ERIK GRONBORG – (1931 - )
Danish artist Erik Gronborg has spent most of his life in the United States, primarily on
the west coast. His long teaching career included the University of California-Berkeley,
Berkeley, CA; Reed College in Portland, OR; the University of Nevada-Las Vegas, Las
Vegas, NM; San Diego State University, San Diego, CA; and finally Mira Costa College
in Oceanside, CA. He is a noted artist in several fields besides ceramics, including
printmaking, woodworking, and sculpture. Since his retirement he has become a full
time studio artist and in addition is well-known in the gardening field. His home and
garden, an ongoing labor of love for over 30 years, have become a showcase both for
how to live harmoniously with nature and how to blend art and plants.

ARTIST’S STATEMENT – ERIK GRONBORG
“In all my work, ceramics, wood, and cast metal sculpture, and furniture, I try to express
the spontaneous gesture of shaping the material: the soft fluid nature of clay yielding to
any force, and in the wood the quick, free cut of the bandsaw through a random log.
And these gestures are given a sense of order through the emphasis on the construction
of the work, both in clay and wood.
In recent years, I have worked on extending these ideas of the random with the
controlled to our garden, combining my ceramic forms with plants, with both contributing
to the total sculptural expression. I see our house and garden as a constantly evolving
work of art.”1

1. Courtesy of Erik Gronborg, October 2007.
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BIOGRAPHY – ERIK GRONBORG
Born in Copenhagen, Denmark, in 1931, Erik Gronborg has made his home in the
United States for most of his life.
He received his MA in Sculpture from the University of California-Berkeley in 1963. That
same year he was awarded the prestigious Grand Prix at the Bienniale de Paris for his
sculpture. The following year was spent working in Cairo, Egypt, as an
artist/photographer for an archeological expedition. In the years since, he has continued
to travel extensively, and the experiences he has had have enriched his art.
His teaching career has taken him from the University of California-Berkeley, to Reed
College, Portland, OR, the University of Nevada-Las Vegas, San Diego State
University, San Diego, CA and finally to Mira Costa College, Oceanside, CA, in 1975
where he taught until his retirement in 2001. In addition he has given many
demonstrations and lectures, taught at Haystack Mountain School of Crafts in Deer Isle,
ME; Penland School of Crafts, Penland, NC; and Anderson Ranch Arts Center,
Snowmass Village, CO. His work has been featured in more than 45 solo exhibitions
and in excess of 150 group exhibitions.
He works in both stoneware and porcelain, and his vessels and plates are noted for their
intense decorative surfaces. His pieces are functional – cups, plates, lidded jars, etc. the glazes low-fire and often bright, rich colors, reflecting in some sense the rich colors
of Islamic tile work he has seen in his travels in Egypt and Morocco. In addition he
makes use of a wide variety of decorative techniques: impressed patterns, carvings,
textures, and seals. He has also used photo stencils of newspapers and
advertisements, and added coils and sprigging for emphasis. The human figure shows
up prominently in his work, more specifically, the nude female figure. Rudolph Stessel
has commented that the nude is Gronborg’s muse, but that these nudes are not
idealized and sylph-like. They are erotic, like “fertility fetishes,…heavily meated, ..like
lumpy seals.”1 They show up as knobs on jars, as angels, torsos. Surface decoration
also is used to send his message, sometimes subtly, often not. The political message is
ironic, perhaps sarcastic, and is delivered with stamps and transfers of such things as
headlines, license plates, graphs, altered by being mirror-reversed.2 Decorative
attention has been given to each part of the piece – a series of teacups focused
particularly on the cup handles which were delicate and ornate, almost Baroque in the
eyes of some, and the adjective “precious” is sometimes used in reviews of his work.
In addition to ceramics, Gronborg is also a noted printmaker, sculptor, and woodworker,
working, exhibiting and teaching in all mediums. Since retiring he has added another
dimension to his artistic abilities: gardener. The small tract home on a plain 1/3 acre lot
that he and his wife bought in Solana Beach when they first moved to Southern
California has been transformed to a showcase that is regularly featured in articles and
on tours. Over the years the house has been remodeled – walls removed, windows

