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Julie Dummermuth





Abstract  
I   will   be   creating   a   series   of   5   ceramic   sculptures   depicting   the   story   of   the   phoenix   as   an  

allegory   for   the   importance   of   forest   fires   for   certain   trees   that   have   pinecones.   Much   like   how  
the   mythical   phoenix   uses   fire   to   be   reborn,   many   types   of   pine   trees   rely   on   fire   to   propagate.  
The   largest   of   these   sculptures   will   be   roughly   3-feet   tall   and   the   smallest   approximately   six  
inches   tall.   This   creative   project   will   serve   as   my   Senior   B.F.A.   Thesis   show   and   will   educate   the  
public   on   these   fire-related   topics.   
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Project   Narrative  
Goals   and   Scope :  

I   am   applying   for   the   Provost’s   Undergraduate   Research   Fund   in   order   to   financially  

support   the   production   of   artwork   for   my   Senior   Thesis   exhibition.   This   exhibition   will   take  

place   in   April   2021   at   the   Ohio   University   Art   Galleries   and   is   required   for   the   completion   of   my  

B.F.A.   degree.   Additionally,   this   exhibition   is   an   invaluable   experience   for   an   emerging   artist  

such   as   myself.   The   subject   matter   of   the   artwork   pertains   to   the   benefit   of   forest   fires,   something  

typically   seen   as   negative.   By   using   the   phoenix   as   a   point   of   reference   and   ceramics   as   my  

medium,   I   will   create   5   sculptures   that   depict   how   fire   is   instrumental   in   the   release   of   pine   tree  

seeds.   Because   this   show   will   be   open   to   the   public,   my   work   will   reach   a   wide   audience   and  

raise   awareness   for   this   little   known   fact.   

Context :  

I   have   been   enjoying   the   outdoors   since   I   was   a   child,   learning   much   about   the  

environment   from   hiking,   camping,   visiting   National   Parks,   and   by   generally   immersing   myself  

in   nature.   For   the   past   six   years,   I   have   worked   as   a   summer   camp   counselor   and   from   this  

experience   not   only   have   I   upgraded   my   adventuring   skills   to   leading   backpacking   trips   for  

teens,   but   I   also   discovered   that   I   enjoy   informing   and   educating   others   about   natural   places,  

sharing   what   I   have   learned   over   the   years.   This   project   is   an   opportunity   to   visually   share  

information   about   forest   environments,   using   an   analogy   so   it   is   easily   understood.   

Many   types   of   trees   with   cones,   called   conifers,   do   not   release   their   seeds   once   they   are  

mature.   Instead,   they   keep   their   seeds   sealed   in   their   cones   until   a   hot,   fast-moving   fire   passes  

through   the   area,   triggering   the   cones   to   open.   This   phenomenon   is   called   serotiny   and   these  

serotinous   trees   rely   on   forest   fires   for   reproduction.   The   newly   burnt   ground   also   provides   the  
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perfect   conditions   for   new   saplings,   with   little   competition   from   underbrush   and   an   abundance   of  

nutrients.   

Similarly,   fire   is   associated   with   the   mythological   creature   the   phoenix,   specifically   in   the  

event   of   its   rebirth.   Stories   of   this   majestic   bird   and   its   fiery   reincarnation   have   been   told   since  

ancient   times   and   are   common   knowledge   today   thanks   to   various   popular   culture   sources,   for  

example,   the   Harry   Potter   series   and   expanded   Wizarding   World.   Everyone   in   my   generation  

knows   that   “Phoenixes   burst   into   flame   when   it   is   time   for   them   to   die   and   are   reborn   from   the  

ashes”   because   Professor   Dumbledore   explains   it   to   Harry   in    Chamber   of   Secrets .   

