental Film Competition and a 

Guggenheim Fellowship.76 

 However, these achievements and recognitions had long been established in the 

1940s. Indeed, so much so that the brothers’ films are written into the earliest record of 

the history of American experimental cinema, by Lewis Jacobs (1904-1997).77 James 

Whitney was only in his early twenties when their films were first celebrated, belonging 

to a group of filmmakers “since war’s end…carrying on the nonobjective school of 

abstract film design.”78  The research and articulation of history of experimental film 

would find its apotheosis in the late 1950s and early 1960s with the New American 

Cinema and the renewed interest in its predecessors as initially promoted by Jonas 

Mekas.  

                                                
74 George Leite, ed. Circle Issue 10, 1948, (Berkeley: Circle, 1948); and Jay Leyda, 
“Exploration of New Film Technique,” Arts and Architecture, vol. 65, December 1945.	
75 Gyorgy Kepes. The New Landscape in Art and Science (Chicago: P. Theobald, 1956), 
349. 
76 The brothers began separate projects in 1940s. In the 1950s, his brother John Whitney 
would work on films with Charles Eames and Saul Bass. Eventually he started a 
company called Motion Graphics.  
77 Jacobs’ article “Experimental Cinema in America 1921-1947” first published in 
Hollywood Quarterly Vol III, No 2 &3 in 1948, was included in the 1968 edition of his 
critical history- The Rise of the American Film (1939). 
78 Lewis Jacobs, The Rise of the American Film, A Critical History. With an Essay: 
Experimental Cinema in America, 1921-1947 (New York: Teachers College Press, 1968) 
571. 



53 
 

 By the 1960s, Whitney had been historicized and his films grouped as part of the 

“Second Film Avant-Garde that ended in 1954” in Sheldon Renan’s chapter ‘The West 

Coast Abstract School” of his 1967 book, with its subtitle “A Unique, Fully Illustrated 

Handbook to the Art of Underground Films and Their Makers.79”  Described as an 

“introduction to the underground film as it was circa spring 1966,” it only briefly 

acknowledged the release of Lapis.80 While generally describing the wave in which 

Whitney had been included, “filmmakers, their interest, energy, and finances exhausted, 

found themselves in a cul-de-sac,” Renan mentioned a “Whitney” (which Whitney one 

can only infer) in the list of “talented filmmakers” who have continued to make films.81 

This ‘cul-de-sac’ in “absolute animation” was also later examined by P. Adams Sitney. In 

his book Visionary Film, Sitney cited “James Whitney’s retirement after Lapis” (along 

with John Whitney’s silence and Len Lye’s fate) as attesting to “the exhaustion of a 

formalist cinema in America.”82 And in contrast to the New American Cinema of 1960s 

New York where P. Adams Sitney and Jonas Mekas were framing and articulating an 

avant-garde at odds with Hollywood film practice, James Whitney, in fact, lived in Studio 

City near Hollywood.  

 More recently, film historian David James identifies Mekas’s statement (1964), 

“American cinema remains in Hollywood and the New York underground” as an 

omission that does not take into account avant-garde filmmaking that was happening in 
                                                
79 Sheldon Renan, An Introduction to the American Underground Film (New York: 
Dutton, 1967), 93-96.  He states those films were “personal” and “made with integrity.” 
80 Renan, American Underground Film, 7. 
81 Ibid, 97. 
82 P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde, 1943 – 1978 (Oxford: 
Oxford Univ. Press, 1974), 302. 
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Hollywood as well.83  Besides geography, further complicating how Whitney’s work was 

perceived at the time was that filmmaking in the 1960s had also evolved in kind, 

especially as interdisciplinary artists engaged in new media, paralleling Whitney’s own 

interest in craft. For artists like Richard Serra, Tony Conrad, and Nancy Holt, working in 

a different media allowed for the opportunity to not follow and/ or question film 

conventions. Most significantly, the year after Lapis was released, a new film Wavelength 

(1967) was made by musician-cum-artist-cum-filmmaker Michael Snow (b. 1929), and it 

was hailed for its style and form. Coined a structural film – Wavelength, which, in many 

ways, was such an important film that it altered the way people would engage, view, and 

create films moving forward. It is a 45-minute long take of a New York apartment 

focusing on a yellow chair (one could make the case that it is one of the most viewed 

chair in the visual arts).  Michael Snow once addressed a conference of the Canadian 

Craftsmen’s Association in 1967. Regarding distinctions of art and crafts, he considered 

technology, handmade, utopian ideals, rhetorically stating,  "It’s interesting to consider 

the possibility of a Bob Dylan of pottery.”84  

Whitney	Speaks	
 
 Both James Whitney and Michael Snow shared catalogue pages, chapters, and the 

same film program in the traveling film exhibition “A History of the American Avant-

Garde Cinema,” which had its premiere at The Museum of Modern Art in 1976. The 

                                                
83 David E. James, The Most Typical Avant-Garde: History and Geography of Minor 
Cinemas in Los Angeles (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 11. 
84 Michael Snow and Louise Dompierre. The Collected Writings of Michael Snow. 
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American Federation of the Arts organized and developed the project to circulate to 

institutions, museums, universities, and libraries throughout the United States. Guest 

curated by John Hanhardt, Associate Curator of Film at the Whitney Museum of Art, 

thirty-eight films were selected, “out of a desire to increase understanding of the art of the 

film, and particularly that branch of filmmaking that is concerned with the use of the 

medium as a vehicle for personal expression.”85 The films had been subsequently 

categorized by the year range in which they had respectively been created into 

approximately 80 minute long programs: “1943-1948”,  “1949-1958”, “1959-1963”, 

“1963-1966”, “1966-1967”; “1967-1970”, “1970-1972.  Wavelength and Lapis were both 

included in the “1966-1967” program and Fred Camper’s accompanying essay, which 

examined the films and their respective techniques. While Snow’s Wavelength was 

examined at length, Whitney’s Lapis only received a brief acknowledgment by Camper 

who mentioned James Whitney’s Lapis once as a qualifying description to further support 

Jordan Belson’s film Samadhi (1967) and provide example of how, “sound in abstract 

filmmaking is often in danger of degenerating into a redundant accompaniment that 

imposes an alien rhythm on and makes it difficult.”86 

 Overall, Whitney’s inclusion in the Federation’s film initiative can be understood 

as validation of Whitney’s contributions to the history of filmmaking. Besides pointing 

                                                
85  Willard Van Dyke, “Preface,” A History of the American Avant-Garde Cinema (New 
York: The American Federation of the Arts, 1976), 9. 
86 Fred Camper, “1966-1968,” A History of the American Avant-Garde Cinema (New 
York: The American Federation of the Arts, 1976), 128. Camper continues to describe 
Lapis with its “elaborate shifting patterns” and offers the viewer the option of trying to 
tune out the soundtrack and concentrate on the “images alone” if he or she found it 
“reductive.”	
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out the asymmetrical treatment in Camper’s chapter, I highlight this film exhibition for its 

noteworthy role in adding to Whitney’s minor history.  Because of it, James Whitney is 

mentioned (along with other filmmakers) in Denise Hare’s Film column in Craft 

Horizons December 1975, in which she reviews the exhibition and makes the case for 

American Federation of the Arts’ mission to promote cinema. Hare notes that that an 

expert will accompany the exhibition wherever it goes in order to interpret the films for 

viewers who may see them as “obscure and esoteric exercises of a few passionate and 

misdirected artists.”87 The reference to Whitney in the pages of Craft Horizons for his 

filmmaking and not his pottery is ironic but expected as Whitney’s success as a potter 

was limited to Los Angeles.  

