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Opposite: A Theory of Everything: Dark

Stupa, 2014. Cast porcelain from sal-

vaged hobby industry molds, zinc crys-

talline glaze, sand, and plywood

shelving, 12 x 10 ft. diameter. Above:

Itinerant Edens: Perpetual Spring,

2004. Moist clay in plastic enclosures,

plywood, polystyrene, and light,

installation view.

The Facsimile Is
Good Enough

Walter
McConnell

A Conversation with

BY TWYLENE MOYER Walter McConnell’s two major bodies of work strike

at the core of human ambition—the desire to possess.

More acquisitive than magpies, more daring than

Prometheus, we shape and reshape our world through

ownership—either physically (collecting and hoarding)

or, if that fails, intellectually (ordering and classifying).

Even the wonders of the natural world and the 

mysteries of the universe can be captured, reduced 

to graspable objects tailored to our hands and minds.

Parts stand for wholes; souvenirs replace experience.

The facsimile becomes the real, and we seldom

notice the switch, because what we have determines

what is real, even if only for a short time.
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Twylene Moyer: Your work divides into two opposing, but related, series:

“Itinerant Edens”—temporary moist clay environments—and the “Theory of

Everything”—assemblages of fired ceramic figurines slipcast from hobby molds.

How did you come to this split focus, and what were you making before?

Walter McConnell: One’s about collecting, hoarding, and owning, and the
other has to do with ephemerality, time, and the inability to hoard and own and

keep materials. The Edens, which I’ve been doing the longest, are like a lot of

things I make; different circumstances came together to create the work, and 

as I pursued it, more and more ideas came into play. In 1993, I had the opportu-

nity to do an installation in a Chicago warehouse, and there wasn’t much time

to set it up. It occurred to me that I could do the whole thing with wet clay, and

that simple prompt brought a lot of information. I knew that I would be dealing

with time, with an ephemeral form; I knew that the unfired clay would require

a certain kind of housing to keep it in its wet state. Solving those problems

started the work, but the ideas were also provocative. Questions of ephemeral-

ity fit in with a lot of post-studio work at the time and the buzz of installation 

at alternative spaces.

When I came out of graduate school, I was doing fired work made out of

many, many individual parts that I then organized spatially in a kind of installa-

tion format—unlike the “Theory of Everything” works, though, I made these

pieces myself. I was interested in systems of organization. I’d been intrigued by

Albrecht Dürer’s treatise on perspective—how to organize three-dimensional

space on a two-dimensional plane. And I was thinking about the problem of

wanting to make a lot of things and then having to organize them. 

TM: There is a tendency to discuss the Edens from an environmental perspec-

tive—responding to the raw clay and its equation with earth—but they’re

only really about materiality in so far as raw clay stands for pure potentiality.

Does the idea of primal creation ever play in the back of your head while

you’re building these worlds? 

WM: Once I started incorporating figures, there was a stronger connection to
the Judeo-Christian idea of an Adamic figure. But when they began, they had

something of an environmental ethos: I made the work, it was temporary, and 

I recycled the clay and used it somewhere else—now, I just get more clay. Origi-

nally, I built the piece, it had a life and duration, and that was it. Implicit or

explicit in the way things were made, I wanted people to see that there were

hands all over it, that it was malleable, mutable, changeable—either through

the agency of the artist or the nature of the material itself. I was always inter-

ested in the notion that it would expire at some point. The refusal, or disinclina-

tion, to make it permanent was a way to draw the viewer into a dialogue that

worked against the cultural fixation on permanence: Why would you spend so

much time doing that when you can’t save it? 

In each work, I brought a new set of consequences, associations, or allu-

sions. I would flex the kinds of imagery available in the clay, the kinds 

of things it would make. Not only do I have tons of inert, plastic, malleable

material still in a state where it can change physically, I also have an image.