In   the   4th   century   C.E.   the   Late   Roman   poet   Claudian   wrote   about   the   phoenix,  

describing   the   moment   of   its   death   and   subsequent   birth:   “Now,   to   ensure   his   rebirth,   he   suffers  

himself   to   be   burned   and   in   his   eagerness   to   be   born   again   meets   death   with   joy.   Stricken   with  

the   heavenly   flame...catches   fire   and   burns   the   aged   body.”   Claudian   used   this   bird   as   a   poetic  

metaphor   for   Rome   and   encapsulated   his   hopes   that   the   failing   empire   would   rise   again.   He   gave  

us   a   visual   that   has   persisted   through   time   and   is   still   recognized   today,   but   he   also   used   this  

image   to   symbolize   another   topic,   much   like   how   I   will.   

The   regeneration   of   the   phoenix   is   a   fantastic   reference   by   which   I   will   illustrate   the  

importance   of   fire   in   certain   coniferous   tree   reproduction.   

Methods :  

Not   only   is   ceramics   my   medium   of   choice   as   an   artist,   but   for   this   project   in   particular   it  

connects   thematically.   Clay   is   only   clay   until   it   goes   through   the   firing   process   and   becomes  

ceramic,   a   permanent   material   that   can   no   longer   be   reshaped.   
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I   will   be   using   a   clay   body   that   fires   to   a   high   temperature.   The   firing   process   I   will   use   is  

wood   firing,   both   for   the   organic   surface   achieved   in   this   process   and   for   how   it   fits   into   my  

theme   with   forest   fires.   It   is   the   literal   burning   of   wood.   I   plan   to   collect   the   ashes   left   over   from  

the   firing   process   to   incorporate   into   the   last   two   stages   I   am   depicting,   where   a   new   pine   tree  

and   phoenix   grow   from   the   ashes.   

The   first   sculpture   in   this   series   will   show   the   phoenix   perched   on   a   branch   that   has   a  

closed   pinecone   hanging   from   it.   The   second   will   be   the   bird   building   its   own   pyre   out   of  

pinecones.   In   many   of   the   earliest   written   descriptions   of   the   phoenix,   it   prepares   its   own   funeral  

pyre   out   of   different   materials   depending   on   the   region   from   which   the   writing   originates.   The  

third   and   central   sculpture   will   be   the   largest   and   most   dynamic,   showing   the   phoenix   and   cones  

in   flames.   The   pinecones   will   be   fully   opened.   The   last   two   sculptures   I   briefly   mentioned   but   to  

clarify   the   fourth   will   be   nothing   but   a   pile   of   ash   and   the   fifth   and   final   will   have   new   life,   both  

bird   and   pine,   emerging   from   the   ashes.   (See   Image   1   below.)  

The   central   sculpture   will   be   more   than   just   a   sculpture,   I   will   utilize   the   thermodynamic  

properties   of   ceramics   to   make   a   type   of   space   heater   using   only   a   few   pine-scented   candles.   The  

candles   directly   heat   the   ceramic   above   them,   and   the   ceramic   slowly   releases   the   heat   in   all  

directions.   Thus   creating   more   of   an   environment   for   the   viewer   to   experience   the   work,   feeling  

warmer   as   they   walk   closer   to   it,   smelling   the   scent   of   pine   trees,   and   in   the   end   having   a  

memorable   experience   to   take   away   what   they   learned.   

All   elements   of   the   sculptures   will   be   made   out   of   ceramic   with   the   exception   of   the  

collected   ashes,   candles,   and   some   wire   for   pine   needles   that   are   too   thin   to   be   clay.   I   will   be  

employing   various   warm   colors;   reds,   oranges,   and   golds;   using   glazes   and   luster   for   the   phoenix  
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and   flame   elements.   Glazes   are   the   glassy   surface   on   ceramics   and   luster   is   a   type   of   metallic  

surface   applied   over   a   glaze.   For   the   pinecone   elements   I   plan   to   use   the   unglazed,   more   natural  

surface   of   the   brown   clay   with   some   minimal   glazing   in   recessed   areas   to   highlight   texture.   

I   am   basing   my   depictions   of   the   pinecones   on   the   cones   of   four   serotinuos   pine   trees:  

Lodgepole   Pine,   Pitch   Pine,   Bishop   Pine,   and   Table   Mountain   Pine.   There   are   many   more  

serotinuos   trees,   from   the   pine   family   and   others   across   the   globe:   spruce,   fir,   etc.   but   I   am  

focusing   on   these   four   that   are   similar   in   appearance.   My   depiction   of   the   phoenix   will   be  

informed   by   historical   descriptions   and   common   iconography.   

