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Peter Shire is painting a ceramic bowl when I arrive at his studio, 

a warehouse of earthly delights in Echo Park, Los angeles, 

his neighborhood since childhood. Shire still occupies the nearby  

Mid-Century modern bungalow he grew up in, which has had its fair 

share of coverage, not least for his colorful, decorative additions 

to it. In photographs the house appears sparse and uncluttered, 

but not so Shire’s studio. Packed to the brim with stuff, the 

gutted industrial space serves as a crash course in the artist’s 

multifaceted background. On graduating from L.a.’s Chouinard art 

,QVWLWXWH�LQ�������6KLUH�LPPHGLDWHO\�MRLQHG�WKH�´XQFODVVLÀDEOHµ�ÀOH��
GUDZLQJ�IURP�DUFKLWHFWXUH�DQG�LQGXVWULDO�GHVLJQ�ZKLOH�URRWHG�LQ�ÀQH�
art and ceramics. Later that same decade, Shire’s work caught 

the eye of Ettore Sottsass, who subsequently invited him to be 

part of the Milanese Memphis movement; the Brazil Table (1981), 

Peninsula Table (1982), and Big Sur couch (1986) are just three of 

the celebrated pieces Shire designed during his Memphis years.

 Like a giant suitcase, Shire’s studio holds both the essentials 

and souvenirs of his evolution as an artist: glass vases and ceramic 

teapots; plates, bowls, and paints; steel fragments of large public 

artworks; tables in progress and tables from his Memphis days. 

7KHUH�DUH�FDELQHWV�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�GUDZLQJV��VKHOYHV�IXOO�RI�ERRNV��DQG�DQ�
entire wall displaying more than 150 knives he has collected over the 

years. But the studio is also full of sound: the sawing and hammering 

of a workshop full of people, a radio turned to symphonic music, and 

Shire’s colorful and nonlinear manner of speaking, where thought 

a is bridged with memory B to make point C. “She’s going to make 

fun of everything I tell you,” Shire laughs when he sees his wife, 

Donna, coming in. By this time he has moved on from painting the 

ceramic bowl to cutting a watermelon into cubes, all the while being 

followed by a camera crew from Louisiana State University, where 

a Shire retrospective is planned for spring 2013. Meanwhile, Shire 

DQG�,�KDYH�RXU�RZQ�UHWURVSHFWLYH�JRLQJ��D�ÀYH�KRXU�FRQYHUVDWLRQ�LQ�
which we discuss nostalgia, kitsch, Karl Lagerfeld, and just who the 

audience for his work might be.

Kayta It seems you live in a very clean and structured 

modern space, while your studio is more organic 

and disorganized. Is that a sign of two different 

sides of your brain at odds?

Peter  no, the house only looks that way for photo 

shoots — it takes us two months to get it looking 

like that. We take our own photos of it for the 

verisimilitude, to show what it’s really like.  

But the truth is, I work at home, and have to 

clean up if people come over for dinner. Really, I 

think of home as a refuge. I used to think of Echo 

Park as a refuge, but that’s changed.

KT Why?

PS In two words, real estate. It used to be more tolerant, this 

neighborhood. all of Los angeles used to be more tolerant. 

Greed has always been a prime factor in this city, but now 

it’s somehow more critical and more vicious. I used to think 

Echo Park was off to the side when it came to those things, 

but maybe that was just my own nostalgia.

.7� +RZ�GR�\RX�GHÀQH�QRVWDOJLD"
PS nostalgia can be explained by the role that palm trees play 

in Los angeles. Palm trees aren’t indigenous to the area, 

ÀUVW�RI�DOO��DQG�VHFRQG��WKHUH�DUHQ·W�HYHQ�WKDW�PDQ\�RI�WKHP�

here — it’s just that when you look over the horizon and see 

palm trees, you associate them with Los angeles. So looking 

at Echo Park and saying, “It’s bohemian” is the same kind  

of nostalgia.

.7� 3DOP�WUHHV�VHHP�WR�SOD\�D�UROH�LQ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ�RI�´NLWVFK�µ�
don’t they?

