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Editors: How do you balance the demands of re-
searching, teaching, mentoring studio assistants, and 
working on large series of works (over 1200 plates or 
hundreds of urns, for example) for each exhibition?
Julia Galloway: I get asked this question a lot—
how do you get so much work done . . . how do 
you balance everything. . . when do you sleep? 
Honestly, I don’t really know; I get up in the morn-
ing, make a cup of coffee, walk the dog, and get 
to work. Everyone has different capacities. I seem 
to be able to focus quickly, and for a long period 
of time. My capacity to focus in the studio and 
for multitasking is pretty high, but my ability to 
sit around and be social is pretty low. I find great 
pleasure in working with others or by myself. 

I just love diving into large and difficult exhi-
bitions or projects. The wrestle of new problem 
solving, the big push to completion, I find it accel-
erating! Stressful—yes, challenging—yes, invigorat-
ing—yes, satisfying—yes. For example, about ten 
years ago I had an exhibition in a small museum 
in Great Falls, Montana. It’s a farming community 
surrounded by vast expanses of land. When I was 
visiting the gallery, I watched a rain storm move 
across the sky and eventually water the local crops. 
The gallery I was displaying the work in had a very 
high ceiling; I could use that. I made about 550 very 
light blue celadon plates that were the shapes of and 
decorated with clouds. I hung these plates in cloud 
groupings from the ceiling and walls and painted 
the walls in a gradation of white to blue gray that 
imitated the sky outside. During the opening, local 
food was served on cloud plates, so the attendees 
were literally eating what they grew off of dishes 
inspired by where they lived. A week after the show 
opened, the curator asked if she could move first 
one, and then two benches into the cloud room. 
The farmers liked to sit in the exhibition when they 
visited, while their spouses shopped in the gift store. 

How long does it take to make, decorate, and 
fire about 550 plates? I had 12 different cloud-
shaped hump molds and could make about 24 
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Opposite: Julia Galloway carving an urn in her studio. Photo: Pam Dunn-Parrish. 1 Leatherback Sea Turtle Urn, 10 in. (25 cm) in height. Species listed as endangered in 
1973. 2, 3 Indiana Bat Urn, 10 in. (25 cm) in height. Species listed as endangered in 1973. 1–3 Wheel-thrown and carved porcelain, decorated with underglaze, fired to 
cone 6 in a soda kiln, 2019. Photos: Lauren Maron. 
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plates a day if I was on my game. There was a rhythm to making this 
work, each step led to the next: rolling out the slabs and pressing 
them into the molds, checking them every few hours, cleaning up 
the rims, inlaying the cloud drawings, carefully stacking the bisque 
kiln, glazing and loading 52 plates into each glaze firing. I arrived in 
Great Falls with about 450 plates, 5 students and local artisans, and 
a lot of wire for hanging the plates. We spent a week hanging plates 
from the ceiling in clusters, using three pieces of wire per plate, with 
the wire measuring 12 inches to 4 feet long. The pleasure is in the 
focus of the project, and working with the group to figure it out. I 
would rather not know what the challenges are going to be with a 
large exhibition/installation. There is energy, instinct, and satisfaction 
in such problem solving that is intoxicating. 

Eds: Your recent Endangered Species Project commemorates endangered 
and threatened species—birds, fish, mammals, plants, and more—in 
drawn imagery on porcelain vessels. What led you to this series? What 
do you hope your audience takes away from seeing your work? 
JG: There are many wonderful pots being made today, and potters, so 
articulate and engaged. A goal for my career is, in my own way, I have 
been trying to push the field of pottery forward—for contemporary 
pottery to have a more unique voice and a wider audience. When I 
turned 50, I looked around and thought, “pottery is in good shape, 
interesting work being made, clear strong leaders in the field, good. 
Okay, what’s next?” I wanted a project completely out of my comfort 
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zone. Something big and challenging that I could wrestle with. At 
this time, I learned of Akio Takemori’s final exhibition “Apology/
Remorse,” which moved me deeply. What did I feel remorseful about, 
and what did I have to apologize for? I don’t mean a casual, “sorry, 
my bad.” Really, I was in that 2am deep and slightly frightening time 
of reflection. What was next for my career? What were my concerns? 
Where could I actually make a difference? There are many, many 
problems in the world and focusing on one deeply feels productive. 