There’s mimicry going on, imitation, a sleight of hand. It’s not just squeezy; 

I’m constructing a fictional world, a fictional space. The notion of the itiner-

ant was always there, since the works were made in different places and 

for a particular amount of time. The idea of Eden just became attached to it,

because the construction is a kind of chimera—a sumptuous, or pretend-

sumptuous, paradisical space. Even the walled garden becomes a metaphor.
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Calling Earth to Witness, 2010. Moist clay in plastic enclosure, plywood, polystyrene, and

light, 13 x 2.5 ft. diameter. C
O
U
R
TE
SY
 T
H
E 
A
R
TI
ST

20-27_sclp_April16_20-27_sclp_April16  2/18/16  2:54 PM  Page 22



That’s when the idea of a creation myth became more and more palpable,

and when I started using the word “Eden” in the titles.

TM: The process relates to a time-honored metaphor in creation mythology—

the artist or artisan at work, which was designed to shed light on mysteries

beyond our understanding—and the form underscores that question of

access to knowledge. You erect a plastic barrier, which is functionally neces-

sary, but it also separates viewers from the creative act and its result. You

are the only person privy to creation and who experiences it. The rest of us

can only glimpse worlds that we can’t enter, touch, or even really see. Is this

part of your conceptual framework?

WM: Sure, I can aggrandize myself as the creator who makes something out

of an inchoate lump. I always knew it was something of a titillation. People

want to get closer, but they can’t. They want to see it better, but the closer

they move to the plastic, the worse the view. I don’t know why I’m compelled

to give that experience. It’s a condition of being in the world: you think you

know something and then you find out you don’t. 

TM: The plastic also serves as a framing device. It enhances the preciousness

and calls attention to the artificiality.

WM: That idea is very relevant to my personal experi-

ence of landscape. Culturally we look at landscape from

prescribed viewpoints, tropes about what is beautiful. 

I was very interested in ideas of the picturesque, and I

was always particularly enamored by the Hudson River

School—the cinemascopic paintings of Church and Bier-

stadt, with their theatrical lighting and exaggeration. I

liken the plastic screen or scrim to doing something like

that; it gives a focal point that arrests your attention,

like the frame of a painting. And I enjoy the irony that

the atmosphere created by what might be considered 

a cheap effect—the dripping condensation—can be

enthralling. We have engrained responses to certain

kinds of atmosphere and light, so the virtual re-make

can achieve a great degree of verisimilitude. Though it’s

not quite there, it’s enough to capture your attention

and trigger the response.

I’ve always been conscious of the viewpoint taken by

the viewer when entering the space, and things unfold

in a very particular way. There’s always an accelerated

perspective, which is another code for a space that isn’t

really there, but that you perceive and think about as

though it were. I was interested in those ideas piling on

to one another to effect some kind of experience of the

natural world, but in an artificial environment.

TM: What I find fascinating is that the Edens exist in a

paradoxical state of temporary stasis. They may act like

real-time systems of light and heat driving evaporation

and condensation, like Hans Haacke’s Condensation

Cube, but they are stuck in a closed, artificially main-

tained loop—there is no growth, no evolution. 

WM: I love that cube, which is a stripped-down version

of the phenomenon. But then my mind gets all messy

with it, adding imagery and storytelling—to some

people’s chagrin.

TM: With their strange, unnatural sterility, the Edens

have something in common with Damien Hirst’s shark

or Marc Quinn’s frozen blood heads. Have you consid-

ered keeping them on life support in perpetuity? 

WM: It’s an interesting idea. I proposed such a piece

for the Denver Art Museum, but it was too much

money. It would be interesting to keep them going

because you could rig up an artificial spray system,

and that, as you suggest, carries a different connota-

tion. That idea of an indefinite amount of time is

available here, but I think you’re right; they appear

more fragile. I suggest that they appear artificially

sustained, but immediately, the viewer gathers up the

impending tragedy and senses the end. 