 More importantly, I mention the AFA exhibition to locate where Takashi 

Teramaye’s unpublished 1974 interview with James Whitney was first cited and note its 

informational absence in the contents of the catalog and Camper’s essay. The twenty-one 

page interview provides the most complete, primary record of Whitney’s consideration of 

his films and, subsequently, his pottery; however, it seems to have been largely 

overlooked or ignored, as there is no further references in the catalogue’s texts. In the 

interview, titled “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware: The Immanent World of James 

Whitney”, the filmmaker spoke in depth, breaking the silence, by providing a firsthand 

account of his career. Pointing out that Whitney “is far from being retired,” the document 

reads like a corrective to Whitney’s legacy in hopes that some of it would be 

                                                
87 Denise Hare, “Film,” Craft Horizons, December 1975, 61.  
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acknowledged and included in this new history.88 The first line of the interview states, 

“no informed history of Experimental film would be complete without reference to the 

Whitney brothers, John and James.”89  With mentions of T.S. Elliot, James Joyce, 

Gregory Bateson, G. Spencer Brown, Samuel Beckett, M.C. Richards, the interview is a 

dense, frank conversation with James Whitney, in which he linked his work in all media 

to literary, scientific, and spiritual sources while reminding the reader he had in fact not 

stopped filmmaking. The interview, coupled with his releasing of new films throughout 

the 1970s, had broken a silence seemingly informed by not only spiritual concepts but 

also notions of the ‘unknown craftsman,” which embodied tradition and technique over 

the ego, and were ultimately most formalized in this interview. In it, almost ten years 

after making Lapis, James Whitney framed his supposed break with film and explained 

his shift to pottery making in his own words. 

 

 

                                                
88 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 2.  It continues, “Despite the acclaim, 
the limited output has prompted P. Adams Sitney in his book 'Visionary Film' to refer to 
James Whitney's "retirement" after LAPIS.” 
89 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 1.	
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LAPIS AND WHITNEY’S TURN TO MAKING POTTERY  

Making	Lapis	
 
 In his book Expanded Cinema, Los Angeles Free Times critic/ writer Gene 

Youngblood opened the chapter “James Whitney’s Lapis: Cybernetic Philosopher’s 

Stone” with his own encounter with Whitney at his home in Studio City, California in the 

late 1960s.  

James Whitney’s cybernetic art seems totally removed from the idyllic scene in 
the serene Southern California garden where he has developed ceramic handicraft 
to a fine art in days of quiet meditation.90 

 

Originally published for Youngblood’s column “Intermedia,” James Whitney had shared 

his experiences with making Lapis several years beforehand. Youngblood’s description 

of Whitney making pottery was re-articulated throughout the next decade when the most 

influential and important books on the subject of avant-Garde/ experimental/ 

underground filmmaking were being initially published by several film historians who 

were coming to make sense of a nascent history that had remained under researched. 

Sheldon Renan, P. Adams Sitney, and Malcolm LeGrice –each made note of Whitney’s 

retirement or his engagement with pottery.91 The anecdote to further contextualize 

Whitney’s filmmaking seemed, in some cases, to have a different effect – one that instead 

                                                
90 Youngblood, Expanded Cinema, 222. 
91 P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Cinema, 302. 
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sometimes precluded him as a filmmaker, removing him from contemporary film 

discourse altogether. In the film magazine Field of Vision No. 3, 1977-1978, Steve 

Olswang, while describing the works of John Whitney and Jordan Belson, made the point 

of highlighting Whitney only to then remove him from the canon of current filmmakers 

making computer films:  

James Whitney cannot be included, as he no longer makes films. He refused to 
accept the time period a filmmaker must endure between his initial effort and the 
final outcome; he now works with ceramics…”92  
 

It is difficult to identify any one reason why Whitney, a filmmaker from the mid-1960s 

on, would so often be described in articles, reviews and anecdotes as no longer making 

films because he was making pottery instead. One possibility is that it had much in 

common with contemporary narratives surrounding the social and cultural concerns of 

“dropping out” or anecdotally expressed a period concerned with technological effects on 

man.  In terms of stopping filmmaking, several of Whitney's peers had. For example, 

besides filmmaking, Harry Smith had multiple roles as artist, music historian and 

archivist in New York. Fellow filmmaker and friend Jordan Belson had also stopped 

making films to devote time to Hatha yoga study in the 1960s.93  

 Most film historians and critics had explained Whitney’s decision to make 

ceramics within the framework of his later return to filmmaking and/or the frustration 

with making his celebrated film Lapis (1963-1966), which led him to the practice of 

Raku pottery. Film writings contemporaneous with James Whitney's "break" from 
                                                
92 Steve Olswang, “John Whitney and Jordan Belson: Beyond the Frame,” Field of 
Vision, Winter 1977-1978, ed. R.A. Haller (Pittsburgh: Pittsburgh Filmmakers, Inc., 
1978), 22-25.  
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filmmaking (1966-1973) also often followed his brother John Whitney’s description of 

events: when James Whitney was working on Lapis, he became frustrated with the 

tedious workings of the cam machine and, upon finishing it, gave up filmmaking. John 

Whitney had described the creation of Lapis leading up to his brother’s shift several 

times, and the account was subsequently republished in Film Culture, Experimental 

Animation: Origins of a New Art and Digital Harmony. 94 

 The aforementioned, intermittent releases of Whitney’s films may have also 

contributed to the perception that Whitney had stopped making films The time between 

each of his previous films, dated 1943, 1950-1957, and 1963-1966 respectively, is 

indicative of the patience, effort and time that Whitney had spent carefully detailing his 

animations.  Seemingly exasperated by the idea, film historian David Curtis had 

described in 1971 how it had taken, “James…almost fifteen years to complete just two 

films, one eight minutes long, the other ten minutes.”95 Whitney handmade the eight-

minute film Yantra (1950-57), taking more than a year, on the process of making the dot 

pattern animations.96  

 
                                                
94 Austin Lamont, “Interview with John Whitney (1970),” Digital Harmony: On the 
Complementarity of Music and Visual Art, John Whitney (Peterborough, New 
Hampshire: Byte Books, 1980), 180. John Whitney’s account evolves over time to better 
reflect his brother’s output once Dwija is made: “He’s not been making films since then” 
(pages 9-10) to “his [James Whitney’s] current film work is distinctive for its maturity 
and his philosophical mastery of his own personal form” (page180).  
95 David Curtis, Experimental Cinema (New York: Universe Books, 1971), 56. 
96 James Whitney, “Yantra,” New Magazine: Arts & Letters, May 1977 (Venice, 
California: Beyond Baroque Foundation), 31. In this issue, devoted to Los Angeles 
independent film, guest editor Grahame Weinbren identified film in his opening (page 4) 
as “an investigation of its properties is metaphorically a presentation of consciousness 
itself.”	
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He spent this time and effort on the materials because he had anticipated making a second 

Yantra, as he put it,  

That’s why I called it Yantra I. I intended to make Yantra II from the same base 
material, but this didn’t work out. The one film was exhausting enough. Today a 
computer with proper programing can work out these complexities. 97 
 