I feel bad about the current condition of our natural environ-
ment—just bad, guilty, overwhelmed, sorrowful. The Endangered 
Species Act and Clean Water Act were passed during my lifetime; I 
was a kid with a Greenpeace T-shirt. We knew what we were doing 
to the environment and had the tools to make changes, but we didn’t. 
My generation mostly forgot the whales were having a hard time, 
didn’t notice that every year the string of Canadian geese migrating 
overhead was getting shorter, and I, like most of us, went about 
developing careers and families, our attention elsewhere. In the back 
of my mind, it bothered me a little that I wasn’t paying attention 
to how we were consuming the natural environment. Endangered 
species tell us about how we are doing and how we are impacting 
the world around us.

Currently, I am making burial urns for each endangered, 
threatened, extinct, or recovered species in the continental US. It’s 
a lot of urns, over 1000. The urns are a metaphor—they represent 
each species and their possible demise. It’s sad, but there is some 
optimism as the urns are empty. People suggest that I just do the 

cute species, or I put several species on each urn; however, that’s 
not the point. I want all species represented—how would I select 
the ones to leave out as each species is important. 

The effect of this project on the public has been varied. Most 
people feel sad when they look at the work; they are stunned, quiet, 
and helpless. This is very different from when I was making more 
traditional pottery. My traditional pottery was often met with joy: 
people picking out a favorite mug, delighted with this new member 
of the family. This change was hard for me at first, and I still struggle 
with people feeling bad when looking at the work. I ask environmen-
tal groups that are local to the gallery to come to the opening and 
bring information. I have a list of modest suggestions that people 
can do to support species in their region; however, I am not a sci-
entist. There are many ways that people can address environmental 
concerns. I am making urns for species that are listed as endangered 
from the US Fish and Wildlife Service website; that’s my job, to bring 
visibility to something we do not realize is happening around us. 

Eds: On the project’s page on your website: (http://juliagalloway.com/
gallery/endangered-species-project/researching-urns), the “Endangered 
Species Project” exhibition record is organized by state or region. How 
have different audiences received the collections of vessels in the places 
they’ve been displayed? Do you notice a shift in response or resonance 
based on the grouping of species represented or the type of vessels shown? 
JG: My first attempts to portray endangered species were modest. I 
had a small set of plates in an exhibition at the American Museum 

4 Stonecat Urn. Species listed as endangered in Vermont in 2016. 5 Taconic Cave Amphipod Urn. Species listed as endangered in Massachusetts in 2003. 4, 5 
Urns are 8 in. (20 cm) in height, wheel thrown, carved, decorated with underglaze and fired to cone 6 in a soda kiln, 2019. Photos: Maggie Hamilton.
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6, 7 Mardon Skipper Urn, 12 in. (30 cm) in height, cone-6 porcelain, 
carved and lightly glazed, 2021. Species listed as endangered in 
Washington state in 1999. Photos: Megan Escene. 8 Julia Galloway 
pictured with carved urns from the Endangered Species Project. 
Photo: Pam Dunn-Parrish. 
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of Ceramic Art (AMOCA) in Pomona, California. Each species 
portrayed on the plates was struggling because of the changes in 
the seal level, and all lived within two miles of the museum. It was 
startling; these species, right here, so close to where we were standing 
were endangered—it brought the problem close to home. 

