Look Alikes: The Decal Plates of Howard Kottler
Decals





Various forms of printed decorations have been used in ceramic production since the early days of industrialization in the mid-18th century. Such decoration traditionally has been associated with inexpensive, mass-produced ware and, since the mid-20th century, with ceramic hobbyists. Howard Kottler’s use of decal was startling to both academics and studio potters who treasured handwork. 

Decals, a form of printed decoration, are like the temporary tattoos that children wet and place on their arms. To create a decal, an image is first silk-screened with low-fire glazes (china paints) onto a special paper, which is then coated with varnish. When soaked, the paper releases a flexible varnished image that is ready to be positioned on a previously glazed and fired ceramic object like a porcelain plate. When the object undergoes another, low-temperature fire, the varnish burns away and the image on the decal is permanently bonded to the underlying form. 

Mass-produced commercial decals are usually sold in sheets of repeated images that can be cut apart with scissors. Kottler cuts and combines parts of different images and uses multiples of the same image in his plates. 
All works are commercial white porcelain plates with altered commercial decals and metallic (luster) glaze added by the artist, unless otherwise noted on the wall label. All works are in the collection of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust, Courtesy of Revolution Gallery, Ferndale, Michigan, unless otherwise noted.

Colonial

Kottler took a decal of a country courtship scene that was in widespread commercial use and transformed it by cutting and pasting. He first tried the decal on hand-thrown plates, seen here in The Lecher. He quickly turned to blank porcelain plates he bought in bulk. “I was not satisfied with the combination of handmade plate and commercial ceramic decal,” he later recalled. “I wanted the precise, streamlined character that industry achieves with porcelain plates.”

In The Lecher, a dragon’s head is substituted for the man’s, giving the suitor a predatory edge. In Colonial Goose, a large hand approaches the maid’s backside.

Colonial

Mass-produced shallow bowl, Salem China Co., date unknown

Porcelain

Private collection

The Lecher, about 1966

Altered decal on hand-thrown stoneware plate

Collection of Herb and Lucy Pruzan
Colonial

Gilded Chinoiserie, about 1970

Colonial Goose, about 1970
Colonial Goose, about 1970

Altered decal on patterned Royal Derby China

Capitol

In the era of Vietnam War protest demonstrations and counterculture Love-Ins, Kottler combined anti-war and pro-love sentiments. The repeated legs humorously comment on the late-1960s marches protesting the war in Vietnam. Yet, Kottler’s motifs—guns and legs—also refer to male anatomy. In Peace March and Peacemakers, the words “peace” and “peacemaker” (the actual name of a Colt pistol) are shot from guns.

Capitol

Colonial Rockettes, 1967


Collection of Bernard Goffe
Capitol Walk, 1967
Collection of Bernard Goffe

Peace March, 1967


Collection of Lars Husby


Peacemakers, 1967

Collection of Dr. William and Janet Eaglstein
American Flag

Kottler reassembles the American flag in his most purely political series of plates. In response to the Vietnam War, Old Glory is transformed into Exhausted Glory, an image spit out of the rear end of a car. In Charming Lyre (read “liar”), the flag becomes a snake raised by a charmer. In Made in the USA, a tag that ideally proclaims quality goods is now attached to a flag that unravels before our eyes. The emptiness of the white plate invades the flag in Hollow Dream—no stars, no stripes, just a memory and desire for what Kottler felt the flag was supposed to stand for. 

The artist had padded envelopes and a ceremonial box made for the series to emphasize their preciousness and distinguish them from everyday dinnerware. 
Charming Lyre






From the series American Supperware, 1969

Museum of Arts and Design, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust

Drip Dry

From the series American Supperware, 1969

Museum of Arts and Design, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust

Exhausted Glory

From the series American Supperware, 1969

Museum of Arts and Design, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust

Flag Kit

From the series American Supperware, 1969

Museum of Arts and Design, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust

Hollow Dream

From the series American Supperware, 1969

Museum of Arts and Design, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust

Made in the USA

From the series American Supperware, 1969

Museum of Arts and Design, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust

Last Supper

By skillfully cutting away successive parts of Leonardo da Vinci’s Last Supper (about 1495–98), Kottler creates unexpected humor and pathos in a well-worn image. In this all-male gathering, the central figure is sometimes absent. In other images, he has been abandoned by the guests. In Signals, all that remains are the hands. Kottler covertly refers to the subtle gestures within the gay community that communicate sexual preference and availability while remaining invisible to those who do not know the cues. 

Last Supper

Lost Supper
Signals

Collection of Patti Warashina

Out to Supper
Reservation for Thirteen

Lost Host’s Ghosts

Collection of Patti Warashina

From the series Leonardo Supperware, 1967-72

Jesus 

Do You See Glory?, date unknown

Collection of Lars Husby

Title unknown [Double Jesus], date unknown
Big Brother, 1980

Collection of Patti Warashina

Mona Lisa





Madame X, about 1970

Private collection, Courtesy of Revolution Gallery, 

Ferndale, Michigan

The title Madame X refers to a notorious 1884 portrait by American painter John Singer Sargent and to a melodramatic 1966 movie of the same name. Kottler associates the Mona Lisa with Sargent’s sexy subject and with the wronged and suffering character played by Lana Turner, the star of the movie. When Mona Lisa vanishes in Madame X, we understand that more than her smile is enigmatic. This is a woman with a past to hide. 