Fittingly, “Yantra” by its definition is a pre-industrial or pre-technical machine or 

instrument.98 However, to create Lapis (1963-66), Whitney had changed equipment and 

process and instead used an analogue computer that his brother guided him to create and 

assemble at his home. In 1963, over several months, John had helped James to build a 

copy of an optical cam machine, “fashioned from an old anti-gun aircraft gun 

mechanism,” providing him with instruction only.99 Indeed, John Whitney had long 

explored the potentiality of film technologies with his company Motion Graphics and his 

time at the Eames studio in the 1950s. Eventually, John Whitney received a grant in 1966 

from IBM to “explore the aesthetic potentials of computer graphics.”100 The original 

junked machine had been found in a surplus where John Whitney had acquired the 

‘obsolete’ device once valued at $33,000 for less than $200.101 When the copy of the 

machine was finally built and ready for use, James began working on Lapis: 

Whitney hand-painted glass plates with fields of dot patterns…These were placed 
on rotating tables beneath a vertically-mounted camera, The tables spun on their 

                                                
97 Ibid., 31. 
98 Heinrich Zimmer, Myths and Symbols in Indian Art and Civilization (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1946), 141.	
99 Creative Film Society, Cfs 1972 – 16 mm Film Rental & Sale Catalogue (Northridge, 
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100 Youngblood, Expanded Cinema, 208. 
101 John Whitney, “S.I.D Talk-Design Conference, Catalina, 1962,” Digital Harmony: On 
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own axes while simultaneously revolving around another axis, and at the same 
time moving horizontally across camera range.102 

 
While Whitney still handmade and painted each pattern on cel sheets, the former military 

machine reduced the time it took to make Lapis as compared to Yantra.103 The computer 

helped with “accuracy of animation where hundreds of tiny dots must be precisely 

superimposed and moved in infinitesimally small graduations.”104 However, issues arose. 

 John Whitney recollected that he was at an international experimental film 

festival of screenings and lectures in Belgium –  EXPRMNTL 3, which opened on 

December 25, 1963, through January 2, 1964. He believed that James must have become 

frustrated with the machine and had “finally reached that absolute end point.”105  James 

Whitney had pointed to the difficulties – the time-consuming process of using an 

analogue computer, as well as its frequent, mechanical breakdowns, stating that, “there 

were technical problems to cope with. The animation processes and the problems of 

instrumentations were very complex.”106 Due to the skill and attention to detail required 

to create his complex animations, Whitney’s practice, even more so with the analogue 

computer, lacked processes that lent themselves to the intuitions that Whitney had long 

used. James said,  

“That was because Lapis was near the end of what I could do. The machine 
restricted me; my fantasies couldn’t flow. Of course we’re in the most primitive  
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103 Ibid., 213. 
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stages of cybernetic art, but my inner imagery gave way at the same time that my 
outer ability to control the instrument broke down.”107 
 

John Whitney recalled that by the time he had returned from the festival, James Whitney 

had already removed all of the equipment from his studio, quoting his brother that he had 

done it “to preserve his sanity.” 108  Subsequently, James Whitney stopped working on 

Lapis, and “for a few years abstained from filmmaking altogether.”109 This version of the 

story highlights an undercurrent in thinking at the time of a growing technological shift 

that was out of sync with how man had long considered his role.  The film Lapis 

remained unfinished and “sat around in cans for two or three years” before James 

Whitney’s friend, San Francisco-based filmmaker Jordan Belson, an artist of mutual 

interest and output, “persuaded him to put it together in its present form.”110 Whitney’s 

‘break’ from filmmaking after Lapis was born of a larger frustration with the genre 

limitations of the animated/abstract/computer film – technically and artistically. 

Whitney’s choice in film titles Yantra (“a machine to stimulate inner visualizations, 

meditations, and experiences”) and Lapis (“a philosopher’s stone or aid to meditation”) 

help, at least, to characterize the variety of meanings and outcomes he associated with 

viewing his abstract images. The broken machine, the delays in production, and the film’s 

overall look were disconnected from the notions of harmony that Whitney had sought to 

synthesize in his art. While his work continued to address non-objective concerns of 

perception, form, and motion, his films – except for the technological advances – were 
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not addressing the issues imbued in the rough-hewn, anything-goes approaches to 

contemporary, avant-garde film of the New American Cinema of 1960s, where it had 

been acknowledged that  “the deprecation of craft is especially acute.”111 The avant-garde 

is “an oppositional film practice, and what it opposes is highly crafted, the unmasterful 

use of material should proudly be displayed as a mark of that opposition.” 112 

 Whitney had developed processes while making Yantra that he recognized as 

absent from Lapis, so he reconsidered the technical perfection in Lapis.  It is noted that he 

felt compelled to compensate by adding imperfections into the film – identified “as 

“momentary 'flaws', like a fleeting freeze in the action or a flash-frame from the 

beginning of a dissolve (again suggesting the cracks in Raku ware).”113 For Whitney to 

be consciously changing his film to masterfully include the ‘unmasterful’ indicates that 

Raku processes with their unexpected results had already informed the production of 

Lapis. Controlling accidents was a technique celebrated by West Coast writers like Alan 

Watts who popularized Zen, even categorizing it into ‘Square Zen’ and ‘Beat Zen’ in his 

book This is It and Other Essays (1958). Watts cited an anecdote of how bowls, used in 

Japanese tea ceremonies, had random cracks and drips on their surfaces, which 

highlighted and enhanced their beauty.114 Watts subsequently acknowledged the Chinese 

                                                
111 James Peterson, Dreams of Chaos, Visions of Order: Understanding the American 
Avant-garde Cinema (Detroit: Wayne State Univ. Press, 1994), 148. Peterson articulated 
“an assemblage strain” of experimental collage animations in terms of craft to better 
understand a filmmaker’s approach to materials. 
112 James Peterson, Dreams of Chaos, Visions of Order, 148.	
113 William Moritz, “Non-Objective Film: The Second Generation,” 67. 
114 Alan Watts, This Is It, and Other Essays on Zen and Spiritual Experience (New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1960), 96. “…first arose in the Far East in the appreciation of the rough 
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philosophical principle of order associated with controlling accidents. Termed li or 

“organic pattern,” Watts stated that li had been used to describe “the markings in jade, the 

grain in wood, and the fiber in muscle.”115 He defined this Taoist principle as something 

that the artist has to understand “as he knows how to grow his hair. He can do it again 

and again but never explain how.”116 

After	Lapis:	Whitney	Makes	Pottery	
 
 Perhaps most surprising, given the descriptions of Whitney making Lapis and his 

subsequent exploration of ceramics, was that, during the period between Lapis and his 

next film Dwija (1973-1975), Lapis was not only well distributed across the United States 

and internationally but was also subsequently celebrated by many. In the book 

Underground Film: A Critical History (1969) published by Grove Press, poet and critic 

Parker Tyler (1904-1974) described having seen Lapis at the 1967 New York Film 

Festival as “one of the most aesthetically satisfying abstract color films moving to music 

that I have ever seen.”117 British filmmaker and critic Malcolm LeGrice wrote that Lapis 

“is the best example of a meditative film-mandala made in the West Coast ethos.”118 

Whitney’s Lapis  (1963-1966), like his Yantra (1950-1957), is a film of a singular, 

artistic articulation of mandala-like patterns of elemental forms – the dot – that broadly 

                                                                                                                                            
texture of brushstrokes in calligraphy and painting, and in the accidental running of the 
glaze on bowls made for tea ceremony.” 
115 Alan Watts, This Is It, 97. 
116 Ibid.	
117 Parker Tyler, Underground Film: A Critical History (New York: Grove Press, 1969), 
156. 
118 Malcolm Le Grice, Abstract Film and Beyond (Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1981), 
80.	
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allude to the unseen or unknown chemical reactions, nuclear fissures, space travel, or the 

inner workings of an awakened and aware mind.  

