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Ruth Rippon
a Life in CLay

Jo Lauria

An assessment of the life and creative career of Ruth Rippon offers an in-depth study
    of the history of ceramics from the post–World War II era to the present, with the 
        added value of insights from the artist’s lived experiences. Ruth was present at 

the birth of the American Studio Ceramic movement, which began to blossom in the early 
1950s, and participated in its evolution through several stylistic shifts—including among them 
the purist approach to form and function promoted through the teachings of the Bauhaus 
aesthetic, the Japanese and Scandinavian influences on shape and surface design, the boundary-
breaking revolution of Expressionism in clay, Funk Art, Pop Art, Minimalism, and Postmod-
ernism. Living through and learning from these kaleidoscopic transformations, Ruth sampled 
and experimented with elements of many of these movements but was able to find her authentic 
voice among the cacophony and stay true to her core. Her strong vessel forms with impeccably 
designed surfaces and her humanistic sculptural work have contributed significantly to the  
evolution of the field, stimulating its growth, maturity, and transcendence throughout her  
fifty-year participation as both studio artist and college professor. 

In the Beginning: A Passion for Art

Ruth Margaret Rippon was born on January 12, 1927. Along with her twin, Jack William, and 
three-year old brother, Sam Jr., Ruth grew up in Sacramento and knew from an early age that 
she wanted to be an artist (figs. 47–49). A high achiever in academics and a strong athlete, she 
was an active student throughout elementary, junior high, and high school, and remembers 
most from her early education the inspirational teachers who taught art and design.¹ Her  
parents, Samuel Joseph and Gladys Helen Covey Rippon, were supportive and encouraging of 
her direction to develop her creativity but advised Ruth to learn other “practical” skills that 

faCing Woman in Hat, 1979. 
stoneware, h. 21¼ × W. 19½ × d. 12 inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.
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would ensure future employment. Heeding their advice, Ruth learned the vocational skills of 
typing and shorthand at McClatchy High School, but she also nurtured her artistic interests 
through the study of design and color theory. 

From 1945 to 1947, Rippon further cultivated her creative skills while attending Sacra-
mento Junior College, where she was exposed to a strong art faculty and was awarded an AA 
degree. As a junior college student, Rippon received the first recognitions of her art talent in 
1947 when her portrait drawing of a fellow student was selected to be on exhibit at the Crocker 
Art Gallery and was published in the Sacramento Union newspaper in a feature showcasing the 
works of promising young artists from the local high schools and colleges (fig. 50).² Another 

above left
fig. 47. ruth rippon (center) 
with her brothers, sam Jr. 
(left) and Jack William (right), 
circa 1931.

above right
fig. 48. portrait of ruth 
rippon, taken by a fellow 
student in a photography 
class at the California College 
of arts and Crafts, 1949.

left
fig. 49. ruth rippon (back 
row, between cornstalks) 
performing in a variety show 
skit, “i get a Kick out of 
Corn,” circa 1945.
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award followed within months when Rippon’s oil on canvas,  
The Spirit of ’49, won first place in a California art competition 
among forty-six junior colleges sponsored by the State Chamber  
of Commerce travel and recreational bureau. Designated as a  
purchase award, Rippon’s painting would hang in the office of  
then Governor Warren.³ 

The menTors

Rippon found herself fully engaged in learning and making art  
when she took art classes with Amalia Fischbacher, who taught  
the general fine art classes at Sacramento Junior College—primarily 
painting, watercolor, sketching, design, and pen and ink drawing. 
Rippon was so impassioned about becoming an artist that she and  
a small assembly of Fischbacher’s students formed the Woodpeckers, 
a group that banded together for “weekend safaris to draw and paint” 
and that often trekked to the Sacramento River for plein air sessions.⁴ 
Rippon cites Fischbacher as her first mentor, who taught her “how  
to truly see color, to see the values and light properties contained  
in the composition of each color, and to articulate tonal variations.”⁵  
But Rippon learned more than art practices from Fischbacher. The art teacher was inspiring  
on many levels and a true individualist: she made her own clothes, dressed in visually  
interesting bright color combinations (a favorite was magenta and yellow), wore jaunty hats,  
and exuded independence and self-assurance.⁶ Fischbacher presented a powerful role model  
of a woman who could make her way in the world, forge a singular path, and be a successful 
educator. These qualities would no doubt benefit Rippon as she moved toward adulthood and 
progressed from student to teacher to studio artist, seeking her way in the world.

Ruth’s second strong role model, Antonio Prieto, was an accomplished potter and professor 
at the California College of Arts and Crafts (CCAC) in Oakland (now known as California 
College of the Arts). Guided by the cautionary voice of her parents (and a financial arrangement 
that ensured funding from them), Ruth enrolled in the teaching certificate program at CCAC. 
To fulfill the certificate, she was required to complete a full curriculum of core art courses 
including painting, sculpture, watercolor, life drawing, serigraphy, jewelry, color theory, com-
mercial design, photography, and ceramics. Although she wanted to be enrolled in the studio 
art program, Ruth “never regretted the move” because she was introduced to so many courses 
she would never have taken otherwise, “and most importantly introduced to ceramics.” She 
notes, “I took it my first semester and that was it.”⁷ Ruth felt an immediate connection with  
the material. 

As head of the ceramics studio at CCAC, Prieto observed Ruth’s potential and encouraged 
her to focus her studies on mastering clay. Even though Ruth had considered concentrating 
on painting and watercolor, she followed Prieto’s advice and devoted her time to the pottery 
studio, which she had come to love. Learning to center clay on the wheel presented a challenge, 
but eventually Ruth was able to acquire the skill, aided by the expert instruction of Vernon 
Coykendall, Prieto’s assistant. “It seemed I was always up to my elbows in clay. It got so that I 
resented having to clean up and go on to my next class.”⁸ Ultimately, Ruth was fully committed 

fig. 50. ruth rippon, pencil 
drawing of a fellow student, 1947.
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to the study of ceramics and, after graduating with a BA in Education in 1949, she immediately 
enrolled in the MFA program at CCAC. Experimentation with ceramic surface treatments was 
her declared focus.

During the three and a half years she spent under the tutelage of Prieto, Ruth learned the 
essentials of ceramics: forming methods of throwing on the potter’s wheel; slab and coil con-
struction; mold-making and free-form building; fundamental methods of glaze calculation;  
and a variety of surface and glaze techniques such as wax resist, majolica, incising, and sgraffito  
carving through glaze and engobe. In Ruth’s estimation, Prieto possessed two outstanding 
strengths as a teacher—one was his expert skill in throwing vessels and teaching the application 
of decorative treatments that achieved harmony between form and surface (fig. 51). Indeed, as 
testament of his abilities, Prieto’s beautifully profiled vases, jars, and covered containers embel-
lished with dynamic designs won many awards in the ceramic national exhibitions (fig. 52). The 
other strength was his affable character and joie de vivre. Ruth recalls, “Everyone loved Tony; 
he was funny and he made us laugh. He took his work and teaching seriously but had a great 
sense of humor.”⁹ Prieto and Ruth formed a very strong bond as teacher and student, and this 
relationship matured into one of mutual respect. 