TM: I suspend any idea of an end in front of them and

consider only a perpetual present. If you really want

to talk about impending doom, why not let them dry

out, run their natural course, crumble, and return to

dust?
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Itinerant Edens: Fault, 2009. Moist clay in plastic enclosure, scanned and prototyped figures,

plywood, polystyrene, and light, 8 x 10 x 2 ft.
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WM: I guess that I enjoy the uncertainty and the ambiguity. You
get to end the story however you’re inclined. I don’t think I ever

had an agenda that I wanted to flesh out. As long as there’s a

provocative circulation of ideas, I’m content. 

TM: You’ve been making variations on the Edens for a long time.

How have they changed?

WM: After 10 or 20 years, they could have evolved completely differ-
ently, but for whatever reason, they’ve stayed in a similar place—

though the imagery has changed a bit, and, for me, that evolves

the premise. When I traveled to China, I toured a number of schol-

ars’ gardens, and they inspired the “Chinoiserie” works, which were

modeled after Jean-Baptiste Pillement’s engravings for A New Book

of Chinese Ornaments, an 18th-century pattern book. I borrowed

from these rather fantastical garden images, but the gardens in

Suzhou, which I don’t think Pillement ever saw, are not that differ-

ent from the engravings. I did a couple of works based on that expe-

rience, and the enclosures became like domes, like snow globes,

souvenirs that preserve a segment of memory. 

TM: There is something almost Victorian about their attitude to

memory and preservation. They are prim and prudish in their hands-

off fascination with the muck of life, rather like specimen jars.

WM: Absolutely, and there’s the idea of the encased miniature
world and how that brings on imaginative speculation in popular

culture. I was playing off the writings of Susan Stewart (On Longing)

and Celeste Olalquiaga (The Artificial Kingdom: On the Kitsch Experi-

ence), who both talk about the Victorian fascination with minia-

tures and the growth of aquariums. Olalquiaga connected them to

the growth of the glass industry, which brought on a culture of titil-

lation in which you can see things but can’t have them.

TM: Is each Eden a draft, set up, destroyed, and remade?

WM: I keep remaking the Edens in part because people are inter-
ested and also because I find new twists on them. I often say that

I’m not going to do this again, but when I had access to a body

scanner, I got curious about prototyping some figures, and that

engendered a whole new range of pieces. Before that, the figures

came out of a collection of mass-produced figurines—Snow

White, for instance, and a male explorer who resembles Caspar

David Friedrich’s Wanderer.

TM: Of Fable and Facsimile (2015, Katzen Arts Center, American Uni-

versity, Washington, DC) is your largest Eden yet, with six capsules

placed to run an endless loop in three dimensions. You’re respond-

ing to Thomas Cole’s The Voyage of Life, with a similar variety of

landscapes to go with the different life stages, but the trajectory

of your narrative is indeterminate. It could be a rise or a fall.

WM: That’s right, and I might have liked to exaggerate that a little
more. I love Cole’s suite of paintings, and I’ve always wanted to ref-

erence it tangentially, if not specifically. I had the three ages of

male family members in the piece; then there was the Katzen Cen-

ter space, with that arcing half-moon shape that I knew would cre-

ate a certain kind of unfolding as you moved through it. Nothing
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Itinerant Edens: Of Fable and Facsimile, 2015. Moist clay in plastic enclosures, scanned and prototyped figures, plywood, polystyrene, and light, installation view.
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was firmed up until I finished, but I knew that the patriarch would

be seen through the opening at one end of the gallery, and at 

the other, there would be the capsule with my own figure. When I

turned the figure of my father toward the other one, the cycle was

complete. It really surprised me. I never designed it to be a psycho-

analytical piece about me and my father, but that’s part of the fable

that one can invent. Even if you don’t know about the family rela-

tionship, you can easily understand the different ages. There’s

no clear place where it should go; you get to invent it.

TM: Facsimile is not just about 3D body scanning.

WM: That’s the beauty of it. I like content when it becomes reso-

nant, when it can push out in different directions and still have a

poetic sense—not a complete narrative sense, but active intercon-

nections. I’ve got the three generations, the notion of a gene pool. 

TM: The patriarch’s posture is quite threatening.