The   installation   for   this   series   will   be   sequential,   read   left   to   right,   with   each   sculpture   on  

its   own   pedestal,   each   pedestal   the   same   height.   Even   the   first   stage   will   have   a   pedestal   beneath  

where   I   plan   to   have   my   ceramic   branch,   with   perched   bird   and   cone,   mounted   on   two   walls   in   a  

corner.   The   pedestals   will   be   arranged   in   a   semi-circle   instead   of   a   straight   line   to   allude   to   the  

cyclical   nature   of   reproduction   and   rebirth.   

Image   1:   sketch   of   series   plan        Image   2:   instal   pedestal   layout   (top   view)  

Timeline :  

My   research   began   in   August   and   it   will   continue   as   I   begin   some   material   testing  

throughout   September   and   October.   Using   materials   available   to   me   and   purchasing   small  
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amounts   I   will   decide   on   surface   treatments,   such   as   which   glazes   to   use   and   what   textures   to  

carve   that   work   best.   I   will   also   create   some   small   scale   models   of   my   sculptures   to   determine  

the   composition   for   each   one.   

In   November,   I   will   begin   experimenting   with   construction   methods   for   larger   scale  

ceramic   sculpture   to   determine   which   is   best   for   this   project   and   I   will   test   different  

candle-powered   ceramic   space   heater   methods   as   well.   

I   will   purchase   all   my   materials   for   my   thesis   project   in   December   and   begin   construction  

on   the   final   pieces.   This   production   will   continue   until   April   when   I   will   install   the   public   show.  

Prior   to   the   installation   I   will   plan,   print,   and   publish   all   promotional   materials   for   the   show.   

Student’s   Role :  

I   will   be   researching,   producing,   and   promoting   the   entire   project.   From   mixing   my   clay  

out   of   raw   materials   to   building   the   sculptures   and   pedestals   by   hand.   From   operating   the   kilns   to  

installation   in   the   gallery   and   creating   promotional   materials.   

Significance :   

This   work   is   significant   to   me   for   many   reasons;   because   it   discusses   topics   I   am  

passionate   about   and   because   it   serves   as   a   capstone   to   my   undergraduate   career.   Moreover,   it  

exists   to   inform   others   about   the   environmental   phenomenon   of   the   fire   aided   reproduction   of  

some   trees,   in   reference   to   mythology.   Additionally,   this   work   will   talk   about   how   change   or   an  

event   that   may   seem   scary,   like   fire,   can   be   good   and   important   to   go   through   in   order   to   embrace  

a   healthy   lifestyle,   despite   it   being   difficult.   Phoenix   Pinecone   can   be   a   hopeful   symbol   of  

personal   struggle   to   many   others.   
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Biographic   Information   
I   have   been   working   in   clay   since   high   school   and   I   always   intended   to   continue   my  

ceramics   education   since   enrolling   here   at   Ohio   University.   In   my   first   year,   I   completed   the  
Foundations   program,   where   I   developed   problem-solving   skills   using   a   variety   of   materials.   At  
this   time   I   became   certified   in   the   Ohio   University   Woodshop   and   have   been   ever   since.   

Following   that,   I   have   taken   courses   in   Wheel-Throwing   and   Hand-Building   techniques.  
After   being   accepted   into   the   Ceramics   program   in   December   of   2018,   I   continued   to   further   my  
understanding   of   clay   as   a   material   and   how   to   use   it   with   the   courses   Wheel-Throwing   2   and  
Advanced   Ceramics.   I   have   taken   multiple   courses   in   Sculpture   where   I   extended   my   skills  
beyond   ceramics   to   include   metal-working,   and   where   I   improved   my   wood-working  
capabilities.  