Prieto was offered a teaching position at Mills College in 1950 and left CCAC before Ruth 
received her MFA degree in the spring of 1951. However, Ruth continued to benefit from Prieto’s  

above
fig. 51. antonio “Tony” prieto demonstrating 
with paul volckening watching, late 1950s.

right
fig. 52. antonio “Tony” prieto, Bottle, mid-1950s. stoneware, 
reduction fired with sgraffito decoration, h. 13¾ × diam. 7¼ inches. 
Crocker art museum, gift of the artist, 1959.2.
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instruction and guidance when she served as his teaching assistant at Mills College during  
the summers of 1954 and 1956, sessions that she remembered with great fondness. “I met people 
from all over the U.S. during these summers,” she writes, “and it was a really a marvelous experi-
ence.” Rippon was also fortunate to keep up relationships with students from CCAC she had 
met during her combined four years there, many of whom went on to become accomplished  
artists, most notably Manuel Neri, Nathan Oliveira, Paul Volckening, and Peter Voulkos.¹⁰

In addition to the fellowship that flowered during these summer sessions, Ruth had free 
access to the Mills ceramics studio and the opportunity to explore further variations of the 
sgraffito method, a technique with which she had been experimenting. She eventually devel-
oped a unique direction with sgraffito-through-engobe decoration. According to art historian 
Ruth A. Holland, who as a graduate student studied the work of Ruth Rippon and wrote her 
master’s thesis on this topic, Rippon gravitated to the sgraffito-through-engobe technique 
because she wanted to achieve the same strong contrast of color she admired in the Greek Attic 
black-figure vases she had seen in reproductions and in museums—their designs were made  
crisp and bold by the defined contrast between the black clay slip and the red clay color.¹¹

Rippon’s innovation was realized through a mixture of Barnard clay infused with black  
or red iron oxide. This mixture fired to a deep, warm-toned brown, and Ruth would apply it  
to the entire surface of the unfired clay. When the engobe was scratched to create a 
pattern or removed to outline a figurative composition, a compelling contrast 
of dark and light was attained between the rich brown engobe and the buff 
or gray-colored stoneware that was exposed. In a more complex variation 
of this technique, Rippon would sgraffito through alternating bands 
of Barnard and white engobes, imparting another color value to the 
design. This became Rippon’s signature design treatment, and many 
of her early works—notably vessels depicting stylized figures and 
several large plates portraying mythological, biblical, and literary 
themes—were executed using the sgraffito-through-engobe method. 

Rippon’s technical contribution also extended to the refinement 
of the sgraffito-through-glaze technique that was documented in  
a 1957 Ceramics Monthly article written by Oppi Untracht.¹² 
Five Figures (1954), a plate with an intricate design executed with 
the sgraffito-through-glaze method (fig. 53), was reproduced in the 
article. This sizable plate was an important work of Rippon’s to illustrate, 
because it had been shown in the prestigious premiere exhibition at the 
newly opened Museum of Contemporary Crafts, New York, in 1956, which 
had furthered Ruth’s status. As Untracht acknowledged, Rippon was “one of a 
group of California potters whose work already has the character and individuality  
of a mature expression that makes it easily and immediately identifiable.”¹³ (For complete  
article, see Appendix.)

Ruth also benefited from the varying teaching style of Joan Jockwig Pearson, with whom 
she studied when she attended the California School of Fine Arts in San Francisco on a yearlong 
scholarship from 1952 to 1953 (fig. 54), and who was perhaps more a motivator than a mentor. 
Pearson was the catalyst for Ruth to separate her work from that of Prieto’s. It is not uncommon 
for the work of mentor and protégé, teacher and student, to be stylistically in lockstep. 

fig. 53. Five Figures as reproduced 
in Ruth Rippon Decorates a Pot . . . 
Sgraffito through Glaze (detail). 
originally published in Ceramics 
Monthly, september 1957, 18–21. 
http://www.ceramicsmonthly.org.  
copyright, the american ceramic Society.  
reprinted with permission.
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Pearson encouraged Ruth to pivot away from Prieto’s potent influence 
and find her personal imprint in clay. She prompted the young artist to 
expand her abilities beyond wheel throwing and to investigate clay’s sculp-
tural possibilities. This experience formed the foundation of Ruth’s explo-
rations into figurative sculpture and widened her technical capabilities.

A quick study, Ruth began a series of modestly scaled figurative 
works—2 to 3 feet in height—as early as 1954. Brother Sebastian, sculpted 
in red terra-cotta clay, coil-built and carved, was the first figure Ruth 
made. Wrapped in a monk’s robe from shoulder to toe, the sculpture  
was a bit stiff and totemic in presentation. Others followed that showed  
a looser, more dimensional approach (fig. 55). By 1960, Ruth had a veritable  
grouping. Built from grogged buff stoneware by the coil method and 
smoothed and carved in a stylized manner—some with broad faces, some 
with flattened appendages, all with exaggerated curves—these early  
figures, with their directness and simplicity, were engaging and endearing. 
And although Ruth was not consciously quoting Greek Cycladic figures  
(3000 to 2200 bc; fig. 56) for expression and attitude, some similarities 
can be noted, particularly in Ruth’s figures with upturned faces and  
folded arms (figs. 57–59).¹⁴ Whatever the inspiration, these early sculptures  
would have the distinction of being the first in a long evolution of figures 
spanning four decades. 

right
fig. 54. ruth rippon in the ceramics 
studio at the California school of  
fine arts, san francisco, 1952–1953.

below
fig. 55. ruth rippon’s artworks in 
a group exhibition at the Barrios 
art gallery, 1964. pictured at left is 
Serafina, 1959. stoneware coil built 
and carved unglazed, h. 30 inches.



above left
fig. 56. female two-figure composition, 
early Cycladic, circa 3200–2300 BCe. 
marble, h. 18¹⁄8 × W. 45⁄8 × d. 2¹⁄8 inches. 
private collection, new york. 

above right
fig. 57. Bathers, 1960. 
stoneware, coil built and carved,  
unglazed, h. 36 inches. 
Collection of georgia mikacich. 
photo: ruth rippon archives.



fig. 58. study for Sun People, circa 1959. 
stoneware. private collection. 
photo: ruth rippon archives.



fig. 59. Blanche, 1959. 
stoneware, coil built and carved,  
unglazed, h. 30 × W. 8 inches. 
Collection of Jeanne  
Kresge hennessy. 
photo: ruth rippon archives. 
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Rippon’s investigations and quest for knowledge were steadfast. Her ultimate goal was to 
become fluent in the ceramic techniques and methodologies necessary to be a proficient teacher 
and, eventually, a practicing studio artist. She knew she was on the right path when, as early as 
1949, her work was accepted into the Decorative Arts and Ceramics exhibition held in Wichita, 
Kansas, and the Ceramic National held in Syracuse, New York—exhibiting in these venues 
was one of the most important validations of a potter’s accomplishments.¹⁵ Closer to home, 
Rippon’s work was also accepted for exhibition at the annual California State Fair and 
Exposition in Sacramento for many years, beginning in 1948. In this first year of entry,  
when she was still a student at CCAC, her carved free-form glazed bowl won first prize in the 
ceramics section (fig. 60);¹⁶ in 1958 she received a purchase award for Sgraffito Bottle (fig. 61). 
Ruth actively participated in many juried and vetted ceramic exhibitions, locally, regionally, and 
nationally, and in several international touring venues throughout her long, productive career. 
This visibility enhanced her reputation and solidified her standing in the field. (For a complete 
exhibition history, see the Chronology.)

above left
fig. 60. newspaper clipping featuring 
ruth rippon with examples of her vessels.  
The free-form bowl on right (cut off by  
photo) was awarded a purchase prize, 1948.

above right
fig. 61. page in ARTS California state 
fair and exposition magazine featuring  
ruth rippon’s Sgraffito Bottle (left), 
which won a purchase award, 1958.
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BreaKThroughs and miLesTones

The decade from 1950 to 1960 was transformative for Rippon. Significant events and experiences 
during this period proved to be defining moments that set her future course. Chief among these 
was the development of Ruth’s relationship with other leading ceramists, either through classes, 
workshops, conferences, pottery associations, participation in exhibitions, or as professorial 
colleagues. At CCAC, Rippon had one overlapping graduate year with Peter Voulkos, who was 
an incoming graduate student while Ruth was completing her second and final year of graduate 
studies. Sharing classes with Voulkos—as all graduate students commingled in the ceramics  
studio—Rippon recalls that his work was “so vigorous, so strong,” and that he spent all of his  
free time working in the studio, as was also her custom. She and Voulkos became lifelong 
friends, sharing experiences and insights.¹⁷ 

In 1950, from May 1 through 12, Rippon and Voulkos both attended a workshop and lec-
ture series at Mills College given by Bernard Leach, the renowned British potter and writer. 
Leach had come to the Bay Area at the invitation of F. Carlton Ball and Richard Petterson 
(head of ceramics at Mills College and at Scripps College, respectively).¹⁸ By 1950, Leach had 
reached celebrity status among potters and was drawing hundreds of attendees to his work-
shops and lectures. His publication A Potter’s Book (1940) had become wildly popular among 
American ceramists, who regarded it as “the bible.”¹⁹ In the book, Leach outlined his principles 
of ideal beauty manifested in functional, essential forms suitable for the humble home, and also 
promoted the holistic union of life and art. Ruth remembered this time as a “period of intense 
involvement and excitement.”²⁰ The series of events attracted potters from all the Western 
states, providing a stimulating forum for discussion and the opportunity to commune with  
a broad cross-section of others in the field. Both Rippon and Voulkos were energized by the 
experience, and Rippon knew instinctively she had found her community.

