
Alchemical Vessels 12

The alchemical process is the transformation of 
matter. The basis of the process is the unique 
“prima materia”, the raw core material, which is 
then transformed into something precious and 
sublime.

For Alchemical Vessels, each of the par ticipating 
125 ar tists were given as their “prima materia” a 
simple, pure white, empty ceramic bowl. The 
convex curve, integral to the bowl, inspired 
openness, awareness, reflection, and meditation by 
all of the ar tists. The ar tists, surrendering 
themselves to the bowl, allowed the object to 
become a catalyst for transformation, resulting in 
the creation of unique pieces of ar t, full of hope 
and endless possibilities, joy, healing, strength and 
self-discovery.

Many of the par ticipating ar tists typically work in 
two-dimensional mediums; the Alchemical Vessels 
exhibition was not only an oppor tunity to look 
inward to create impor tant work, but also an 
oppor tunity to challenge the ar tists creatively. 
Some of the ar tists, upon bringing us their 
completed Alchemical Vessels, would remark that 
this was an incredible challenge for them. One of 
the ar tists mentioned that he lived with the bowl 
for weeks before beginning the transformative 
process that would eventually turn this simple 
ceramic bowl into an Alchemical Vessel. His unique 
approach to the project was not mirrored by any 
of the other ar tists, yet lies in perfect harmony 
among the 124 other works on display.

The various media and materials shown in the 
Exhibition are as diverse as the ar tists themselves: 
24k gold leaf, handmade paper, fabric, acrylic, saliva, 
cruelty-free naturally molted peacock 
feathers, gouache, pumice, metal stars, ash, 
encaustic, thoughts, Chinese ink, foliage, red 
flocking, damar resin, wire, horse hair, Taos red 
willow branches, clay, bronze dust, a leather shoe, 
glass, tissue paper, sea shells, silkworm spun silk 
filament. The communication that takes place 
between the pieces in all of their diversity is of 
symphonic propor tion. 
The ar tists address a myriad of issues, including 

renewal, healing, sexuality, exercise, purification, 
psilocybin/psychedelic therapy, aging parents, 
surviving, honor and remembrance, spiritual 
awareness, self identity, and a soul’s journey and the 
endurance of compassion and positive energy. By 
eliminating the function of the bowl with their craft, 
the ar tists have transformed the ceramic bowls 
from physical vessels to spiritual and metaphorical 
vessels; a space of holding for thoughts, fears, grief, 
pain – even happiness, joy, and pride.

Pamela H. Viola, literally represents the 
alchemical process by transforming rust into gold. 
The alchemical colors, black, white, red and yellow 
are depicted in Kazaan Viveiros’ vessel with dots of 
each color along a forward path. The Workingman 
Collective honor the alchemist red with their piece 
Red created with red flocking. Rania Hassan utilizes 
the circular bowl with an interior triangular form 
consisting of materials from her last solo show 
symbolizing the transformation of self. The vessel is 
a reflection on how one creates an alchemical 
environment for healing in Francie Hester’s work; 
the exterior with its layering of lines provides 
protection to the inner sacred space. Kathryn 
McDonnell invited random par ticipants to 
under take a journey of letting go and allowing 
nature to take its course in a controlled action. 

Where often times there are no words to describe 
our feelings, ar tists often serve as a catalyst with 
their creations. They create a visual language that is 
not only aesthetically delightful, but also invites us 
to go deeper within ourselves - to explore, grow 
and reawaken. But the ar t involved in this 
exhibition does not exist in a vacuum; it reflects the 
fears, anxieties, and desires of the ar tists. It reflects 
the personal experiences of the selected 
curators. It reflects the work and the healing that 
Smith Center for Healing and the Ar ts has 
facilitated throughout their many years as a beacon 
in the ar ts-as-healing community.

- Judy Sherman, Independent Curator and Owner, J 
Fine Ar t, Washington, DC & Anthony Palliparambil, 
Jr., Exhibitions Manager and Ar tist, Washington, DC

“Prima Materia”