What’s in a Name, about 1970

The relationship between an object and its name is a continuing theme in Kottler’s work. In What’s in a Name, he places the label “Mona Lisa by Howard Kottler” beneath Leonardo’s famous portrait Mona Lisa (about 1503–6). Kottler claims himself to be the artist, and he’s correct. This is not a Renaissance painting, but a modern pastiche. Kottler is saying, in effect, “This is not the Mona Lisa. This is the artist Howard Kottler at play.”  

Mona Lisa





Golden Girl, about 1970

Mona Brick, about 1970

Collection of Jeff Guido

Madonna

The Virgin Mary is one of many familiar cultural icons that Kottler manipulates with glee rather than guilt, participating in an era when the questioning of authority was valued and widespread. In Madonna Ware, he removes, substitutes, and adds decals to the original image—a delicate, sorrowful woman holding a stem of flowers, the symbol of her virginity. 

Kottler gave the Madonna Ware plates a special casing, fashioning the extravagant leather pouches for each plate and fabricating the wooden box to contain the set. The box is topped with an icon of the Virgin and Child whose richness, antiquity, and solemnity set the viewer up for a shock to come. Think about opening this box, then seeing each finely crafted envelope inside covered with religious medals. Think finally of opening each envelope to a different and irreverent image.

Madonna

Flag Pox     


Our Lady of the Sunflowers     

Kottler is referring here to the 19th-century British poet and playwright Oscar Wilde. Wilde was a dandy who dressed extravagantly, carried lilies, wrote of the sunflower’s beauty, and was imprisoned on charges related to his homosexuality. This Madonna is an homage to a great aesthete and dramatist who, in his imprisonment, was sacrificed to Victorian morality.  

From the series Madonna Ware, ca. 1973 edition of 1970-71 series

Collection of Pamela and Stephen Hootkin
Madonna

Lincoln in Drag or All Men Are Created Equal     


The mature, bearded, and brooding face of Abraham Lincoln replaces that of the youthful Madonna. The comedic juxtaposition of a large black-and-white head onto a delicate female frame retains, nevertheless, an elegiac tenderness. Lincoln appears as both the mourner and the mourned. As the author of the Emancipation Proclamation (1862), which freed Confederate slaves, he has long been a symbol of freedom and equality for the 

gay as well as black communities. 

Sans Libido     

Sans Libido means without sexual drive.

From the series Madonna Ware, ca. 1973 edition of 

1970-71 series

Collection of Pamela and Stephen Hootkin

Blue Boy / Pinkie

Kottler made extensive use of decals of two famous paintings that are often paired in popular arts, Thomas Gainsborough’s The Blue Boy (about 1770) and Thomas Lawrence’s Pinkie (1794). The words “blue,” “boy,” and “pinkie” are suggestive in gay slang. Kottler isolates the figures on white plates, duplicates them, and switches their identities. Masquerade, concealment, and self-love are his dominant themes.  
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Thomas Gainsborough (1727-88)




Thomas Lawrence (1769-1830)
Jonathan Buttall: The Blue Boy




Sarah Barrett Moulton: Pinkie, 1794
about 1770






Oil on canvas
Oil on canvas






58 1/4 x 40 1/4 inches

70 5/8 x 48 3/4 inches





The Huntington Art Collections,


The Huntington Art Collections,




San Marino, California

San Marino, California

Blue Boy / Pinkie

Like Father, Like Son

From the series Blue Boy Ware, 1970 

An Eye for an Eye, 1981

Collection of Paul Kotula

In this plate, the lover is equated with the beloved (An I for an I). Kottler suggests that when looking at others we see only ourselves, a theme that also occurs in plates where a mirror replaces the faces of Jesus and Mona Lisa. 

Blue Boy / Pinkie

Manhandler

From the series Blue Boy Ware, 1970 

Collection of V’Lou Oliveira

The Better Half, 1980

Blue Boy / Pinkie

Just One of the Girls, about 1970

Twins, about 1970



Collection of V’Lou Oliveira 



Incognito, about 1970
Collection of Mark Del Vecchio and Garth Clark

Blue Boy / Pinkie

Command Performance, 1981

For the Record, 1981
18th-Century Mysticism, 1981

American Gothic 

The dour couple pictured in Grant Wood’s famous regionalist painting American Gothic (1930) are the ultimate straightmen. When Kottler, in American Minstrels, puts the pair in whiteface, a parody of the racist vaudevillian blackface, the thought of them singing and dancing on stage is absurdly comical. When Kottler erases their mouths in The Silent White Majority, he mocks President Richard Nixon’s call for support from “the great silent majority of my fellow Americans” during the Vietnam War. When Kottler replaces the woman’s head with a duplicate of the man’s in Look Alikes, the friction between grim rectitude and gay couple is startling and hilarious.