As positive as Leach’s first visit was, his second incited controversy and discord for many 
who attended. Leach returned to the Bay Area for another round of lectures and workshops 
from January 8 through 25, 1953.²¹ Three eminent colleagues, the acclaimed Japanese potters 
Shōji Hamada and Kawai Kanjirō, and Japanese philosopher and social activist Sōetsu Yanagi, 
accompanied Leach on this second visit. Hamada and Leach demonstrated on specially con-
structed wheels, and Yanagi lectured on Japanese ceramic traditions, advocating for the return 
to a Japanese folk art aesthetic typified by a simple, modest, and honest expression in the crafts. 
While demonstrating, Leach also promoted his newly formulated concept of aesthetics, based 
on the value of tradition, asserting that his work could trace its sources directly to medieval 
English vessels and as far back as ancient China, which he considered the progenitor of classical 
form and elegance. Expounding further, Leach declared that American potters were disadvan-
taged by “having many roots, but no taproot,” meaning that America, as a young country, was 
deficient in its pottery tradition.²² 

To many in attendance, Rippon among them, this statement was thought to be dismissive  
and denigrating. Rippon took issue with Leach’s characterization of potters of the United 
States as lacking a basic tradition or aesthetic.²³ As Rippon relates the story, Leach’s comments 
provoked heated debate among the various groups of potters who attended. In fact, Marguerite 
Wildenhain, the founder of Pond Farm, was so incensed by Leach’s critical stance on American 
potters that she wrote “Potter’s Dissent: An Open Letter to Bernard Leach from Marguerite 
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Wildenhain”; the letter was published in the May–June 
1953 issue of Craft Horizons.²⁴ This controversy was a 
profound experience for Rippon even if she did not, 
or could not, articulate why it was important at the 
time. In hindsight, it demonstrated that she was part 
of a broader dialogue concerning aesthetics and critical 
thought that was evolving in the crafts movement.  
It also showed that, at the age of twenty-six and freshly 
out of graduate school, Rippon was already forming  
her own opinions and had the fortitude to express and 
support them. 

Rippon’s strength of character would soon be 
tested. She was stranded with no place to live or work 
after her scholarship year at the California School  
of Fine Arts ended in the summer of 1953. By her  
own admission, she felt directionless and was casting 
about for purpose.²⁵ Serendipitously, Elena Montalvo 
Netherby, an accomplished potter and head of the Mills 
College Ceramics Guild, befriended her. Netherby 
offered the young potter a room in her house for a brief 
period of time and also arranged for Ruth to have Guild 
member privileges that included access to a ceramics 
studio. Guild members contributed to the support of 
ceramics at Mills and were, in return, given a facility 
on campus for their members to work. This situation, 
amplified by Netherby’s introduction to porcelain  
clay and glaze experimentation, was ideal for Rippon. 
Netherby had spent her long career developing formulas  
for exquisite jewel-toned porcelain glazes that she 
applied to simple thrown bottles, testing their brilliance 
and clarity in an attempt to achieve the glory of dynastic 
Chinese imperial ware. Rippon was inspired by  
Netherby’s work and proved to be an excited and 
energetic learner. Netherby initiated Rippon into the 
mysteries of porcelain, sharing several of her secret glaze 
recipes. This set Rippon on her own lifelong technical 
pursuit to produce porcelains with luminous monochro-
matic glazes. In the ensuing years, Rippon has created a 
substantial body of masterfully crafted porcelain bowls, 
vases, covered containers, and ornamental fruits—
plums, persimmons, figs, peaches, and pears—that have 
been included in major exhibitions and acquired for  
private and public collections (figs. 62–70).²⁶

above
fig. 62. ruth rippon with porcelains, 
Ruth Rippon, e. B. Crocker art gallery, 1971.

facing
fig. 63. Vase, 1970s. 
porcelain, h. 4¼ × diam. 3 inches. 
Collection of Lee Kavaljian.





left
fig. 64. Fruit Form Vessel with Lid, after 1970. 
porcelain, h. 3½ × diam. 4¼ inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.

below
fig. 65. Plums, 1970s–1980s. 
porcelain, left: h. 2¾ × d. 3¼ inches; 
right: h. 3¼ × d. 3¾ inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.

facing above 
fig. 66. Pears, late 1970s. 
porcelain, left: h. 51⁄8 × d. 31⁄8 inches; 
right: h. 5¼ × d. 3¾ inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.

facing below
fig. 67. Two Connected Plums with 
Branch and Leaves, 1970s–1980s. 
porcelain, h. 3¾ × W. 6 × d. 3¾ inches. 
Collection of enlow and melena adams ose.







facing
fig. 68. Figs, 1990s. 
porcelain, h. 4½ × W. 2½ × d. 2½ inches. 
Collection of elizabeth and peter shattuck.

above
fig. 69. Two Figs, 1990s. 
porcelain, h. 4 × W. 5¼ × d. 2¾ inches. 
Collection of david Warren.
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Another milestone in Rippon’s life occurred during the first summer session she assisted 
Prieto at Mills. As Ruth recalled, the 1954 summer session was memorable on several levels, not 
the least of which was the impact it had on Voulkos, who, at Prieto’s invitation, participated in 
the studio activities. The distinguished Japanese potter Rosanjin was an artist-in-residence at 
Mills during that session; he worked in the ceramics studio and was accessible to the students, 
who could observe him and study his work. Rippon vividly remembered the circumstances 
and wrote in her notes: “Peter Voulkos was really inspired by Rosanjin’s work and I think it 
was the beginning of his involvement with abstract expression in clay.” Rippon regarded this as 
Voulkos’s breakout moment, when he embraced the beauty of contemporary Japanese ceramics  
and began to understand an organic approach to form that allowed for spontaneity and  
abstraction. This revelation, Rippon believed, launched Voulkos into a period of investigation 
that eventually led him to a way of working with clay that encompassed Abstract Expressionist 
concepts.²⁷ Rippon was also impacted by this new expressionistic approach, but its effect would 
be more philosophical than actual; her vessels, for the most part, would retain their link to the 
symmetry and harmony of classicism (see fig. 2 and and page viii).

fig. 70. Bowl, 1970s. 
stoneware, diam. 10 inches. 
Collection of estelle saltzman.
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deCiding a Career paTh

After the end of the Mills summer session, Rippon was once again unemployed. 
Faced with the crucial decision of how to survive, she secured a job working for 
the military. Although she had previously worked at temporary assignments 
teaching pottery classes in the Bay Area and at throwing pots and making free-
form shapes for San Francisco artist Jade Snow Wong, this was Rippon’s first full-
time career employment. Through a friend’s connection, she was hired as crafts 
director of the 6th Army at the Presidio in San Francisco and began her position 
in September 1954. Rippon’s duties centered on teaching arts and crafts to the 
Army enlisted men and women and included instruction in pottery, jewelry, 
leather crafting, serigraphy (to create multiples), and card and poster production 
(figs. 71–72), along with the accompanying administrative work necessary to keep 
the program functioning. It wasn’t long before Rippon realized that the level 
of instruction she had been charged to teach skewed more toward “recreational 
crafts” than the creation of fine art, and the attendant administrative tasks were 
tedious. Feeling unfulfilled and underutilized, Rippon resigned her position 
in June 1956. Fortunately, Prieto extended the invitation to join him as a teaching assistant 
for another summer session in the ceramics studio at Mills. The Prietos rented their basement 
apartment to Rippon to facilitate the arrangement. Rippon eagerly accepted; she knew from 
past experience that assisting Prieto would be both rewarding and challenging, and the living 
situation was appealing, since she also had a close relationship with Eunice, Prieto’s wife,  
a gifted potter and artist. 