pushed out, color added with Gronborg’s marvelous tiles as the centerpiece. The
furniture has been made almost entirely by him as well.
But it is in the gardens that Gronborg and his wife, artist Irina Gronborg who specializes
in botanical color pencil drawings, have truly created a work of art. The entire lot was
carefully thought out, choice and placement of plant life and decorative additions of
sculpture, pots, the tiles. All the plants were begun as seeds, seedlings, or transplants
given to them by friends, and all reflect the Gronborgs’ commitment to working with the
environment instead of imposing themselves upon it. The result is an incredible
collection of bromeliads, succulents, cacti – more than 1,000 varieties in all of droughttolerant plants with new ones always being added. Among the plants and forming with
them the whole are the sculptures and pots – small gargoyle heads guard the hoses,
ceramic rocks and pyramids form a pleasing pattern, Gronborg’s colorful pots hold yet
more plants. Everywhere there is something beautiful to see and it is not possible to
take it all in.
“My garden is my art,” Gronborg says. “I consider the garden a creative work of art
sharing many of the ideas and concepts which go into creating any other form of art.
One difference is that a garden is never finished, plants die or grow too big, there are
seasonal changes, and we get new ideas and change some part of the garden…Our
garden has given me a space to create works dealing with a special interest of mine: the
relationship of art and nature. Specifically I make works combining my ceramic
sculptural shapes with plants containing related shapes, thus encouraging the viewer to
appreciate the sculptural characteristics of many plants, particularly cactus and other
succulents.
The garden has its parallels to the traditional art world such as exhibiting. However,
instead of exhibiting my ceramics and sculpture in a museum or gallery, I invite people to
visit the garden.”3
The Gronborgs remain active in both the art world and their wider community, and also
still enjoy traveling. They continue to live and work in their dream home in Solana
Beach, hosting numerous arts and garden tours.
1. Rudolph Stessel. “Irina and Erik Gronborg.” Craft Horizons 31 (June 1971): 67.
2. Ibid.
3. Courtesy of Erik Gronborg, October 2007

SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY – ERIK GRONBORG
Books and Catalogs
Brodie, Regis C. The Energy-Efficient Potter. New York: Watson-Guptill Publications,
1982.
California Ceramic Sculpture. Portland, OR: Reed College, 1966.

Erik Gronborg: Sculpture. Los Angeles: Simone, Silvan Gallery, 1966.
Gronborg, Erik. “Viewpoint-Ceramics.” in Garth Clark. Ceramic Art: Comment and
Review, 1882-1977. New York: E.P. Dutton, 1978.
Hopper, Robin. The Ceramic Spectrum. Radnor, PA: Chilton Book Co., 1984.
Levin, Elaine. West Coast Clay Spectrum. Los Angeles: Security Pacific Bank, 1979.
Meilach, Dona Z. Teapots: Makers and Collectors. Atglen, PA: Schiffer Pub., 2005.
Nordness, Lee. Objects: USA. New York: Viking Press, 1970.
Peterson, Susan. The Craft and Art of Clay. Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice Hall,
1992.
Slivka, Rose, Aileen O. Webb, and Margaret Merwin Patch. The Crafts of the Modern
World. New York: Bramhall House in collaboration with The World Crafts Council,
1968.
Speight, Charlotte F. Hands in Clay. Mountain View, CA: Mayfield, 1989.
_______. Images in Clay Sculpture. New York: Harper and Row, 1983.

Periodicals
Austin, Carole. “Garden Rooms: Erik and Irina Gronborg.” American Craft 61, no. 4
(August/September 2001): 72-77.
Carpenter, K. “Show at the John Bolles Gallery in San Francisco.” Artscanada 24 (May
1967): sup6.
Cortright, Barbara. “Matthews Center Gallery, Arizona State University, Tempe.” Craft
Horizons 33 (February 1973): 69.
“Egg and the Eye.” Craft Horizons 33 (June 1973): 45.
Gronborg, Erik. “Address to the World Crafts Council Conference, Oaxtepec, Mexico.”
Ceramic Review (Great Britain) (January 1977.)
__________. “Ceramics Today.” Ceramics Review 43 (January/February 1977).
________. “Gardens and Art.” Pacific Horticulture 61, no. 4 (2000).
__________. “Portable Containers.” Ceramics Monthly 23 (October 1975): 58.
__________. “Southwest Parley in Yosemite.” Craft Horizons 35 (1975): 9+.
Gronborg, Erik, and E. Gronhorg. “The New Generation of Ceramic Artists.” Craft
Horizons 29 (January 1969): 26-29+.

Grupe, Art. “Erik Gronborg’s Tables.” Ceramics Monthly 40 (March 1992): 12.
Meisel, Alan R. “Letter from San Francisco.” Craft Horizons 27 (May 1967): 62.
Rigby, I. K. “Gronborg’s Accessible Art.” Artweek 10 (February 3 1979): 5-6.
“Saisset Art Gallery, University of Santa Clara, CA; Exhibit.” Craft Horizons 34 (April
1974): 44.
“San Diego Sixteen.” Studio Potter 21 (December 1992): 73-89.
Stessel, Rudolph. “Alma Perlis Gallery, Allentown, PA.” Craft Horizons 31 (June 1971):
67.
Wallace, D. “Exhibition at the Bolles Gallery.” Art in America 50, no. 3 (Fall 1962): 128.

Video and Other Media
“Contemporary Ceramic Teapots.” Crystal Productions. VHS
“Erik Gronborg: Artist in Clay.” 1979. VHS

GALLERY REPRESENTATION – ERIK GRONBORG
Erik Gronborg, Solana Beach, CA

WEB SITES – ERIK GRONBORG
http://magazine.unlv.edu/Issues/Fall05/48Mace.html
Erin O’Donnell. “The Mace.” A ceremonial object made by Erik Gronborg and Mike
McCollum for the university.

October 2007