I had a large exhibition of commemorative plates a year later. 
The plates were oval, with each species inlaid with blue slip on white 
porcelain. Around each species, we coated the rest of the plate with 
platinum luster, so the viewer could see a reflection of themselves with 
the species. On the back of the plate was a brief essay about why the 
species was having a problem and what someone could do to help. The 
gallery was long, and the plates covered the back wall. When people 
first walked in, they responded “ohhh, blue and white—pretty,” and 
then they got close, “animals—delightful,” and then luster ”visually 
yummy.” And then, they read the title of the piece—Endangered and 
Threatened Species in Pennsylvania, and it was a bit of a gut punch. 

I shifted to making urns instead of plates as I wanted an object 
to really interact with. I wanted to make pottery that had a strong 
presence, that took up space in my space, around me. It took a 
long time to figure out the urn shape: first they looked like cookie 
jars—not really what I was going for. The way that I depict the 

species has changed over time, starting with inlay, then switching 
to painting with underglaze, and now carving. It’s a whole new 
skill. The beauty of carved porcelain is seductive and brings the 
viewer in closer and closer, and then I know, I got their attention. 

One of the problems with endangered species is that you don’t 
see them. At a basic level, I want to take something that is unseen 
and make it visible. I learned this idea from the NAMES Project: The 
AIDS Memorial Quilt. There is great power in making something 
invisible, seen; it can catch us completely off guard.

Eds: Since the subject of endangered species is a deeply emotional 
and difficult one, how do you recharge and protect your own mental 
wellbeing while staying committed to the project?
JG: The Endangered Species Project is exhausting, it is sad. My job is 
to show up for these species. To read about them, to depict them 
as best I can, to show the public what I see in each one. Sometimes 
it is difficult: arachnids and slimy things freak me out. I have to 
study these creepy spiders and then carve them for hours and hours. 
Sometimes I even dream about them. Then I have to say to myself, 
“settle down Missy, catch your breath, find the wonder in these eight 
legs, so agile and elegant.” 
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I do have down days in the studio—carving a specific Darter 
fish all day long, knowing they just might not make it. It’s heavy. 
I am not going to ride a Greenpeace boat out in front of a whaling 
ship, or put spikes in old growth trees. My job is to show up in 
the studio, get to work, and pay homage to each species with care. 

Eds: In addition to making artwork, you are highly involved in many 
other aspects of our field (workshops, mentorship, publications, your 
Field Guide for Ceramic Artisans, podcasts, blogging, organizing and 
coordinating creative gatherings, and annual fundraising exhibitions). 

9

11
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What is the connection between these roles? How do you balance the 
demands of these endeavors with those of your studio practice?
JG: My mother was very active in the early feminist movement. 
Ideas of fairness and equality were constant currents in our 
household. This may be the underlying connection between the 
Endangered Species Project, my commitment to teaching, and my 
interest in service to the arts and the environment..

In 2006 I realized that people who had access to more informa-
tion had more options and success in the arts. To address this, I 
developed the Field Guide for Ceramic Artisans, a resource that gave 
everyone equal access to information about artist in residencies, 
professional practices, and glaze recipes. It was specifically designed 
to support people who work in isolation and students when they 
leave the rich environment of school. 

All of these aspects of my career—teaching, service, and studio 
work are not so different. They are rooted in problem solving and 
community. It is a tricky balance, these three areas of my career 

never get as much time as they need, and I try not to get too up-
tight about it. If I don’t spend enough time in my studio making 
work, I get pretty cranky. My teacher, Betty Woodman, would 
say, “Just get into the studio and everything falls into place,” and 
I have always found that to be true. I don’t wait to be inspired, or 
be in the mood, I just get to work and figure things out as I go. 

I usually have some assistance to help with parts of my studio 
practice: mixing glazes, packing and shipping—ceramics is de-
manding! When getting ready for a big exhibition, I work with a 
team of three to five artisans. For out-of-state exhibitions, I bring 
help with me from Missoula, and then often hire local students, 
craftsmen, and even my family There is a lot of labor in these large 
exhibitions, much too much for one person, and I love the input 
and energy from problem-solving in a group. 