 In the 1972 edition of Creative Film Society’s cfs 16 mm film rental & sale 

catalogue (with cover design by Whitney), the entry for Lapis lists the film having been 

shown at the following events and festivals: 

• 1966 University of California LSD Conference 
• 1967 New York Film Festival 
• 1967 Ann Arbor Film Festival (Award) 
• 1967 University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee Film Festival (Award) 
• 1967 Cranbrook Academy of Art Film Festival (Award) 
• 1967 Kenyon Film Makers Festival (Award) 
• 1967 University of Santa Clara Film Festival (Award) 
• 1967 Denison University Film Festival (Award) 
• 1967 Rhode Island Art Festival (Award) 
• 1967 New York Festival at the New School for Social Research (Award) 
• 1967 Foothill Film Festival (Award) 
• 1967 Second City Film Festival (Award) 
• 1968 London Film Festival 
• 1969 Edinburgh Film Festival  
• 1970 International Design Conference in Aspen119 

 
 Lapis with its added soundtrack of Ravi Shankar’s droning sitars and psychedelic 

visual imagery was successful in part because it had aesthetic similarities to 

contemporary fashions of spirals, vortices, and Op-art. Even with its popularity, by 1967, 

Whitney was fully engaged in the practice of ceramics, and, as John Whitney had 

suggested, James “perfected a skill at producing Raku pottery, a natural antidote.”120 

Whitney had purchased an electric kiln as early as December 1964, per a gas burner 

receipt, found in James Whitney’s collection of pottery books, specifically inside a copy 

                                                
119 Creative Film Society. Cfs 1972 – 16 mm Film Rental & Sale Catalogue, Lapis entry. 
120 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 9-10.	
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of the American Craft-Council-produced book Kiln Construction (1965) by Raku 

proponent Paul Soldner, a resource providing instruction to studio potters to build kilns 

on their own. The receipt was for a Venturi Burner, most likely used for a smaller-size 

kiln. The receipt dates to 1964 and currently stands as the earliest documentation of 

James Whitney actively engaged with pottery making. His nephew John Whitney Jr. 

suggests that Whitney had several kilns at his home (Figure 25).121 

 

 
Figure 25. Kiln at Whitney's home. Undated photograph by William Moritz. Moritz Collection, 
Center for Visual Music.  

 

In addition, he had purchased and used an early-production potter’s wheel manufactured 

by Paul Soldner (Figures 26 and 27). Soldner made the wheels in small production runs 

                                                
121 John Whitney, Jr., Phone conversation with the author, July 26, 2015. 
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in his garage.122  His innovations to the “traditional flywheel” included making it of 

reinforced concrete, using a welded steel frame, and “invented the half-splash pan.”123 

Calling the wheel low-tech, Soldner recognized that its simple design meant that it would 

function longer and “with less headaches and less frustration” – a stark contrast to the 

analogue computer which had been installed at Whitney’s home.124  

 

 
Figure 26. James Whitney's Kick Wheel. Photograph by Braden Malnic, The Fischinger Trust. 

 

 

                                                
122 Oral history interview with Paul Soldner, 2003 Apr. 27-28, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution. 
123 Paul Soldner Kickwheel Brochure advertising Kick Wheel Model Nos. 313 and 315, 
and Power Kick Wheel Model No. 344, undated, Collection of Bluebird Manufacturing.	
124 Oral history interview with Paul Soldner, 2003 Apr. 27-28, Archives of American Art, 
Smithsonian Institution.	
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Figure 27. Image of Model No 315, an Early Soldner Kickwheel Brochure. Courtesy of Bluebird. 

 

 Whitney explained that his “learning process of throwing, glazing, (9) firing was 

at the beginning, and in three or four years I realized that it was basically the process and 

the learning that was the most fascinating.”125 By the period  (1968-1970), Whitney’s 

practice had matured, and more evidence exists that he began sharing his pottery. 

Records show that, in 1969, Whitney put eighteen ceramic works in private hands, 

including family and friends like William Moritz and Edmund Teske. Many of those 

receiving a work were noted with the dated “12/69” likely indicating that Whitney gave 

the ceramics as holiday gifts.126 Whitney also began exhibiting his work in at least one 

group show as well as showing his pottery in galleries and in shops on consignment.  

 
                                                
125 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 8-9. 
126 William Moritz, Notes on pottery shows, unpublished. 
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 In the summer of 1968, Whitney was among thirty-five other artists whose pottery 

were included in an exhibition of ceramic objects in the “oriental raku style.”127 Held at 

the Fine Arts Gallery of California State College at Los Angeles, the exhibition was 

reported as well attended, “drawing large numbers of visitors and hobbyists” that 

summer, with the show ending August 9th.128  The exhibition was curated by California 

State College instructor Fidel Danieli (1938-1988) who had also contributed to Artforum 

in the 1960s and wrote early reviews for California artists, like Billy Al Bengston, Bruce 

Nauman, Robert Graham, and George Herms.129 On Sunday, October 6, 1968, Los 

Angeles Times published “Potter’s Art” a short article by Beverly Johnson who 

highlighted some of the Raku ware that was featured in the exhibition, including a ‘jar by 

James Whitney.130  Johnson summarized the Raku process and its tradition, while 

connecting the practice with contemporary potters. Of Whitney’s work, she wrote, “The 

fine jar by James Whitney, below, is struck with the lively calligraphic type of 

ornamentation favored by traditional Japanese ceramicists, like Hanawa.”131 While the 

image of the jar is hard to detail in the reproduction, this jar is characteristic of his style –

an earthenware vessel with layered brushstroke, a muted luminescence (Figure 28). 

 
                                                
127 "Other 18 -- no Title." 1968. Los Angeles Times (1923-Current File), Aug 04, 10-c11. 
http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/156011655?accountid=14541. 
128 "Events Slated at Cal State." 1968. Los Angeles Times (1923-Current File), Jul 29, 1-
c8. http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/156009882?accountid=14541. 
129 Rihoko Ueno, “Biographical note, page 2,” A Finding Aid to the Fidel Danieli 
papers,1962-1987, Archives of American Art, Smithsonian Institution. 
130 Beverly Johnson, 1968. "Potters' Art." Los Angeles Times (1923-Current File), Oct 
06, 2-o58. 
http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/156122185?accountid=14541. 
131 Beverly Johnson, "Potters' Art," Oct 6, 1968.	



71 
 

 
Figure 28. Photograph of Whitney Raku pot from Los Angeles Times, July 29, 1968, Photograph 
Credit: Bob Lopez, ProQuest Historical Newspapers. 