left
fig. 71. Christmas cards, n.d. 
Collection of the artist.

below
fig. 72. ruth rippon demonstrating at 
the wheel, army service club, 1954–1956.
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Rippon was once again unanchored, without a job or permanent home, when the summer 
session at Mills ended. The next step in her journey would alter her life: she decided to return to 
Sacramento and apply for a teaching position at Sacramento State College (now California State 
University, Sacramento [CSUS], known informally as Sac State). Sac State had been founded 
only nine years earlier, in 1947, and the college was expanding its new campus on the American 
River. Rippon interviewed for the position of full-time/part-time instructor in art, meaning, as 
she relates, that a teacher worked a full-time schedule but was paid as part-time faculty.²⁸ Never-
theless, at age twenty-nine, Rippon was grateful to be offered the job, which she accepted with-
out hesitation. She began teaching full time in the fall semester of 1956 in a temporary wooden 
structure, in a shared room that was used for all crafts, ceramics, and sculpture classes.²⁹ 

Rippon’s teaching schedule was full and demanding. In ceramics she taught beginning 
and advanced classes and glaze calculation; additionally, she taught classes in general crafts, 
watercolor, and teacher training for art instructors. The ceramics studio classes were the most 
challenging. In addition to class instruction, as the sole teacher overseeing the studio she had 
to order all supplies, including glaze ingredients and tons of clay; had to keep the equipment in 
working condition; and stack, fire, and unload the kilns. A review of Rippon’s journal notes and 
doodles reveals some of her daily tasks: “Wednesday—Fire off bisque, gas kiln; check electric 
kiln—unstack if finished; demonstrate teapot, wax inlay, throw pots for sgraffito; mix all glazes 
dry . . .” (fig. 73). Needless to say, she had a strong work ethic and, similar to her mentor Tony 

fig. 73. sketches and notes, n.d. Collection of the artist. 
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Prieto, she joyfully accepted the gravity of her position and  
performed her job with earnestness. 

Soon after she completed her first year of teaching, the 
ceramics studio was moved to a large new building that had 
multiple rooms dedicated to the various purposes involved in 
the processes of making, glazing, and firing clay. This move 
greatly expanded and modernized the ceramics studio, pro-
viding the students with ample space for working in wet clay, 
which they did, Rippon recalls fondly, by utilizing the large 
wooden tables that came to the studio courtesy of the library, 
where they were no longer needed.³⁰

Rippon was proud of the new working environment but 
realized her workload had exponentially increased. Every 
semester more than sixty students enrolled in ceramics classes, 
and Rippon was not provided with a studio assistant. She found 
herself in faculty meetings battling for funds and resources for 
her department and also battling against chauvinistic attitudes 
toward professional women.³¹ In the mid- to late 1950s, other 
women were spearheading college ceramics departments, but 
Rippon was aware that this was a very select group, whose 
numbers equaled the digits on her hand: the most notable were 
Laura Andreson at the University of California, Los Angeles; 
Maija Grotell at Cranbrook Academy of Art, Bloomfield Hills, 
Michigan; Vivika Heino and Susan Peterson, who taught  
during different years at both the University of Southern  
California and the Chouinard Art Institute, Los Angeles;  
and Helen Richter Watson at the Otis Art Institute in Los 
Angeles.³² It was clear to Rippon that men dominated the leadership roles in academia. In a 
pencil drawing titled Faculty Meeting (fig. 74), Rippon depicted a monstrous tongue hanging 
from a rope beside a man’s open mouth; this provides a strong critique of how she viewed male 
colleagues who sought to marginalize her. Although she believed it was more difficult for a 
woman to move up the academic ladder, she ascended—citing “persistence, not taking ‘no’ for 
an answer, and having ingenuity in all the work” as the qualities that empowered her.³³ Upon 
her one-year completion of full-time/part-time teaching as an art instructor, Rippon applied for 
and was granted a tenure-track position; by 1969 she had attained a full professorship. 

During her thirty-one years of teaching, Rippon taught beginning ceramics to countless 
students eager for a clay experience. Rippon immensely enjoyed teaching the beginning students 
as she found them to be “open to ideas and the possibilities of working with clay,” and she  
appreciated their “enthusiasm, inspirations and curiosity.”³⁴ She encouraged and guided the 
advanced students who showed an interest in making ceramics their career or exhibited talent 
in its technical aspects. 

With all students, Rippon shared the regimen of classical training she had inherited from 
Prieto, delivering a rigorous program that was built on acquiring skills. She spent countless 
hours during her teaching career giving demonstrations on throwing forms on the potter’s 

fig. 74. Faculty Meeting, 1970. 
pencil, h. 9¼ × W. 6¾ inches. 
Collection of the artist.
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wheel and creating surface embellishments  
(figs. 75–77). Rippon was constantly working  
through form options by sketching shapes and 
outlining decorative patterns for vases, bowls, 
covered containers, cups, and plates; these ideation 
drawings may have been in preparation for class 
demonstrations or for her own pieces. In any case, 
the quick and informal sketches show a deft hand 
at work, and Rippon always emphasized to her  
students the importance of drawing. Furthermore, 
Rippon worked openly in the main studio and 
made several of her large figurative sculptures in 
adjoining rooms, in clear view of her students, who 
could observe the process and follow the develop-
ment from first construction to final finish. She 
considered this an important part of the students’ 
learning experience and a unique opportunity to 
view work being created by a skilled artist.

Additionally, Rippon was keen on curricular 
enrichment. To expose her students to a broader context and give them a view of what was 
current in the field, she invited guest artists to give demonstrations and present their work. 
Frequently, pieces created by the visiting artists would be displayed in glass cases in the breeze-
way adjacent to the ceramics studio so students could study them. Such luminaries as Marilyn 
Levine, Peter Voulkos, Roy DeForest, and Robert Arneson came to her classes and engaged 
with the students.³⁵ Rippon would also take her classes on field trips to see the artists at work 
in their environments, and Sac State ceramics students became regular visitors to the private  
studios of Peter Voulkos and Robert Arneson, both of whom were Rippon’s friends and 
admired colleagues.

Rippon’s estimable teaching efforts were recognized in 1973 when she received the Out-
standing Faculty Award from CSUS, and again in 1985 when she was presented the Meritorious 
Performance and Professional Promise Award for Teaching from the Women’s Studies Board at 
CSUS. Proving the effectiveness of her methods, many of Rippon’s students went on to become 
teachers at regional high schools and colleges, deploying their skills to train the next generation. 
Further, several students have become prominent artists in the field, among them Peter Vanden- 
Berge, Yoshio Taylor, Rimas VisGirda, and Lisa Reinertson. VandenBerge, who also taught 
ceramics at CSUS (he was hired when the program grew large enough to support another  
faculty member), wrote a tribute to Rippon in the 1987 retrospective catalogue published  
“on the eve of her retirement”:

Ruth has been a great source of inspiration for me as I know she has been for many stu-
dents over the years. . . . She is a tough and remarkable teacher who always challenges 
her students and expects a lot from them. She has consistently shared her knowledge 
and expertise with tremendous patience and enthusiasm peppered with an ever so 
good-natured sense of humor.³⁶

fig. 75. ruth rippon with a student, Kathy Bertolani, 
at sacramento state, 1960s. photo: ruth rippon archives.



