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In her first American solo exhibition, Forever, specially created for The Nelson-Atkins Museum of Art, Twomey explores ideas of permanence, responsibility, memory, desirability, value and the process of making ceramics.

When Harriet and Frank Burnap gave their collection of British ceramics to the Nelson-Atkins in 1941, they scrupulously described their requirements for the care, safekeeping, display and accessibility of a collection that they had carefully assembled over decades. The Deed of Gift for this important collection of pre-industrial British ceramics, considered the best in the United States, repeatedly states that the works will be held by the museum “in trust forever.” The Burnap Collection, the first major gift of art to the Museum, came with restrictions including stipulations for the Museum’s responsibilities for the care of and accessibility to the works; the Museum is rigorous in maintaining the restrictions and intent of this Deed of Gift. It is this imperative, combined with the significance of the Burnap Collection and the responsibility of the Museum to uphold this commitment, that forms the basis of Forever.

Three years ago, Twomey visited the Museum and was fascinated by the Burnap Collection, especially the breadth and depth of its 1,345 objects. She was particularly attracted to an important cup in the collection: a salt-glazed stoneware two-handled vessel for caudle, a wine, milk and spice drink, inscribed “Mrs Mary Sandbach her Cup anno dom 1720”. The Cup is noted for being the earliest-known dated piece of English salt-glazed stoneware and serves as a benchmark for other works in this medium.

In her investigation of responsibility and permanence, Twomey created the new, site-specific installation Forever. Working with Hartley Greens & Co. Leeds Pottery, a ceramics factory in northern England that has produced functional earthenware’s since the 18th century, Twomey authored a model of the Sandbach Cup. This cup was reproduced 1,345 times, honoring the number of works in the Burnap donation. Visitors will not only be able to view the vast collection of the cups—each with particular characteristics of hand-applied handles, individual surfaces and unique numbers— they will also have the opportunity to become owners. To become an owner, visitors must complete and sign a Deed that asks prospective owners to consider why they want the work of art—is it because the Cup is displayed at the Nelson-Atkins, or that the owner’s name will be recorded on the object’s label? Will the Cup hold memories? Why and how will the owners value their Cup? 

Finally, can they sign a Deed committing to care for a Cup forever—just as the Burnaps required the Nelson-Atkins to sign their Deed of Gift nearly 70 years ago?