PS Oh, kitsch is a word I love. and I’ll tell you what I love about 

it: we all use it a lot, and we all more or less know what we 

PHDQ�ZKHQ�ZH�XVH�LW��EXW�QRW�RQH�RI�XV�FDQ�UHDOO\�GHÀQH�LW��
another word like that is “platonic,” but I won’t get into that 

QRZ��$V�IRU�NLWVFK��,·YH�VWUXJJOHG�WR�ÀQG�D�GHÀQLWLRQ�WKDW�FRXOG�
be encompassing. What I’ve come up with is that kitsch is the 

substitution of spurious values for real ones. In other words, 

SODVWLF�ÁRZHUV��2U�D�EDWKURRP�FDELQHW�IURP�+RPH�'HSRW�ZLWK�
a fake-marble plastic top and sink that costs $89. I know, it’s 

D�EURDG�GHÀQLWLRQ��EXW�LW·V�VRPHWKLQJ�

.7� 'R�\RX�ÀQG�LW�ÀWV�ZLWK�RWKHU�SHRSOH·V�GHÀQLWLRQV�RI�NLWVFK��
especially when it comes to art?

PS Do you know this guy named Charles Phoenix? I was at a 

party with him and he and I were basically having this  

H[DFW�FRQYHUVDWLRQ��VR�,�DVNHG�KLP��´:HOO��KRZ�GR�\RX�GHÀQH�
kitsch?” and he said, “Everybody knows what kitsch is — 

kitsch means quality!”

.7� $UH�\RX�UHFODLPLQJ�WKH�GHÀQLWLRQ� IURP�EHLQJ�D�GHURJDWRU\�
word?

PS The thing is, kitsch ranges — there’s high kitsch or camp, 

ZKLFK�FDQ�EH�NLQG�RI�FKDUPLQJ�� WKHUH�DUH�ÁDPLQJRHV�DQG�
things that are wonderfully kitsch, and entire books about 

kitsch that are not even on my meter. The whole concept 

seems to defy the idea of taste. Then there’s kitsch done for 

effect and real kitsch. I think the latter falls into the same 

category as “real” bad architecture, which nobody criticizes.

KT What’s “real” bad architecture? Is it architecture that purports 

to be good, but isn’t?

PS It’s architecture that’s not even a player, not in the game at 

all — buildings that don’t register. Most of the time we look at 

the major percentage of a city without even thinking about it, 

it’s just gray. We don’t think of “real” bad architecture as cool 

in any way — we don’t think of it at all. and so it enters into 

a kind of purgatory. Examples include McDonald’s stands or 
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Shire

ThE POSTMODERnIST 
POTTER FROM EChO PaRK 
LOVES WaTERMELOnS, 
MODERnISM, anD KITSCh

Peter shire still lives  
in the same 
Mid-century modern 
bungalow he grew up 
in. over the years he’s 
traded most of the 
classic furnishings for 
an idiosyncratic mix of 
his own design, 
including two iterations 
of his iconic “Bel Air” 
chairs from 1981. 
Photograph by William 
nettles, courtesy  
shire studio.



developments purporting to be a semblance of security and 
even graceful living. That’s kitsch — that’s real kitsch!

KT Do you differentiate between architecture, design, and art 
when they meet in your own work?

PS Those things are all swirling around inside me. I steal a lot of 
forms and shapes from architects. [Laughs.] They appeal to 
me. But I work with the idea that it doesn’t matter how you 
get what you need. What I mean is, if I need a circle, I’m going 
to think, “What’s the easiest way to get the circle I need?” 
I won’t think the way that some ceramic artists think, for 
example, which is, “Well, you can only make it out of clay,” 
or, “You can only use plaster to make molds,” or any of that 
rigid, self-imposed, puritanical stuff.

KT Speaking of puritanical things, I remember reading an old 
interview with you in which you described your work as a 
reaction to the strict boundaries and limits of Modernism.

PS I said that?! [Laughs.]
KT Something to that effect. Do you deny it now?
PS Probably. In principle. Whatever it is I said, I do love Modernism, 

despite being involved in all this weird stuff currently called 
Postmodernism.

KT Since we’ve been discussing nostalgia and kitsch, I wonder 
if you think there’s any room for it in Modernism? Or is 
Modernism meant to sweep such sentimentality under the 
rug?

PS Yeah, that’s the big glitch, isn’t it? That goes back to our 
conversation about cleaning up the house for a photograph. 
People don’t live that way. They don’t operate that way. People 
collect things. People get terrible gifts from their loved ones 
that they don’t want to throw away. You hold onto terrible 
things because you love the people who gave them to you.