above
fig. 76. ruth rippon (center) 
teaching majolica techniques 
to students at sacramento 
state, circa 1960.

right
fig. 77. Bowl, 1970s. 
stoneware, majolica,  
h. 3½ × diam. 18½ inches. 
Collection of alfred  
and Candy holland.
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Lisa Reinertson recalls how Rippon’s teaching was pivotal for her as a young undergraduate  
art student and influenced her future direction:

I found Ruth’s classes to be incredibly thorough. From Ruth I learned all the essentials 
of throwing and hand building with clay, and she was particularly strong in teaching 
glaze techniques and all surface treatments. I have fond feelings for the time I spent  
in the ceramics studio under Ruth’s guidance: she was very present, very responsible, 
caring, positive, and supportive. For a young woman aspiring to be an artist, Ruth  
was a great role model. It was inspiring and encouraging to see Ruth as a teacher of art, 
as an independent artist, and as mentor, as this made me see that achieving those roles 
in my own life was possible.³⁷ 

As a long-standing tribute to Rippon, student Brian Tanner started organizing  
exhibitions of Rippon’s students for Alpha Fired Arts, a business he cofounded in Sacramento 
that offers ceramic supplies, classes, a working studio, and gallery. Tanner organized the first  
Ruth Rippon Alumni Show in 2011, and this exhibition became an annual tradition until 
2016, when the series came to an end.³⁸

above
fig. 78. Woman with Cat, 1989. 
stoneware, h. 11½ × W. 6¾ × d. 8½ inches. 
Collection of suzan gibbs.

facing
fig. 79. Man Reading, 1966. 
stoneware, h. 11 × W. 9 × d. 11¾ inches. 
Collection of Kd and gary f. Kurutz.
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Exhibition History

Rippon was aware that exhibiting was key to the attainment of academic promotions and she 
has always, even after retirement, maintained an ambitious exhibition schedule. Her curriculum 
vitae presents an impressive list of exhibitions: beginning in 1948, her work has been featured 
in more than 150 shows. Her work has been exhibited in retrospectives, one-person, and group 
shows in various venues, including museums, galleries, state fairs, and art centers; some were 
juried and others were invitational; and in some, her piece received an award or was reproduced 
in the catalogue. Mention has already been made of the significance of the Syracuse Ceramic 
National Exhibition and the Wichita Decorative Arts and Ceramic show; a tally indicates that 
Rippon’s work was selected to be included in six separate years at each of these venues. Her 
ceramics also received important exposure and recognition in exhibitions at Scripps College, 
Claremont, California (1955 and 1969); the Association of San Francisco Potters Annual (1965) 
and Biennial (1966), de Young Museum, San Francisco, California; and California Design IX 
and California Design X (1965 and 1968), Pasadena Art Museum, Pasadena, California. Adding 
to her national and international visibility were the 1957 U.S. Information Service World Tour: 
Ceramics and Textiles and the 1963 California Craftsmen, a national traveling exhibition. And 
for nineteen consecutive years—from 1948 to 1966—Rippon’s ceramics were shown at the  
California State Fair, Sacramento, California—an impressive run for any artist.

Without a doubt, the most prominent exhibition for any artist is the retrospective, and 
Rippon has been honored with three previous retrospectives: in 1971 at the E. B. Crocker Art 
Gallery, Sacramento (now the Crocker Art Museum); in 1987 at the Robert Else Gallery, Cali-
fornia State University, Sacramento; and in 2002 at the Fresno Art Museum, Fresno, Califor-
nia. Along with the publication of this catalogue, Ruth’s work will be celebrated in a fourth 
retrospective at the Crocker Art Museum in 2017. Rippon may have stated with sincerity her 
position of not pursuing fame, remarking in a 2002 interview in the Fresno Bee newspaper, 
“I was never particularly interested in being famous. . . . It takes a lot of drive to be famous,” but, 
nevertheless, she has achieved a certain level of fame as evinced by these four retrospectives.³⁹

CreaTive arTs League saCramenTo 
and The 1971 reTrospeCTive

The narratives of Rippon’s career and the Creative Arts League Sacramento 
(CALS) are tightly interwoven. CALS began as a volunteer women’s  
organization established in 1952 (and still ongoing) to support the arts in 
Sacramento, specifically craft media of clay, fiber, glass, enamel, metalwork-
ing, and wood.⁴⁰ Its members banded together in activism to promote areas 
of craft they felt were underrepresented in venues in Sacramento. Rippon 
has had a devoted and long-standing relationship with CALS. As the newly 
appointed art instructor at Sacramento State, she joined the group in 1957, 
when it had fewer than twenty members. This core group of dedicated 
women developed an advocacy plan—hatched during a meeting held in the 
Sac State ceramics studio—that would greatly broaden the future of the 
craft field: the members of CALS approached the staff of the Crocker Art 
Museum and offered to organize and sponsor an exhibition of California 

fig. 80. Cover of Pacific Dimension, 
catalogue for California Crafts VI, 1969.
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crafts. The director of the Crocker accepted the proposal, and the first California Crafts 
exhibition was launched in 1959.⁴¹ Based on its success and visitor appeal, California 
Crafts was extended as a biennial through 1989 (I through XVI ), culminating in 2000 
with the exhibition series review, Material Witness: Masters from California Crafts 
(October 29, 1999–January 2, 2000).⁴²

As a committed member of CALS, Rippon actively participated in the development 
and staging of the biennials, served as exhibition designer for California Crafts IV (1965) and 
California Crafts X (1977), and created the artwork featured on the catalogue covers of Pacific 
Dimension: California Crafts VI (fig. 80) and California Crafts X (see fig. 41). Her civic activism 
and achievement as a ceramic artist were recognized with the 1971 retrospective, Ruth Rippon 
(California Crafts VII) (figs. 81–83). Rippon holds the distinction of being the first artist 
honored at the museum with a retrospective and catalogue, according to the Crocker’s sitting 
director John Mahey.⁴³ (A Viola Frey retrospective followed in California Crafts XII in 1981). 
In a further tribute given by the Crocker Art Museum, Rippon’s impact as artist and educator 
were acknowledged and affirmed in the Material Witness catalogue (1999–2000): “Because 
of her own work, and her influence as a teacher, she [Ruth Rippon] is one of the artists most 
responsible for the Sacramento Valley’s reputation as a creative center for the ceramic arts.”⁴⁴

fig. 81. ruth rippon posing with 
title wall and Adam and Eve. 
Ruth Rippon, e. B. Crocker 
art gallery, 1971.



above
fig. 82. ruth rippon posing with 
Clouds series sculptures. Ruth Rippon, 
e. B. Crocker art gallery, 1971.

left
fig. 83. ruth rippon with sculptures 
(left to right) Sisters, Mother and 
Child, and Sofia. Ruth Rippon, 
e. B. Crocker art gallery, 1971.
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By all standards, Rippon’s 1971 retrospective was substantial. Included were 215  
ceramic pieces and 58 drawings and sketches. Occupying two floors of gallery space in  
the museum’s newly built Herold Wing, the ceramic works were grouped by series and  
chronology. Represented were all phases of Rippon’s ceramic work to date: 

•    Sculptural vessels (several identified as Floor Pot, similar to fig. 84) that were oversized, 
some with oxide or carved decoration, others with applied figures (see fig. 11) 

• Small and medium-scale coil-built figurative sculptures (figs. 83, 85–87)
•  Functional forms of bowls, vases, bottles, and covered casseroles 
•  Large plates with sgraffito drawing, some displayed with accompanying sketches  

(see page 119)
•  Colorful Pop Art sculptures, some comprised of text and image blocks  

(see figs. 94, 99–100, and 104); others of text and image boxes, such as the  
Peep Show series (see figs. 18–19); and still others of spheres and loops (fig. 89)