I   have   also   taken   courses   in   different   areas   of   Art   History;   I   have   studied   art   from   ancient  
Rome   and   other   civilizations   across   the   world,   as   well   as   the   Baroque   era   when   many  
mythological   themes   resurfaced.   This   past   year   I   have   completed   the   Museums   Studies  
Certificate,   where   I   focused   on   display   methods   and   prioritizing   the   viewer.   With   these   subjects,  
I   can   better   contextualize   my   work   within   history   and   within   an   exhibition   space.   
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Budget  

Item  Amount  Source  Justification   

Batch   of   Brown  
Stoneware   Clay   -   90lb.  

74.79  
(3   at   24.93   each)  

commerce.cashnet 
.com  

Primary   material   for  
making   sculptures   and   for  
testing   techniques  

V-388   Radiant   Red
Underglaze   -   1   pint

46.00  amaco.com  Surface   treatment   to  
achieve   bright   red  

S1225   Texture   Honey   -   1  
gallon  

110.00  
(2   at   55.00   each)  

theceramicshop.co 
m   

Glaze   for   achieving   orange  
color   

S1254   Yellow   -   1   gallon  55.00  theceramicshop.co 
m   

Glaze   for   achieving   yellow  
color  

Duncan   Overglaze  
Luster   -   OG   801   -   Bright  
Gold   -   2   gram   bottle  

29.93  amazon.com  Luster   for   gold   accents   on  
phoenix,   made   from   gold  
and   pine   oil   resin  

Duncan   Luster   Essence   -  
½   oz  

6.50  amazon.com  Cleaning   solution   to   clean  
luster   off   brushes  

Nichrome   60   series   wire  
-  18   Gauge   -   50’

10.72  amazon.com   Material   to   make   pine  
needles   out   of  

4   Racks   of   Large   Wood   130.00  commerce.cashnet 
.com  

Wood   burnt   to   heat   the  
kiln   and   fire   ceramic   work  

Bag   of   Plaster   -   50lb.  18.00  commerce.cashnet 
.com  

For   making   molds   of  
repeating   elements,   such  
as   feathers   and   cone   scales  

100   Postcard   4"x6"  
Digital   Coated   Laser  
Text,   Endurance   Matte,  
Printed   on   2   sides  

  58.49  OU   Printing  
Services   

Show   cards   to   mail   and  
hand   out   to   promote   the  
exhibition  

Scented   Tealight   Candles  
Fresh   Pine   Fragrance   -  
pack   of   30  

8.80  amazon.com  For   heating   the   central  
sculpture   
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Steel   Threaded   Rod   -   ⅜”  
diameter   -   1’   length   

1.68  lowes.com  Rod   for   mounting   first  
sculpture   to   the   wall  

Steel   Ceiling   Flange   -  
⅜”   diameter   

3.56  
(2   at   1.78   each)  

lowes.com   Plate   for   mounting   first  
sculpture   to   the   wall  

½”   Common   Pine  
Plywood   Sheathing   -  
4’x8’  

214.90  
(5   at   42.98   each)  

lowes.com  Wood   for   building   5  
uniform   pedestals  

Satin   Perfect   White  
Interior   Paint   -   1   gallon   

31.98  lowes.com  Paint   for   pedestals   

⅜”   Structural   Pine  
Sheathing   -   4’x8’  

68.49  
(3   at   22.83   each)  

lowes.com  Wood   for   building   crates  
to   store   and   move   work  
after   the   exhibition  

1”x4”   Spruce   Pine   Fir  
Board   -   8’  

48.00  
(8   at   6.00   each)  

lowes.com  Wood   for   building   crates  
to   store   and   move   work  
after   the   exhibition  

2   pack   Bubble  
Cushioning   Wrap   Rolls   -  
12”   x   72’  

12.99  amazon.com  Bubble   wrap   to   safely  
package   work   after  
exhibition  

1   ¼”   Bulge   Coarse  
Thread   Drywall   Screws   -  
1lb.  

5.98  lowes.com  Hardware   for   building  
pedestals,   crates,   and   for  
wall   mount  

Shipping   and   tax  27.02  Estimated   shipping   and   tax  
for   items   ordered   online  

TOTAL   REQUESTED  962.83  
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