  

 The pottery mentioned in the short article of highlights also included Dorothy 

Lash, Lori Middleton, Thomas Ferriera, and Gordon Thorpe. Thomas Ferriera was a 

Long Beach-based ceramicist and professor whose work had been included in important 

craft books highlighting the region – Craft Horizons Craftsmen of the Southwest (circa 

1965) and The Craftsman Lifestyle- The Gentle Revolution (1976). Ceramicist Gordon 

Thorpe too had been included in California Design shows at the Pasadena Museum of Art  
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in the 1960s, and had been identified as one of the installers of John Mason’s work White 

Cross, 1964, before a photo shoot (Figure 29).132 

 

 
Figure 29. "Setting up photo shoot of John Mason's sculpture," 1964, from left to right: Corwin 
"Corky" Clairmont, Jerry Averian, Gordon Thorpe, John Mason. Image taken from Clay's Tectonic 
Shift, 1956-1968 (2012). 

 

 Whitney kept record of when his pottery was shown in gallery or shops in the 

greater LA area. In August 1968, his work was shown at the Orlando Gallery in Encino 

California, formerly a dance studio before it turned its focus on art.133  Phil Orlando and 

partner Bob Gino worked owned and ran the gallery, and, according to Selling your 
                                                
132 Mary Davis MacNaughton, ed., Clay's Tectonic Shift, 1956-1968: John Mason, Ken 
Price, Peter Voulkos (Los Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 2012), Cover and Backflap. 
133 Jeff Snapp, “Administrative History,” Finding Aid to the Orlando Gallery Records 
Coll2013.038, 2014. ONE National Gay & Lesbian Archives, USC Libraries, University 
of Southern California.	
http://www.oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/c8j67m30/admin/#ref352 
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Crafts and Art in Los Angeles (1974), were “open to new talent.”134 In addition to 

showcasing California pottery, Orlando Gallery “embraced new media and 

techniques…including assemblage, body art, collage, conceptual art, construction, copy 

art, finish-fetish, furniture, mail art, microfiche, mixed-media, op art, performance art, 

photography, pop art, process art, sound art, video art, xerography.”135 Whitney’s 

ceramics were shown through January 1970, and, during that time, Whitney sold at least 

$72.00 worth of pottery.136   In December 1969, Whitney’s ceramics were then also 

available at LOVECRAFT, located on 8611 Melrose in West Hollywood.137   Whitney’s 

pottery at Orlando Gallery was likely sold on consignment, and he illustrated records of 

his work, with pricing (Figure 30). 

 

                                                
134  Lila Weingarten and Kendall Taylor, Selling your Crafts and Art in Los Angeles, (Los 
Angeles, CA: Wollstonecraft, 1974), 82.	
135 Jeff Snapp, “Administrative History,” Finding Aid to the Orlando Gallery Records 
Coll2013.038, In 1974, Bob Gino and Philip Orlando also produced a catalogue on 
ceramics, Pottery 1880-1960.   
136 William Moritz, Notes on pottery shows, unpublished, Moritz Collection, Center for 
Visual Music. Notes state “$21.00” in 1968, and “$33.00 and $18.00” in 1969, though 
there is no clarification on whether this is sales or profit. 
137 William Moritz, Notes on pottery shows, unpublished. Records state that $12.50 worth 
of pots was sold.	
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Figure 30. Illustrations pricing Whitney's works, undated. James Whitney Collection, Center for 
Visual Music. 

 

 Additionally, Whitney’s ceramic works were available at Earthworks on Sunset 

Boulevard in December 1968 through November 1970.138 Earthworks was a 

gallery/space that was part of The Other End of Sunset Association – a series of twelve 

businesses (proprietors of vintage clothing, jewelry and craft shops) located on Sunset 

Boulevard, in 1960s Silver Lake and Echo Park.139 Other Association stores included 

                                                
138 Ibid. 
139 Jane Wilson, "Commerce in Hippieland," Los Angeles Times, Jan 28, 1968.  5-b16. 
http://search.proquest.com.mutex.gmu.edu/docview/155805395?accountid=14541. 
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“Dory’s Love, The Glass Farmhouse, First National Nothing, [and] The Familiar.” One 

shop Jabberwock was described as a project that opened in May 1968 as a result of the 

cancellation of “the second week of the Ventura County Renaissance Pleasure Fair,” 

since many craftspersons needed a space to sell their work –pottery jewelry, clothes, 

leather goods, sculptures, mobiles, and felt wall hangings. The association had been 

partly organized to produce ads together and thus share advertising costs in newspapers 

like the Los Angeles Free Press (Figure 35). In her 1968 article “Commerce in 

Hippieland” for the Los Angeles Times, Jane Wilson wrote of the stores, “looking at all 

this, I wondered for a second just how may rough pottery mugs and dark brown lumpoid 

vases could be absorbed by any given community, however intrepid in consumption.” In 

the case of Whitney’s ceramics at Jabberwock’s neighbor Earthworks, perhaps Whitney 

was able to have many of his own lumpoid vases purchased as records indicate that he 

had sold many pieces there – over three hundred dollars’ worth.140 During October and 

November 1969, sixteen of his ceramic works were sold.141 

 

                                                
140 William Moritz, Notes on pottery shows, unpublished, Moritz Collection, Center for 
Visual Music. 
141 William Moritz, Notes on pottery shows, unpublished.	
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Figure 31. The Other End of Sunset Shops Advertisement, Taken from Los Angeles Free Press, Nov. 
22, 1968, 17. Archives and Special Collections at the Thomas J. Dodd Research Center, University of 
Connecticut, Independent Voices, an Open Access Collection of an Alternative Press. 

 

John	Whitney	and	Technology	
 
 The accounts by James Whitney and others suggest that Whitney seemed to 

recognize that the analog computer that he had used to make films did not provide the 

immediacy of satisfaction of other artistic practice. Working with clay and one’s hands  
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contrasted with analogue computer filmmaking as Youngblood  had described the early 

computer film process: 

That is at least a basic element of the final image we see on the screen must first 
be drawn, photographed, pasted together, or otherwise assembled before  it is fed 
into the analogue equipment for processing. This means that a great deal of 
handicraft still is involved, though its relation to the final output is minimal. The 
original input may be as simple as a moire pattern or as complex as a syncrestic 
field of hand-painted dots – but some form of handmade or physically 
demonstrable information is required as input in the absence of conventional 
computer software.142 

 In 1946, the Whitney brothers wrote as much about the limitations of using 

machine-made art while embracing the notion that new technologies and film practice 

were fundamental to their Five Film Exercises (1943-1944). Citing Marcel Duchamp as 

an artist who emphasized the machine’s integral role to contemporary artistic practice in 

the 20th century, they wrote what could have been written in the 1960s regarding James 

Whitney’s own experience with Lapis:  

But the machine is yet a poorly integrated, clumsily handled invention else man 
would not be face to face with its destiny by it today. Personal contact with new 
creative fields by way of the machine would hardly be worth struggling after were 
it not for the tremendous variety of new clay to be found there, its universality and 
its close kinship with modern experience.143 

Foreshadowing the difficulties that James Whitney would be subjected to using the cam 

machine, this statement is also indicative of the framing in which John Whitney had long 

understood his brother’s experience in relation to his own. For John Whitney, the pursuit 

of the avant-garde in postwar abstract filmmaking was also intrinsic to the pursuit of 