WM: It is, or at least that’s how I reacted to it. I initially posed my
father as a type of aged explorer, with his leg up on a rock. Then I

told him to do anything he wanted. He was thinking of a silly “hang

loose” gesture that he picked up on vacation in Hawaii, but I saw 

a beautiful ambiguity: it looks angry, it looks playful. He’s hollering,

he’s screaming, he’s railing against something, maybe his own

aging. And I thought about Dylan Thomas’s line “do not go gentle

into that good night.” My father had the populist version of

that poem posted on his computer—something about sliding into

home, used up, with a glass of chardonnay. 

TM: How are we, as viewers, supposed to see ourselves in relation

to the figures, particularly in terms of the scale shifts?

WM: I always step back from that question. I don’t want to make it
up for people. If you enter into a reciprocal dialogue, you’re doing

the right thing. I enjoy the scale changes a lot, and I very strategi-

cally decided that no one was going to be life size. I wanted the

patriarch to be much larger, which gives him a monumental associ-

ation, like a carved Greek marble.

TM: Which fits with the sense of weathering and erosion in that

capsule.

WM: Yes, and that plays against my nephew. Since he’s 6’2” and
a strapping young man, I thought I’d make him more diminutive.

He’s taking a kind of hero pose.

TM: And you’ve always been the anti-hero, from the time of your

first appearance in The Fountainhead.

WM: When I first prototyped my body, I was apprehensive, but

I was the available model and so, what the hell, I did it. I always

include my figure with the idea that this naked, 40-year-old pre-

tender is a replacement for that heroic 19th-century figure. It seemed

like a self-deprecation, a way to make fun of a male mythology. 

TM: Why did you start to cut “artifacts” out of the Edens and fire

them? Do these fragments, preserved like relics from a perform-

ance, change the dynamic between temporary and permanent?

WM: At some point, when I rent a hole in the plastic and the

whole piece got recycled, maybe I had some misgiving. This was a

way to save one piece and talk about that moment of memorializ-

ing, to create a memento that reflects back on the past. I also

thought that they could enter into economic circulation in a way

that the Edens can’t. They feel like architectural fragments, like
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pieces of cornices, so they fit within a history of fired ceramic

items. The fired versions of my figure are a similar idea. I figured

that if all these things are going to go away, existing only as

images in print and in cyberspace, at least I could fire the figure

or another part as a record.

TM: You don’t think that this tempers or compromises the essence

of the Edens? Firing the fragments would seem to epitomize Christa

Wolf’s assertion that “there is and can be no poetics which prevents

subjects from being killed and buried in art objects.”

WM: I suppose it does compromise it, but it’s taking a different view

of the works. The Edens are still what they are when you’re experi-

encing them as wet clay pieces. Why not have a tangible, preserved

record? As a culture, we’re very good at endlessly doing those kinds

of things. In my show at Cross MacKenzie, I deliberately associated

my figure from the Edens with pages from catalogues of kitschy

ceramics that I photographed, refurbished, and enlarged. In these

prints, I’m collecting mass-produced ceramics. I thought I would

associate my figure with that kind of serial production.

TM:Which leads to the “Theory of Everything” works, which are

all about the things that we can physically possess, that we accu-

mulate; and they embrace the sum total of mass-produced civi-

lization, high and low. Not only do these two bodies of work take

opposing views of the world, they also stand for the two poles of

ceramic history—handmade, one-of-a-kind works versus industrial

production. But the “Theory of Everything” accumulations add 

an interesting twist. Anyone using a hobby mold could be their

own Sévres.

WM: Yes, it’s a democratization of craft, of making, a feeling of

betterment that one might have through good industry and craft.

Making your own things connects you to the fine arts in a certain

way. It’s a popularization for people who don’t have a particular

talent or follow through.