•   Square and rectangular covered boxes with appliquéd narrative elements (see fig. 7) 
• A diverse array of small porcelains (see fig. 62)
•  Funky butter dish and Toby jugs (fig. 92; see figs. 96–98) 
• An intricately detailed sailing vessel (see fig. 93)
• Cloud sculptures of every variety (fig. 82) 

fig. 84. Elliptical Floor Pot, 1963. 
stoneware. private collection.
photo: ruth rippon archives.





facing
fig. 85. Sisters, 1963. 
stoneware, h. 32 × W. 22 × d. 9 inches. 
Collection of susan and Thomas Willoughby.

right
fig. 86. Mother and Child, 1964. 
stoneware, h. 29½ × W. 19¾ × d. 11 inches. 
Collection of the artist.
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facing
fig. 87. Sofia, 1959. stoneware, 
h. 18½ × W. 18½ × d. 14 inches. 
Collection of the artist.

right
fig. 88. Woman, early 1970s. 
stoneware, h. 6 × diam. 41⁄8 inches. 
Crocker art museum, gift of  
dr. and mrs. James r. Bell, 1975.3.



above
fig. 89. Loops, 1969. 
stoneware with lustre glazes in  
silver, blue, white, and copper,  
h. 7½ × W. 105⁄8 inches. 
private collection.

facing
fig. 90. Bottle, circa 1980. 
porcelain, h. 4½ × diam. 3¾ inches. 
Collection of sharon and paul dauer.
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The retrospective was reviewed in Ceramics Monthly magazine in March 1971, while the 
exhibition was still on display at the Crocker. The magazine’s cover photo was of Ruth’s Ship, 
a 28-inch-long stoneware sailing vessel of great exuberance (fig. 93). The reviewer commented: 

Although caught up in the creative energy of these experiments [Abstract Expressionist  
ceramics], and in the origins of pop and funk, she has maintained her own search in 
a steady individualism. Classical roots are apparent, especially in early pieces, but her 
work grows continually, interacting with contemporary trends.⁴⁵

The review of Rippon’s body of work was thoughtful; it highlighted her stylistic evolution 
as she crossed over into the territories of Pop and Funk Art without losing her creative identity. 
Rippon, in common with other socially conscious artists, confronted the challenging cultural 
issues that impacted daily life. The mid-1960s through the early 1970s were unsettling times 

fig. 91. Bowl and Bottle, 1960s. 
stoneware, Bowl: h. 4¼ × diam. 4¼ inches; 
Bottle: h. 111⁄8 × diam. 37⁄8 inches. 
Crocker art museum, gifts of  
maude T. pook, 1965.59.58, 1965.59.55.



above
fig. 92. Genghis Khan Butter Dish, 1969. 
stoneware. private collection. 
photo: ruth rippon archives.

right
fig. 93. Ship, featured on the 
cover of Ceramics Monthly 
magazine, march 1971. originally 
published in Ceramics Monthly, 
march 1971, cover, 20–21. 
http://www.ceramicsmonthly.org.  
copyright, the american ceramic  
Society. reprinted with permission.
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for Americans: civil rights and anti–Vietnam War protests erupted in cities across the United 
States; President John F. Kennedy, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and Robert F. Kennedy  
were assassinated; riots raged in Watts in 1965 and at the Chicago Democratic National  
Convention in 1968; and the 1969 Vietnam Moratorium, teach-ins, and peace rallies brought 
thousands of protesters together to march in their cities, on their campuses, and on the road  
to Washington, D.C. 

Rippon experienced disturbances on her own Sac State campus and was alert to the intense 
student activism transpiring at the University of California, Berkeley.⁴⁶ She tackled sociopoliti-
cal concerns in several of the works showcased in the retrospective, using the creative platforms 
of Pop and Funk Art to speak unflinchingly about combatting ignorance, immorality, and 
unethical practices in government. The sculpture YOU (fig. 94) is the most overt, making a bold 
antiwar statement in lustrous glazes: Uncle Sam’s disembodied hand emerges from a sleeve cuff 
of stars and stripes and—with index finger pointing—demands your compliance and complicity 
in an unjust war. (The letters USA are carved on the reverse of the cuffed sleeve.) Rippon’s newly 
acquired Pop Art vocabulary is demonstrated by her appropriation of military and patriotic 
symbols, deployed here as commentary, and her compositional emphasis on boldface graphics.

fig. 94. YOU, 1969. 
stoneware with lustre glazes,  
h. 9 × W. 14½ × d. 5 inches. 
Collection of david post.
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Traversing into Funk Art, Ruth began to 
approach clay with the same ironic stance and dis-
regard for material refinement that she observed in 
Robert Arneson’s work. Earning the title “the father 
of the ceramic Funk movement” for his provocative 
tableaux of “funk johns”—unflushed toilets— 
Arneson also made many small satirical sculptures, 
as evidenced in Juggler (fig. 95). Rippon thought 
Arneson’s work was intelligent and vigorous and  
particularly appreciated the humor and dynamism  
of his funk toilets and sinks.⁴⁷ In 1970 she created 
a pair of unwieldy, weighty Toby Jugs (figs. 96–98). 
In the jug My Cup Runneth Over, cutout clay letters 
brim over the top and cascade downward, spelling 
out words such as Ignorance, Indulgence, Corrup-
tion, Graft, Pollution, Fear, Boredom, and so on. 
Rippon’s handling of the material is purposeful; 
her intention is to make the jug appear rough and 
ungainly, and, for caustic effect, she pinched the 
Toby’s features into a comically ugly, ogre face.

above
fig. 95. robert arneson 
(american, 1930–1992),  
Juggler, 1970. Ceramic. Crocker art 
museum, gift of Billy d. Bright and  
maija peeples-Bright, 2007.67.1.

left
fig. 96. preparatory drawing 
for My Cup Runneth Over.



above
fig. 97. My Cup Runneth Over . . . , 1970. 
stoneware, h. 6½ × W. 7½ × d. 6 inches. 
Collection of the artist.

facing
fig. 98. Surely Goodness and Mercy Will Follow, 1970. 
stoneware, h. 10¾ × W. 8½ × d. 7½ inches. 
Collection of the artist.
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fig. 99. ABC Blocks: Apple, Baby, Cat, 1969. 
White stoneware with lustre overglazes,  
h. 7 × W. 7 × d. 7 inches (each block). 
Collection of robert holland and  
virginia dains.

Other text-based work was equally potent. Rippon’s ABC Blocks: Apple, Baby, Cat 
(fig. 99) and DEF Blocks: Dog, Elephant, Fish (fig. 100) were oversize clay blocks sculpted to 
mimic children’s wooden alphabet blocks. “A” is for apple, but also represents art, animosity, 
anarchy, autonomy, abortion, amphetamine, and assault. “B” stands for baby, bomb, beat, 
burn, bippie, bennie, and bag. “C” is for cat, conflict, coexistence, corruption, confrontation, 
and conformity.⁴⁸ Rippon executed the blocks in a delightfully naïve manner and embellished 
them with seductively colorful glazes and metallic lustres. Her strategy was to deliberately 
contrast the ingenuousness of the imagery and shiny surfaces with the gravitas of the words and 
symbols; the series critiques American culture, policy, and politics. Rippon worked arduously, 
sketching schemes for each letter, and ultimately built blocks that extended through most of the 
alphabet (figs. 101–102). She used the same format of the six-sided cube to create the stacking 
block installation of First Ladies Blocks (figs. 17, 103–105). This was Rippon’s homage, perhaps a 
feminist nod, to the “women behind the men” who she believed should be equally celebrated for 
their strength and integrity. 



fig. 100. DEF Blocks: Dog, Elephant, Fish, 1970. 
White stoneware with lustre overglazes,  
h. 9 × W. 9 × d. 9 inches (each block). 
Collection of the artist.



left
fig. 101. preparatory drawing for 
L Block, ABC Blocks series, late 1960s. 
Collection of the artist.

below right
fig. 102. ruth rippon sculpting 
blocks for her ABC Blocks series. 



left
fig. 103. ruth rippon with 
Presidents Blocks, after 1977. 
First Ladies Blocks are in the 
background.

bottom left
fig. 104. preparatory drawing 
for Eleanor Roosevelt Block 
(First Ladies Blocks), late 1960s. 
Collection of the artist.

bottom right
fig. 105. preparatory drawing 
for Bess Truman Block 
(First Ladies Blocks), late 1960s. 
Collection of the artist.
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BeTWeen reTrospeCTives

The next retrospective occurred from April 21 to May 22, 1987, at Sacramento State’s Robert 
Else Gallery, just as the spring semester was ending and Rippon’s retirement from teaching 
became official. This exhibition focused on works Rippon had produced during her thirty-one 
years of teaching, from 1956 to 1987, and represented all aspects of Ruth’s oeuvre, including—
as in the 1971 retrospective—traditional pottery forms, sculpture, watercolors, and drawings. 