                                                
142 Youngblood, Expanded Cinema, 213. 
143 John Whitney and James Whitney, “Audio-Visual Music and Program Notes (1946),”   
Digital Harmony: On the Complementarity of Music and Visual Art, John Whitney 
(Peterborough, New Hampshire: Byte Books, 1980), 147-148.	
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“new clay” – technologies (mainly, the computer). To know what one wanted to create 

also meant that the means needed to exist already or be created, and “inevitably, form 

under this circumstance has been preeminently interrelated with technique.”144  

 In 1980, John Whitney had suggested that his own motivation in striving for new 

technologies in computer animation was to possibly match the artistic talents of his 

brother James whom he had “admired and envied his patience, discipline, and 

craftsmanship.”145  He knowingly recognized the irony that his own desires (“curiously”) 

led him to “probe deeper into the maelstrom of electro-optical machine technology -- 

largely by way of machines – was ostensibly to match what he had made by hand.”146 In 

a 1969 interview, John Whitney provided a lengthy account of the films made both him 

and his brother, and he spoke of how issues of technology were increasingly integral to 

his own filmmaking, and, in fact, his legacy. John Whitney described how he perceived 

his ambitions eclipsed by the lack of tools that his films anticipated.147 Others too 

assessed the results of computers to animate films by Stan VanDerBeek, John Whitney 

and James Whitney as “interesting but rudimentary.”148 When describing the permeating 

effects of computer storage on his processes, John Whitney reflected on the idea of time 
                                                
144 John Whitney and James Whitney, “Audio-Visual Music and Program Notes (1946),” 
144. 
145 John Whitney, Digital Harmony, 9. 
146 Ibid., 9. 
147 Richard Brick, “John Whitney Interview” Film Culture, Spring 1972, Approximately 
forty pages (39-73) were devoted to an interview of John Whitney conducted by Richard 
Brick, dated 12/30/1969. 
148 Lenny Lipton, Independent Filmmaking (San Francisco: Straight Arrows Books, 
1972), 416. Later removed from the revised edition, filmmaker Lenny Lipton’s last 
chapter “Mixed Bag” included a section on Computer Films in which he sums up the 
rotational techniques of computer animation as “old hat.” He also ruminates on the man-
made, machine-made, and the future potential of the “mind-made.”	
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and, specifically, how his work “has never been real time in their creation” like playing a 

musical instrument and developing “a dexterity you really feel and can respond to your 

momentarily, moment for moment feeling.”149 Clearly, this rumination was related to 

how he viewed his computer animations and the use of the optical printer, with their 

delays, compared to the artwork of his own wife Jackie, an abstract painter, and to his 

brother James’s work with ceramics. He continued, quoted in full: 

“This has been the story of my life. Incidently, here is a nice anecdote: it’s the 
story of my brother’s life. I mean here is the twist in James’ life. Three or four 
years ago he reached a point where he was so frustrated because of this separation 
and because of the mechanical breakdowns and so on, he just accepted the fact 
that he was not personally, emotionally disposed to deal with this thing. He 
chucked out all film-making completely and he’s potting now. And what is he 
doing he is feeling and shaping a thing in his hand and he is having that direct 
experience in the relationships. And up until this time, all of us messing around 
with abstract design, to be experienced sitting in the theater and watching it before 
your eyes; the making of it is a chasm, a mile deep from what gets up there on 
screen.150 

 
 John Whitney’s description of his brother’s potting as compared to more recent 

contemporary activities in technology and art is an example of a timely rhetoric that had 

been embraced in contemporary writings. Man’s relationship with new technologies 

discussed in books as varied as Leo Marx’s Machine in the Garden (1964), Jacques 

Ellul’s The Technological Society (1964) and Arthur Koestler’s Lotus and The Robot 

(1960) had long found historical precedence in the nineteenth century. John Ruskin 

(1819- 1900), a proponent of the Arts & Crafts movements, had warned that the use of 

machines in ornamentation and cast-iron work could emphatically, “make us shallower in 

our understandings, colder in our hearts, and feebler in our wits.” Besides his issue with 
                                                
149 Richard Brick, “John Whitney Interview,” 66.  
150	Ibid, 67.	
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technology and industrialization in creative processes, Ruskin also identified craft in its 

expanded sense – with effects transvalued to the spiritual, psychological, and emotional. 

In his passage on “The Lamp of Life,” Ruskin passionately stated the case for handicraft 

over mechanism, 

It does not become our immortality to take an ease inconsistent with its authority, 
nor to suffer any instruments with which it can dispense, to come between it and 
the things it rules: and he who would form the creations of his own mind by any 
other instrument than his own hand, would also if he might, give grinding organs 
to Heaven’s angels, to make their music easier. There is dreaming enough, and 
earthiness enough, and sensuality enough in human existence without turning the 
few glowing moments of it into mechanism; and since our life must at best be but 
a vapor that appears for a little time and then vanishes away, let at least appear as 
a cloud in the height of Heaven, not as the thick darkness that broods over the 
blast of the Furnace, and rolling of the Wheel. (166-167) Ruskin, The Seven 
Lamps of Architecture151 

Ruskin’s passages are a precursor to a nostalgia and moralism that would also re-appear 

in American studio craft. Coupled with these sentiments of revival, utopian, ideals, and a 

return to the past, postwar art and craft critics also approached engagement with 

technology in the context of atomic and nuclear weapons, cybernetics, computers, and 

space exploration. 

Craft	and	Perception	
 
 In 1968, Rose Slivka, editor of Craft Horizons, had also identified this critical 

perspective and saw the resurgence in the interest in craft and its manufacture as a result 

of an inability to fully understand and comprehend “the most powerful forces of our 

environment – electronic and atomic, inner and outer space, speed a— [which] are 

                                                
151 John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture (New York: Farrar, Strauss and 
Giroux, 1981), 166-167. 
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invisible to the naked eye.”152 In a later article “The Persistent Object”, she described 

“the handscraftsman” as both the “enemy of mechanical mindlessness” and  “utterly 

surrounded by the magnitude of an automated technology that can not only destroy the 

world he lives in but create another at the push of a button.”153  Slivka’s statements were 

echoed by New Yorker film critic Pauline Kael’s identification of a similar trait in New 

American Cinema, (as these experimental films of the 1960s were referred), “something 

related to absorption in technique is involved in the enthusiasm of young people for what 

is called the New American Cinema, though these films are often made by those who 

reject craftsmanship as well as meaning, who tend to equate technique with science and 

with the production of the Bomb.” 154 

 Much like how Whitney approached the making of his films, what could be 

described as formally a bowl or vase was actually created with a multifaceted 

understanding of his own artistic and craft processes (Figure 32). As Whitney had 

admired M.C. Richards for her “total responsibility” as an artist interconnected in the 

world, Whitney’s holistic comprehension of his work also considered positive theories on 

cybernetics and advanced technologies. 

 

                                                
	
153 Rose Slivka, ed., The Crafts of the Modern World (New York: Horizon Press, 1968), 
20.  
154 Kael, Pauline, I Lost it at the Movies (Boston: Little, Brown, 1965), 17.	
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Figure 32. Whitney in workspace surrounded by film stills, ink brush works, and pottery. Undated 
photograph by William Moritz, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music. 