TM: Do you enjoy slipcasting?
WM: I do. This is partially conflicting, but though there is a degree

of plastic invention in the Edens, I’m not making anything that 

I couldn’t train someone else to make. I have to democratize the

process. If I didn’t, I couldn’t make them as ambitiously as I need

to in the time that I have—a week or two. Part of their consis-

tency has to do with what I can train people to do. The hand of

the artist is in the orchestration. What I’ve always enjoyed about

the work that became the “Theory of Everything” is that it’s 

like walking into greenware shops, where you have a thousand

square feet of shelves filled with pre-cast pieces. It’s an expression

of popular imaginative yearning—not any one piece per se, but

together they feed a popular imaginative need from a certain

point in time. I don’t need to put my hand back into it. By casting

them, I’m re-appropriating them and letting them be what they

are, as opposed to other artists who will manipulate and change
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Itinerant Edens: Chinoiserie #1, 2004. Moist clay in plastic enclosure, ply-

wood, polystyrene, and light, approx. 108 x 56 x 47 in.

Itinerant Edens: New World #3, 2005. Moist clay in plastic enclosures, plywood,

polystyrene, and light, detail of installation. C
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them. I wanted them to be what they were, but in force, in numbers, in

order to impress upon you the fecundity of the populist imagination, which

is simultaneously very mundane.

TM: Like a Wunderkammer, they seek to encapsulate the known world—in this

case, the cultural universe. Popular culture is our religion, science, and philoso-

phy, so calling them “Theory of Everything” is very appropriate—you’ve hit on

the single key that unlocks the secrets of contemporary America.

WM: And I did it before the movie came out. The title came in a very tongue-

in-cheek way, because these unedited stocks of hobby industry molds, which

I acquired almost for free when the shops closed, are the theory of everything

within a certain demographic, which makes for a weird cosmogony.

TM: At your Daum Museum show in 2008, you showed both kinds of work

in tandem. I’m sure it takes an insane amount of effort to install them

together, but the juxtaposition is extremely effective.

WM: I like your take on that. If given the opportunity, I might explore that

idea further down the road. There are a lot of other things I want to get to

that are spin-offs of those things.

TM: Is your upcoming installation at the Freer/Sackler one of those spin-

offs? 

WM: Something grew out of all these ideas when I was asked to work with

the collection. I’m showing A Theory of Everything: White Stupa (2004–08) 

and A Theory of Everything: Dark Stupa (2014)—large, pyramidal structures

composed of hundreds of cast commercial porcelains, covered in dark crys-

talline glaze and white crystalline glaze. There are many Asian subjects in the

mix, which I will probably add to, and their architecture is also Asian-influ-

enced. My impulse to make the stupas came in part from a visit to China. 

I made the first one, Pagoda, during a residency at the Sanbao Ceramic Art

Institute in 2002. I shopped at the market stalls at Jingdezhen (a center of

ceramic production for 1,700 years), where for $50, you could buy hundreds

of funny little ceramic pieces, and I stacked these vessels and figurines into

a cylindrical tower topped with a paper parasol. When I came back to the

States, this idea came together with the hobby molds. The Sackler installation

also involves the museum’s collection and responds to the idea of Chinama-

nia, to the Western fascination with Chinese porcelain, particularly blue and

white, which was so ubiquitously collected.

TM: The Peacock Room at the Freer was originally designed to showcase

Frederick Leyland’s collection of blue and white.

WM: Right, and since this installation is related to the Peacock Room, they

were interested in me working with that collection. I selected and arranged

more than 50 pieces representative of the original porcelains and then

decided to democratize them by digitally scanning and reproducing them as

a souvenir boxed set in the same arrangement, at one-third scale. You can

probably visit any museum in China and take home a similar souvenir collec-

tion. I’m fascinated with making the work available to a broader public by

allowing the technology to reproduce and generate the pieces. Here again,

the facsimile is good enough.

Twylene Moyer is the Managing Editor of Sculpture.

“Chinamania,” Walter McConnell’s upcoming show at the Arthur M. Sackler

Gallery, will be on view from July 9, 2016 through January 2, 2017.
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A Theory of Everything: White Stupa, 2007. Cast porcelain from salvaged hobby industry

molds, zinc crystalline glaze, sand, and plywood shelving, 11 x 10 ft. diameter.
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