Forever: Responsibility and Memory

When acquiring a work of art, a new owner thinks about the artist, how the piece was made and considers the responsibility of caring for this precious object in perpetuity. Clare Twomey, a British artist working in ceramics, explores ideas of permanence, responsibility, memory, desirability and value in addition to the process of making. Twomey, in her first solo exhibition in the United States, has created an installation especially for the Nelson-Atkins, entitled Forever. Here, Twomey reflects upon ownership and the history and technology of ceramics. 

Three years ago, Twomey visited the Museum and was fascinated by the Burnap Collection of English Pottery. An important work in this collection, a salt-glazed stoneware Cup, inscribed to Mrs. Mary Sandbach in 1720, now serves as Twomey’s point of departure for her provocative installation Forever. The Cup is noted for being the earliest-known dated piece of English salt-glazed stoneware and serves as a benchmark for other works in this medium. The Burnap Collection, the first gift of art to the Museum in 1941, came with restrictions including stipulations for the Museum’s responsibilities for the care of and accessibility to the works. The phrase “in trust forever” is repeated throughout the Deed of Gift from the Burnaps, emphasizing the expectations that these collectors placed with the Museum.   

In her exploration of responsibility, Twomey has created an interactive installation. Working with Leeds Pottery, Twomey has created a model of the Cup to be reproduced 1345 times, in honor of the number of works that Frank and Harriet Burnap donated to the Museum. Visitors will not only be able to view an impressive installation of the cups, but they will also have the opportunity to become an owner, after completing a deed that stipulates that they will care for the Cup forever. Members will have the first opportunity to acquire a work on Member’s Preview Day, Friday, October 8th. 
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