 

 Integral to all of Whitney’s work were the then-contemporary theories of pattern 

recognition, whole systems, and perception. Whitney was familiar with the works of 

anthropologist and cyberneticist Gregory Bateson (1904-1980), citing him in his 

unpublished interview. In his own library, there was a paperback copy of Steps to an 

Ecology of Mind (1972), an anthology that included a1967 position paper “Style, Grace, 

and Information in Primitive art” in which Bateson raised questions about the forms of 

psychic integration in art (for him, a non-verbal language). While drawing distinctions 

between consciousness and unconsciousness process of the mind, Bateson stated that “the 

unconsciousness associated with habit is an economy both of thought and of 
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consciousness; and the same is true of the process of perception.”155 Bateson continued 

that one does not require to know how one perceives only that one knows what one 

perceives.156 Skill is identified as an indicator of “the presence of large unconscious 

components.”157 The crux of Bateson’s explanation is one of the key components that 

characterizes craft, its effect on the maker, and how it informs artistic practice. Quoted in 

full, Bateson suggests, 

The sensations and qualities of skill can never be put in words, and yet the fact of 
skill is conscious. The artist’s dilemma is of a peculiar sort. He must practice in 
order to perform the craft components of his job. But to practice has a double 
effect. It makes him, on the one hand, more able to do whatever it is he is 
attempting; and, on the other hand, by the phenomenon of habit formation, it 
makes him less aware of how he does it.”158 
 

 Whitney also called his own pottery making “a period of shift towards a new 

dimension” and stated that he “felt the need for change in habit patterns of seeing and 

conceiving.”159  The statement situates Whitney’s concerns about “habit” in 

contemporaneous craft discourse.  In the beginning of her seminal article “A New 

Ceramic Presence,” for the July/August 1961 Craft Horizons, Rose Slivka stated much 

the same thing:  “ceramics also has broken new ground and challenged past traditions, 

suggested new meanings and possibilities to old functions and habits of seeing.”160  By 

the article’s end, Slivka had described “a groping for a new aesthetic . . . or perhaps a 
                                                
155 Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind (New York: Ballantine Books, 1972), 
136. 
156 Gregory Bateson, Steps to an Ecology of Mind, 136. 
157 Ibid., 137. 
158 Ibid., 138. 
159 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 8. 
160 Rose Slivka, “The New Ceramic Presence.” Ceramic Art: Comment and Review 1882- 
1977, ed. Garth Clark, 131-43. (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1978), 131. 
	



84 
 

new anti-aesthetic to break visual patterns that no longer suffice.”161  More so, she 

acknowledged that in arts in general, “we are in the presence of a quest for a deeper 

feeling of presence.”162 These passages, rhetorical in nature, also seem to articulate very 

succinctly some of Whitney’s own concerns with filmmaking and what he had referenced 

as a lack of immediacy with the creative process and material of film. The expression in 

craft also echoes the contemporary use of expanded and is found in Youngblood’s 

clarification of the definition of “expanded cinema.” The term did not mean “computer 

films, video phosphors, atomic light, or spherical projections”; instead, expanded cinema 

meant “expanded consciousness.”163 Youngblood continued that, “expanded cinema isn’t 

a movie at all: like life it’s a process of becoming, man’s ongoing historical drive to 

manifest his consciousness outside of his mind, in front of his eyes.”164   

 Besides the immediate differences between the process of filmmaking and pottery 

craft, imperative to avant-garde/experimental filmmakers was also a concern for ways of 

looking and thus providing the viewer with new experiences and expressions of 

subjectivity. For Whitney who created visualizations of non-existent and abstract forms, 

pottery was another creative articulation of similar principles. Identifying one of craft’s 

inherent qualities, Whitney learned pottery by engaging in the practice of making pottery, 

and, more so, he identified in the act that perhaps the revelatory and heightened 

experiences that he had anticipated evoking in viewers of his films could be 

approximated through the direct experience of potting. This emphasis on the immediacy 
                                                
161 Rose Slivka, “The New Ceramic Presence,”142. 
162 Ibid., 142.	
163 Gene Youngblood, Expanded Cinema (New York: Dutton, 1970), 41. 
164 Youngblood, Expanded Cinema, 41.	
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of craft and object making as well as how it informs perception had, in fact, long been 

articulated and can be cited in the how-to books of Bernard Leach, Marguerite 

Wildenhain, Daniel Rhodes, and Mary Caroline Richards, all of whom were included in 

Whitney’s library. Such a complexity would have been of particular interest to Whitney 

who, like other artists and craftspeople of his day, extensively studied Vedanta, Jungian 

mysticism, Zen Buddhism, and the I Ching and who, in his art, and more wholly in his 

own way of life, sought to synthesize these varying beliefs. Whitney recognized that “the 

Buddha mind is the ordinary mind” and noting composer John Cage, Whitney defined his 

shift in artistic process as important to making,  

…when you’re really involved with the thing you want to experience, you stop 
conceiving it. If you’re familiar with Zen you know that intellectual 
conceptualization is one of the barriers to experience. Art finally becomes a 
barrier to accepting what IS.165 
 

Cage described the approach as open-mindedness while Watts stated that “the point… of 

these arts is the doing them rather than the accomplishments. But, more than this, the real 

joy of them lies in what turns up unintentionally in the process.”166 Contemporary 

writings on Zen refer to Satori, no-mind or no-mindedness and that “the avoidance of all 

qualities as a pre-requisite to true seeing, and so no-mind” find virtue in “notions of 

purity, quietness, and emptiness.”167 

 

                                                
165 Gene Youngblood, “Intermedia,” Los Angeles Free Press, March 14, 1969, 27. 
166 Alan Watts, The Way of Zen (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971), 197. “For points of 
arrival are too abstract…it is all very much like eating the precise ends of a banana 
without getting what lies in between.”  
167 Ernest Wood, Zen Dictionary (New York: Philosophical Library, 1962), 95-96. Entry 
for ‘No-Mind’	
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 Whitney determined that his experience with creating Lapis had led him to 

becoming a potter as he wanted “a complete emptying of the mind and felt strongly that 

conceiving was a great barrier to seeing without an image.”168 Western enthusiasm had 

increased for understanding Chinese and Japanese aesthetics and Zen Buddhism (Japan) 

or Chan (Chinese Zen) – all of which were popularized by the Japanese author D.T. 

Suzuki, the philosopher Alan Watts, and the composer John Cage. Subsequently, artists 

and craftspeople were interested in how process informed consciousness.  In describing a 

Shino bowl (Figure 38) as an example of “Zen Ceramic Art,” Thomas Hoover wrote that 

its “deliberately imperfect shape, glaze, and decoration are all a device to lead the mind 

past any impulse toward easy categorization to a direct experiencing of its surface 

texture, material, and process of creation.” 169 Indeed, Bernard Pyron wrote in Artforum, 

on these confluences of Asian aesthetics on perception, contemporary art and ceramics, in 

this passage: 

A function pot can have an enormous amount of life in its form and glaze pattern. 
Minute differences in form, in the fingermade spiraling ribs that record form is 
not a matter of design, but rather of creating with the hands and with the wheel a 
work of beauty and utility. Wet clay is flexible enough to allow the potter to 
express, perhaps without knowing, the subtlest of spontaneous impulses that 
modify his image of traditional forms. In many ways the making and appreciation 
of this art requires more subtle perception than painting or sculpture.170 

 

                                                
168 Whitney, “Towards Being Choicelessly Aware,” 8. 
169 Thomas Hoover, Zen Culture (New York: Vintage, 1978), 190. 
170 Bernard Pyron, “Tao and Dada of Recent American Ceramic Art,” 41-42. 
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Figure 33. Photograph of a "Shino Bowl (Momoyama)," taken from Thomas Hoover's Zen Culture 
(1977). 