Seen through a curatorial lens, the defining characteristic of this exhibition was the quan-
tity of impressive large sculptures that were showcased. Rippon had been intensely productive in 
the 1980s, and her creative output was prodigious: on display were four life-size figurative sculp-
tures; two Waterfall monoliths interpreting Chinese landscapes of rivers and rising mountains 
(see figs. 4–5); four medium-scale single female figures; one bird tableau, Crow with Nuts; and 
the carved clay sculpture of a conjoined walking couple, Winter in Central Park—the original 
of an edition of twenty-five (figs. 106–107).

It is clear from the 1980s onward that Rippon has enthusiastically engaged the human  
figure as her primary vehicle of expression. Her work is grounded in the figurative art tradi- 
tion of humanism that stylistically favors a poetic realism—one that acknowledges the soft 
edge, heroic stance, touch of innocence, and corporeal comfort of her subjects with whom  
she has forged an emotional connection. Her figures evoke the joyful celebration of life  
through their attitudes of compassion, maternal love, empathy, humor, and affirmation.  
They speak of a shared humanity and document everyday activities with an uncanny intimacy. 

below
fig. 106. ruth rippon and figures 
of Winter in Central Park on a 
reception invitation, 1984.

facing
fig. 107. Winter in Central Park, 1983. 
stoneware, pressed in mold,  
h. 22½ × W. 9 × d. 6 inches. 
Collection of the artist.
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Boy with Rainbow (fig. 108) portrays a boyish young adult, proud but vulnerable in 
attitude, dangling a large rainbow trout by his side. He is clothed only in fisherman’s pants  
with his chest exposed; the carved contours of unglazed clay define the strong musculature  
of his body and hands, revealing the youth’s fishing prowess. Rippon has sculpted the features  
of his face into an immutable expression of dignity as he stares wide-eyed at the viewer, neither 
offering nor refusing his catch; it seems it is up to the viewer to complete the story. 

Taking a more lighthearted approach, the sculpted bust Woman in Hat is a perky nubile 
figure with arms outstretched to adjust her wide-brimmed hat (see page 42). In her review of 
the exhibition, Sacramento Bee arts writer Victoria Dalkey insightfully interpreted the gesture 
of adjusting the hat’s brim “as reminiscent of a potter throwing a plate on a wheel.”⁴⁹ The hat, 
indeed, is the focal point and center of vision, and its swirling encirclement of the figure implies 
movement, as does the hair flowing down the torso and the bangles sliding down the arm.  
Rippon cleverly used several visual strategies to animate her sculpture. There is no ambiguity 
surrounding Woman in Hat: she is buoyant, frivolous, and vain, and the viewer is invited to 
engage in flirtation.

fig. 108. Boy with Rainbow, 1987. 
stoneware, h. 50 × W. 18 × d. 20 inches. 
private collection. 
photo: ruth rippon archives.
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Rippon developed this process while constructing the Lollies; a photograph taken of 
the artist during the building of the figures, at the moment when she is fabricating sockets  
in the legs, illustrates this procedure (fig. 110). The larger-than-life Lollies (fig. 111) were built in 
Rippon’s adjoining room at the Sacramento State ceramics studio during the same time frame as 
The Gossips. This scaled-up version was loosely based on a 17-inch sculpture with the same name 
that Rippon had made in the mid-1960s (see page XXX). Jeannette and Robert C. Powell, 
dedicated collectors of Rippon’s work, were enchanted with the small-scale figure group and 
commissioned Rippon to create a life-size sculpture for the fountain area of Pavilions, their new 
Sacramento shopping center. Rippon began work on the Lollies and The Gossips in early 1985, 
painstakingly coil-building the structures, carving the details, and applying colored slips—flesh 
tones for the skin and muted colors for apparel, hats, and shoes. Commenting on the Lollies 
commission, Ruth has written: “Size, attitude, color, pattern and texture were considered in the 
conception of the sculpture for the site. . . . It is hoped that they will have a universal appeal to a 
cross section of adults and children visiting Pavilions.”⁵⁰ 

above
fig. 110. ruth rippon sculpting 
Lollies in the studio at 
sacramento state, circa 1985.

facing
fig. 111. Lollies, 1985. 
stoneware, life size.  
pavilions shopping Center, 
sacramento, California.  
This photo was taken in 2016  
after the sculpture had been 
vandalized (the figures' legs  
were broken) and restored.
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The Lollies, with their casual rotund figures in relaxed poses and smart dresses, proved 
to be a welcoming beacon to passersby. The sculpture’s appeal must have been considerable,  
since the Powells were prompted by its popularity to commission Rippon to produce another  
fountain-area figure grouping for the shopping center’s new addition. Jeannette Powell wanted  
a sculpture of a younger woman with children, because the grouping would be located in an  
area near children’s shops. Since her first Mother and Child sculptures from the early 1960s, 
Rippon has been conceptualizing and drawing family groups and thinking, through design,  
about how mothers and children can interact through play (fig. 112). For this new commission,  
Rippon created the life-size figures of both Mother and Children sculptures (figs. 113–114) 
by the same technique she had used for the Lollies, although, according to her notes, she 
“decided to keep one of the children detached, but touching the mother.” Altering the design 
in this way facilitated Rippon’s production of the figures because “moving and stacking the kiln 
was made easier.”⁵¹ Both the Lollies and Mother and Children demonstrate Rippon’s thoughtful 
inquiry into the pathos of the human condition, personified in her sensitive portrayals of the 
fond idleness of middle-aged women and the expression of a mother’s love and nurture toward 
her joyful, playful progeny. The Pavilions Mother and Children achieves the perfect composi-
tional balance as all three figures are connected in a circular path by the position of their hands, 
and both mother and daughter touch the baby whose hands hold a ball—there is perfect  
harmony in this matriarchal group.

above and facing
fig. 112. sketches of Mother 
and Child and Family Totem, n.d. 
Collection of the artist.





above
fig. 113. Mother and Children, circa 1990. stoneware, life size. 
sierra health foundation, sacramento, California.

facing
fig. 114. Mother and Children, 1989. stoneware, life size. 
pavilions shopping Center, sacramento, California.
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The fresno reTrospeCTive

The next retrospective, Ruth Rippon: Ceramic Sculpture (November 21, 2002, to March 9, 2003), 
was organized by the Fresno Art Museum on the occasion of the artist being selected as the 
Distinguished Artist for 2002 by the Fresno Art Museum’s Council of 100 (figs. 115–116). The 
award letter states that the committee unanimously chose Rippon for her “accomplishments as 
an artist over these past thirty years” and for her “unwavering devotion” to her work.⁵² The ret-
rospective was comprehensive, representing nearly fifty years of Rippon’s career, with 150 works 
dating from 1953 to 2000. Consistent with her previous retrospectives, all media was included: 
stoneware pottery forms and sculptures, groupings of porcelain vessels, watercolors, graphite 
drawings, and etchings—ranging from “large-scaled human forms to delicate porcelains with 
exquisite glazes,” as proclaimed by curator Jacquelin Pilar in the retrospective’s brochure.⁵³ 