Eds: Do you feel that your identity as an artist has changed over time? 
JG: We are losing the senior generations of artisans that made 

9 Galloway carving an image onto a plate. 10 Barn Owl Commemorative 
Plate. Species listed as endangered in Vermont in 2007. 11 Massasauga 
Rattlesnake Commemorative Plate. Species listed as  threatened/species 
at risk in Pennsylvania in 2005. 10, 11 Each plate is 9 in. (23 cm) in length, 
slab built, blue slip inlay, clear glaze, fired to cone 6, refired to cone 018 with 
decal essay on back and platinum luster on front, 2018. 9–11 Photos: Maggie 
Hamilton. 12 “Endangered Species Project: Pennsylvania.” Nevica Project 
Gallery, Standard Ceramics, NCECA, 2019. The state-listed endangered, 
threatened or species of concern for Pennsylvania portrayed on 358 plates. 
13 Heaven for Fish, 8 ft. (2.4 m) in length, cloud plates and red bowls with 
gold decals of insects surrounded with plates portraying now-extinct fish 
from the Great Lakes. Displayed at the NCECA annual conference in 2019.  
14 Heaven for Fish (detail), Blackfin Cisco Commemorative Plate, 11 in. 
(28 cm) in length, slab-built plate with blue slip inlay with clear glaze fired to 
cone 6. Refired at cone 018 gold luster. Species listed as extinct 1996.
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radical changes in the field. My teachers, and mentors are get-
ting older, slowing down, making less work, engaging less. I feel 
pressure from this, as there are fewer artists in front of me to 
pave the way. How can my feet fill those big shoes? What is my 
responsibility to the generations younger than me? I want to make 
sure there is plenty of room for everyone in the field. 

Eds: Do you have any advice for artists who would like to make a 
positive impact in the ceramic arts, donate their time or artwork to 
an arts institution, or to use their work as a vehicle to start a dialog 
about environmental or social issues? How would you advise individual 
artists on executing big ideas?
JG: Well, young artists have to work, they have to make a lot of work, 
put miles on their hands, and find community. They need to show up 
for themselves, find their voice and confidence. If artists want to start 
a dialog about environmental or social issues I would suggest they 
find what fits into their lives, their strengths, their interests and vision. 
I think it can be helpful if we think about the impact of how the 
work is made and displayed in relation to the ideas in the work itself. 

In addition to my current studio work, there are a few envi-
ronmental practices that I can do. I donate a small percentage of 
each sale of my pottery to a land trust that is in the same county 
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where the silica in my clay body is mined. I work with the National 
Council on Education for the Ceramic Arts (NCECA) Green Task 
Force, bringing environmentally thoughtful practices to the ceramics 
community. I have taken to selling my pottery as local as possible 
to cut down on shipping. Each year at school, I bring a different 
green goal into the studio classroom—firing to a lower temperature, 
developing a curriculum where we are more selective about what we 
fire, and changing water usage, etc. It’s a slow accumulation of small 
steps that can make a difference. 

Every day I carve endangered species on burial urns. I am mostly 
working alphabetically and have just gotten through the letter E. 
After four years, I remain excited and dedicated to championing 
a species almost lost, and holding them up for the world to see. I 
delight in developing compositions that scatter across the surface, 
the seductive pleasure of carving porcelain clay, and the satisfaction 
of the shelves getting fuller and fuller. 

What would I advise an artisan who wants to execute a big idea? 
An artisan that wants to start a dialog about a big issue? I would 
say, get up, drink a cup of coffee, walk the dog, and get to work. 

Julia Galloway is a professor of art at the University of Montana in 
Missoula where she maintains a home studio.

13 Sky Vault, from “The Place it is that We Call Home” exhibition, Paris 
Gibson Square Museum. Installation included 450 plates, each up to 22 in. 
(56 cm) in length, slab-built porcelain, blue inlay clouds, glazed with light 
blue celadon, 2014. 14 Detail of Sky Vault, looking up from below at the 
plates hanging from the ceiling.