 

 Contemporary art in the 1960s, especially in Los Angles focused on issues of 

perception, and the craft of Raku pottery allowed for similar explorations occur.171 With 

the convergence of interest in crafted studio pottery, the representation of ceramic artists 

at Ferus Gallery (1957-1966), and the artistic developments of those who would become 

conceptual and ‘Light and Space’ artists, perception was explored where the smallest, 

imperceptible result of a creative process was in some ways just as important as other 

more recognizable elements. In an interview, California artist Robert Irwin (b. 1928) 

recalled as much about his own time at the Ferus Gallery, where another artist Alan 

Lynch had a small collection of Raku pottery that he had shared with Irwin over dinner:  

                                                
171 Gene Youngblood, “Acid Mantra: Radical Revolution or Involuntary Evolution” Los 
Angeles Free Press, October 4, 1968, 47. Youngblood says, “Contemporary art is about 
perception.” 
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 And then he would set a box on the table.  And the box would be beautifully tied 
 in a-beautiful little box the way the Japanese can do things like that.  And then 
 you untie it, and you take the lid off, and there’ s a soft sack in there.  And you 
 take it out, and it has a string bow.  You open it, and you take out a small 
 cup.  The genius of that is, at that point, you’ re at the level where a thumb mark 
 counts.  I’m at that point where I’m trying to-by going down in size-it taught me 
 something about scale, which people don’ t pay enough attention to.172  

Irwin recognized the scale of the just perceivable in pottery and that translated to his own 

work.173 For Whitney whose filmmaking required care and control for every added mark, 

especially thumb marks, to each cel sheet, what could be made visible of the creative act 

(‘the human’) did not translate to the same relief and responsiveness that he may have 

identified in his own growing interest in Raku pottery. Japanese ceramics, with Raku and 

tea bowl traditions, were often used as examples in Zen and Eastern thought with “its 

recognition of the mundane as of equal importance with the spiritual. It held that in the 

great relation of things there was no distinction of small and great, an atom possessing 

equal possibilities with the universe.”174   In 1982, Moritz wrote about how he was 

“enchanted” with one of Whitney’s last ceramic works, and the “veritable calligraphy of 

abstract gesture-strokes impressed in it.” Detailing its plum glaze and crackle celadon, 

Moritz described the pot’s surface and the results of Whitney’s “calligraphic strokes 

                                                
172 Oral history interview with Robert Irwin, 2013 February 9- May 11, Archives of 
American Art, Smithsonian Institution.   
173 Robert Irwin created a series of works in the late 1950s including a painting Black 
Raku (1959) that evoke hare’s fur and tortoiseshell glazes from Song Period ceramics. 
174 Kakuzō Okakura, The Book of Tea. (New York: Dover Publications, 1964), 28. The 
passage continues “The seeker for perfection must discover in his own life the reflection 
of the inner light.” 
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drawn in wax with the finger tip before glazing.”175 The processes achieved by Whitney 

in his pottery result, especially in very characteristics of this vessel below, in harmony 

between many opposites: positive and negative, part and whole, light and dark, and the 

mundane and the significant (Figure 34). 

 

 
Figure 34. "Whitney Ceramic #33. (9.5” high, 5” wide at the handles, 4” body diameter). Undated 
Photograph by William Moritz, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music. 

 

                                                
175 Letter from William Moritz to Louise Beaudet, of Le Cinematheque Quebecoise, 
January 31, 1982, Moritz Collection, Center for Visual Music. 
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CONCLUSION 

The personal film is thriving in the sixties, and at no other time in the history of film have 
so many artists been drawn to this medium. Yet the visual achievements of the artist on 
film are relatively unknown. The short but brilliant films of Oscar Fischinger, Len Lye, 
Norman McLaren, the Whitney brothers, Harry Smith and Jordan Belson have yet to be 
seen, admired and encouraged by a large audience. 
 
- Adrienne Mancia and Willard Van Dyke, “Four Artists as Film-makers,” Art in America 
January-February 1967 (p64) 
 
 Even in 1967, during Lapis’s successes at screenings and festivals and shows, 

there existed laments that James Whitney’s films had not been widely seen. Almost fifty 

years on, those words regarding James Whitney are still true – much of Whitney’s work 

after making Lapis (1963-66) has remained largely unseen and unavailable. By 

highlighting how two disciplines at the margins of artistic practice both drew the 

attention of James Whitney, an artist on the boundaries of each, I recognize that 

Whitney’s creativity is to be appreciated on as many levels as his work allows. To that 

end, I consider this paper to be a corrective promoting Whitney’s rarely seen – if not 

unknown – pottery. That said, opportunities exist to fully examine James Whitney’s body 

of ceramic work. Whitney chose to give his work to friends and family and only sold in a 

limited manner. Because of the reasons associated with his making of pottery, most of it 

seems to exist in archives, with family, and with a few friends. While this paper’s focus 

excluded a full examination of his pottery, Whitney’s body of ceramic work is available 

in personal collections and not included in any public collections. There is ample 
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opportunity for Whitney to be included into studio craft’s critical history of a vibrant 

moment in mid-century Los Angeles.  

 By exploring Whitney's history as a ceramicist, underexplored relationships also 

emerged in terms of studio craft and the strains of filmmaking known as ‘experimental, 

personal, abstract, underground, avant-garde, and/or expanded.’ In fact, these marginal 

genres of film and postwar studio craft can be understood relationally by what they are 

(experimental , abstract, poetic, honest, intimate, expressive, one-of-a-kind), or by what 

they are not (factory, profitable, mass-produced, impersonal, practical).  

 Mekas’s reference to Whitney ‘working in almost silence’ is telling because 

Whitney’s supposed silence had a plurality of meanings. The contemporary landscape in 

terms of the dissemination of information via the media (largely national periodicals, and 

regional journals and newspapers) is noteworthy in terms of how art, craft, and film were 

separated and organized. Researching Whitney, whose work intersected various 

materials, required an interdisciplinary approach to source material. The evolution from 

craft to art had been well-documented in the pages of Artforum, whose offices were 

located in California through much of the 1960s, contemporaneous with and in proximity 

to most of the potters who were expanding the clay medium.  In Artforum’s second issue, 

these new ceramics were discussed in John Coplans’1963 article “Sculpture in 

California.”176 In fact, the period in which Whitney was making pottery coincided with 

an increase in the publications in which Whitney and his genre of filmmaking might be 

found in their pages – Film Culture, Artforum, Art in America, and even Craft Horizons. 

                                                
176 John Coplans, “Sculpture in California,” Artforum, August 1963. 
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All of these periodicals did much to advocate for contemporary practice of creative 

individuals no matter the medium. However, Whitney’s absence in the pages of these 

periodicals is notable. Least of all for the narrative I had hoped to piece together – one 

that connected a varied artistic career with the varying movements that are easily 

identifiable around Whitney. However there is little trace of such an engagement, and this 

paper is, in fact, created of incidentals of where and when Whitney is mentioned, and 

where and when he is not. More so, Whitney’s history of pottery making is built of these 

very absences, intersections, and how an interest in craft – here ceramics – is identified 

and appreciated by those who define craft in its most transitory processes. 
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