The distinguishing characteristics of this retrospective are the addition of several sculptures 
that are thematically tied to the concept of water, waves, mermaids, and fish; an impressive 
grouping of sculptures representing reclining and resting women (a continuing interest of the 
artist); the full-size clay model and maquette for the bronze sculpture Waiting (fig. 117); and 
several pieces from Rippon’s most recent series of tableaux of famous artists. 

fig. 115. Ruth Rippon: Ceramic Sculpture, 
exhibition at fresno art museum,  
november 21, 2002–march 9, 2003. installation 
view showing various plates and sculptures.



above
fig. 116. Ruth Rippon: Ceramic Sculpture, 
exhibition brochure cover. fresno art museum.

left
fig. 117. Maquette for “Waiting,” 1990s. 
Bronze, h. 17¼ × W. 6¾ × d. 11½ inches. 
Collection of david Warren.
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Ruth has always loved water in all its majestic forms—as ocean, sea, river, or lake— 
a passion she shared with her mother since childhood. When she became an adult, she 
expanded her passion of being by the water to fishing in the water, and grew into an ardent  
fisherman (figs. 118–119). It seems logical, therefore, that water and fish imagery would  
feature prominently in her work: Leaping Koi (see fig. 29), multiple Mermaids (see figs. 31–32), 
Fish on a Wave (fig. 120), and Nude with Fish and Seaweed (fig. 121) offer compelling examples. 
Kristina Perea Gilmore, in her essay in this catalogue, also offers insights into Rippon’s  
relationship to water. Rippon uses the design principle of “static movement” to activate the  
compositions of her sculptures: the fluidity and force of water are conveyed through sinuous 
lines, the powerful swirl of cresting waves portrayed as spirals and peaks, and the repeated  
patterns of fish and mermaid scales provoke the illusion of movement.

above left
fig. 118. ruth rippon 
fishing on the coast, n.d.

above right
fig. 119. ruth rippon (right) 
and a friend, marjorie runser,  
display their catch, 1980s.

right
fig. 120. Fish on a Wave, 1990s.
stoneware, h. 13 × W. 23 × d. 7 inches. 
Collection of Betty dobak.

facing
fig. 121. Nude with Fish 
and Seaweed, circa 1980. 
stoneware, h. 24½ × W. 9 × d. 9 inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.
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In each of Rippon’s career surveys, the female figure has dominated the sculptural category, 
and the 2002 retrospective is rich in examples of medium-scale figures of women reclining  
or sitting in contemplation, as demonstrated by Reclining Woman on Bench (there are two, 
one from the 1980s and one from the 1990s; figs. 122–123); Three Women on a Bench (1983); 
The Letter (see page xi); and Waiting (2000), which was displayed in two iterations, as a 
full-scale ceramic figure (now located in the lobby of Sacramento State University Library) and 
a 12-inch-high bronze maquette (see fig. 117). The full-scale bronze version of Waiting is located 
at the University of California, Davis, Medical Center in Sacramento (see figs. 125–126). Rippon’s  
penchant for sculpting reclining, resting, and sitting female figures derives naturally from 
her many disciplined years of attending life drawing sessions with nude models—prevailingly 
female. Invariably, the model would assume a pose that was recumbent, or leaning on or sitting 
in a chair. Frequently Ruth would use these drawings as source material for ceramic sculptures; 
she found them useful as ideation studies (fig. 124). If there is a commonality among these  
figures, it is their stoutness of stature and a celebration of amplitude; Rippon contends that  
she is poking fun at herself and that she identifies with the sturdy, comfortable women who 
wear decorative dresses that are given dimension through her hands.⁵⁴

facing top
fig. 122. Reclining Woman on Bench, 1980s. 
stoneware, h. 8¾ × W. 20½ × d. 6 inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.

facing below
fig. 123. Reclining Woman on a Bench, 1990s. 
stoneware, h. 9 × W. 16 × d. 5 inches. 
Collection of enlow and melena adams ose.

above
fig. 124. nude study drawings, n.d. 
Collection of the artist.



left
fig. 125. Waiting, 1999. 
Bronze, h. 59 × W. 23 × d. 36 inches. 
Collection of university of  
California, davis, medical Center. 

facing
fig. 126. Kurt edward fishback, 
Portrait of Ruth Rippon, 2014. 
rippon is seated next to her  
bronze sculpture Waiting, 1999.
© Kurt edward fishback
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Rippon’s sketchbooks also reveal many beautiful line drawings of women who seem frozen 
in reverie (fig. 127). The artist must have been drawn to the challenge of creating figures that 
convey pathos through their demeanor. Such is the case with the sculptures The Letter and 
Waiting: each figure sits quietly, one holding a letter, the other a book, but neither seems to 
be actually reading. Instead, they appear to be in deep contemplation, or far-away dreaming, 
or perhaps experiencing a moment of quiet acceptance or resignation. This would be an apt 
interpretation of Waiting (see fig. 125): Rippon was commissioned to create this life-size bronze 
figure by the University of California, Davis, Medical Center, and her response was to tell the 
story of a woman thrust into perpetual waiting, whose book has become a source of distraction 
and comfort.⁵⁵ 

fig. 127. drawings of women, n.d. 
Collection of the artist.
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The large-scale terra-cotta tableaux of famous artists are among the last pieces Rippon made  
before retiring from clay, and all four were showcased: L’Enfant Terrible (fig. 128), Nitty Magritte 
(fig. 129), Que Sera Seurat (1990s), and Too Loose Lautrec (fig. 130). It is obvious from the titles 
that Ruth was having a bit of fun depicting the artists whose lives had captivated her and in 
whose work she found inspiration. Although executed with a lighthearted touch, these elabo-
rate tableaux of Pablo Picasso, René Magritte, Georges Seurat, and Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec 
required intense research to precisely represent the artists’ personas, paintings, surrounding 
environments, and attributes associated with their fame. Rippon made numerous study sketches 
in preparation for the sculptures, and her attention to detail did not go unnoticed. Victoria 
Dalkey, reporting for the Sacramento Bee, noted in her review, “Fete of Clay”: “ ‘Too Loose 
Lautrec,’ a wonderfully detailed scene of Toulouse-Lautrec at work that is accurate down to  
the tubes of French pigment on his work table.”⁵⁶

fig. 128. preparatory drawing 
for L’Enfant Terrible, 1990s. 
Collection of the artist.





facing
fig. 129. Nitty Magritte, 1990s. 
Terra-cotta tableau, coil-built composite  
structure, h. 25 × W. 19 × d. 20½ inches. 
Collection of veronica rollman Kaufman.

above
fig. 130. Too Loose Lautrec, 1995. 
stoneware with slips and oxides,  
h. 25¾ × W. 22¼ × d. 22¼ inches. 
Collection of anne and malcolm mchenry.
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In Summary

Ruth Rippon turned ninety years old in 2017; she has lived a rich, productive life filled with 
creative crescendos. Her career in craft has been driven by the pursuit of excellence, a wondrous 
curiosity, a keen intellect that supports inquiry, and a work ethic that demands—and rewards—
discipline and perseverance. Throughout her years of teaching, she gave generously of her time 
and expertise to the constant waves of students who crossed the threshold of the Sacramento 
State ceramics studio, ensuring them a meaningful experience with clay. She has also sustained 
a dedicated and active role as a member and participant in the advocacy organizations of the 
Creative Arts League Sacramento (joining in 1957) and the Association of San Francisco Potters 
(member since 1951). Through experimentation, innovation, and adherence to proven method-
ologies, she has produced a body of ceramic work, both vessels and sculptures, of great diversity 
in form and technique, scale, glaze treatment, and surface decoration. The common threads 
that tie the work together are masterful craftsmanship; a knowledge and application of the prin-
ciples of design, color, and composition; an observant eye for natural forms; and a sensitivity to 
humanistic values. Rippon has initiated a relationship with viewers who have had the pleasure 
of being in the presence of these works. Through the legacy of this catalogue and retrospective, 
this relationship will be carried forward into the future for all who will see and experience the 
virtuosic work that Rippon has created with her hands, heart, and mind.
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