American Gothic 

Look Alikes
Personal Possession

American Minstrels
The Silent White Majority 

From the series American Gothicware, 1972 edition of 1971 series

Seattle Art Museum, Gift of the Howard Kottler Testamentary Trust 

American Gothic 

Restless Sex 

Playmate Conditioner

From the series Gothic Americanware, about 1970

Cities

In these works, Kottler subtly embellishes vintage souvenir plates. New York and San Francisco, cities with thriving gay communities, are honored. A traditional Blue Willow plate, in which two birds symbolize the lovers in a tragic Chinese tale, is also a target for Kottler’s visual hijinks.
Cities

Gotham Madonna, about 1969

Decal on Studenville Pottery souvenir plate

Title unknown [San Francisco]
Decal on Made in Japan souvenir plate

Willow Wears the Wicked Winged Whip, date unknown (about 1969)
Decal on Blue Willow plate  

Collection of Merrily Tompkins

Lincoln

When Lilacs Last in the Courtyard Bloomed, about 1969

The seriousness of Kottler’s portrayals of Lincoln is evident in When Lilacs Last in the Courtyard Bloomed, which takes as its title a variant line from Walt Whitman’s famous lament for the dead President, When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloomed (1865-66). On the plate, Lincoln’s face appears in the last carriage of a funeral cortege. Kottler seems more reverent in his treatment of Lincoln than he does in his treatment of Jesus and the Madonna. 

Sticks, Stones, Bones or All Men Are Created Equal, 1968
Collection of Judith and Martin Schwartz

What’s in a Name?

Each picture is paired with a three-letter word, as in a child’s primer. In Animal Crackers all labels say “dog,” an animal that played a large part in Kottler’s late sculptures dealing with dominance and submission. The labels in What’s in a Name correspond to unrelated human body parts—leg, ear, hip, lip, etc. The expression “three-letter man” refers to the derogatory word “fag” in Kottler’s era. What’s in a name?, Kottler asks. Stereotyping and mislabeling. What’s in an image? Play-acting, masquerade, and concealment.

What’s in a Name?

Cats, about 1970

Kottler has given the dog a pair of cat’s eyes.

Animal Crackers, about 1970
What’s in a Name, about 1970

What’s in a Name?

Inconspicuous Consequences, about 1970

Kottler used this image many times, cutting the windows from a decal of a coach that appears in When Lilacs Last in the Courtyard Bloomed, which hangs nearby. Sometimes he placed cryptic images in the windows. In this case, blank windows with partially drawn shades leave the hidden activities beyond to the imagination.

Sign Language 1984, date unknown

George Orwell published Nineteen Eighty-Four, a politically bleak futuristic novel, in 1949. In it Big Brother rules a totalitarian society that controls the thoughts and actions of the inhabitants and dispenses punishment through its misnamed Ministry of Love. Kottler uses fingers, particularly the extended pinky, to spell out the year of Orwell’s title.

Pope (Paul VI) 

Bar Mitzvah Boy, about 1969, Collection of Bernard Goffe

Pope Pie, about 1970

The words on this plate are from a commercial decal likely produced for ceramic hobbyists. Kottler invites us to see double meanings in many of the words in the recipe, for example, “fruit,” a pejorative term for a gay man. The inscription reads: Prepare pie crust mix for 2 crusts. Line pie pan, and add fruit mixture which has been well blended. Cut several slots in remaining crust to allow steam to escape. 
Place over the fruit and make sure of good seal to undercrust by pressing firmly along edges. Brush top of upper crust with milk or cream, and sprinkle ¼ cup sugar. Bake in oven. 450 degrees for 45 minutes.

Rose Is a Rose (Gertrude Stein)

In this series about roses, Kottler honors Gertrude Stein, famed early-20th-century avant-garde writer, American expatriate, and lesbian. Stein wrote, “Rose is a rose is a rose is a rose/ Loveliness extreme,” in her 1913 poem Sacred Emily. He must also have been aware of Juliet’s words in William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, “What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet,” a declaration that an object is not changed by its name. And he certainly knew of dada artist Marcel Duchamp’s 1920 cross-dressing alter ego Rrose Sélavy—“Eros, c’est la vie” or “Eros, that is life.” In Duchamp-speak, “rose is a rose” is “Rrose is Rrose” or “eros is eros.” 

The identification of rose with sexuality follows a long history of wordplay: “rose” is a slang term for female genitals, for example. Given this chain of associations, Gertrude Stein was a perfect fit for Kottler—another gay artist (like Leonardo da Vinci, John Singer Sargent, and Grant Wood) to parody. Stein’s signature avant-garde writing provided ample opportunity for wordplay, double entendres, and obscure homosexual references muffled enough to pass undetected.  

Rose is a Rose (Gertrude Stein)

Just for Alice
Roses Are Red

Alice B. Toklas was the life partner of Gertrude Stein.

Seeing Is Believing
Shadow Play

From the series Homage to Gertrude, 1972

Arkansas Arts Center Foundation Collection, Gift of the Howard Kottler 

Testamentary Trust