KT are we talking about clutter versus modern architecture?
PS Well, if  you really think about the idea of cleaning a  

Mid-Century modern home in order to take a photograph of 
it, it raises the whole issue of how before and immediately 
after the war people didn’t have stuff the way that we 
have stuff. now people can’t park their cars in the garage 
anymore because their garages are so full of it. So people 
didn’t always have things, but now they do, and they still 
want to imitate the photographs that (Julius) Shulman and 
the other great photographers took of those modern homes. 
Of course, even then, Shulman and those guys were removing 
objects and things from their shots, and people cleaned up 
for the photographs, and so on. Still, the look they captured 
remains a valuable one, in part because it’s been printed, it’s 
been validated, and it looks great. and wouldn’t it be great 
to achieve that look? Wouldn’t it be great to be very pure  
and spiritual?

KT Is it a futile aspiration?
PS There are people who can do it. My wife’s father could throw 

things away. Oh, he was something else!
KT Can you throw things away?
PS Me? I can’t throw anything away! My wife can empty out 

drawers without even looking at them, whereas I start to 
look through everything in them, and then I can’t throw any 
of it away.

KT Where do you see your own pieces? In picture-perfect modern 
settings? Or surrounded by the terrible gifts that people 
receive from loved ones?

PS I do feel that the main thrust of my work is domestic — it’s on  
a domestic scale — and that probably comes from having 
started as a ceramist, as a potter. That allowed me to see 
things in a real house, on a very human scale. now, a lot of 
artists and designers really see their works as existing on 
a museum scale, so their works aren’t made for anybody in 
that respect. What’s wrong with that picture? I want to put 
P\�ÀQJHU�RQ�LW��,W�DOPRVW�IHHOV�OLNH�\RX�FDQ·W�WDON�DERXW�WKLV�

stuff without getting on the FBI’s purview, but the double-bind 
of art and design is that we often deal with people who are 
not only interested in the exceptional, but who can afford it.  
and, really, that’s what you’re asking me, isn’t it? Is my work 
for a “normal” house or is it for the home of someone who has 
enough money to build a gallery or a museum-like addition? 
7KDW·V�D�YHU\�GLIÀFXOW�TXHVWLRQ�WR�DQVZHU��,W�DOVR�FRVWV�D�ORW�
of money to make everything. So maybe the answer is both.

KT It doesn’t seem like an answer you take lightly.
PS You know, I once had a woman ask me, “What are you doing 

these days?” I think she expected a litany, but the only thing 
more disgusting than listening to someone else talk about him 
or herself that way is listening to myself doing it, so I thought 
DERXW�LW�DQG�ÀQDOO\�,�VDLG��́ :KDW�DP�,�GRLQJ"�:HOO��,·P�WKLQNLQJ�
about the reason that I make things and what they’re really 
worth. and I’m thinking about what I should be continuing 
to do, and what I should be stopping.” and she paused and 
thought about it for a minute, and then she said, “Well, my 
husband’s a lawyer and they don’t think about that.” [Laughs.]

KT as someone who seems to exist in a category between art 
and design, do you work in an artistic vacuum or are you 
conscious of a client or audience?

36� 0\�SUREOHP�LV�WKDW�,�GRQ·W�WKLQN�RI�D�VSHFLÀF�DXGLHQFH��EHFDXVH�
if I did, I’d probably sell more! [Laughs.] although public art 
is a funny one, because strictly speaking it’s supposed to 
be for the public. [Laughs.] and in that case, I do of course 
think of the people looking at the work and how I can include 
them. For me, the ideal is to include not only formal, but also 
intellectual issues in art.

KT Do you think it makes sense to categorize art — for example, 
as conceptual or applied? 

PS My take is that many people who call themselves artists today 
are really tradespeople, who come from a line of tradespeople. 
In general, there’s an atavistic — I mean, it’s in our Dna, if 
you will — need to do things, make things, produce and be 
part of the world. I guess the whole meaning of economy 
is the exchange of goods and services; in other words, the 
ÁRZ�RI�ZKDW�HYHU\ERG\�GRHV�IRU�HDFK�RWKHU��$QG�LI�ZH·UH�D�
protracted tribal society, that means we cooperate. We don’t 
all grow our own food, we don’t all milk our own cows, or make 
our own shoes, etc., etc. anything that’s really necessary is 

produced industrially, which leaves all these people — young 
and middle aged and older — in need of something to do.  
So what I’m getting at is that sometimes you look at an artist’s 
ZRUN�WRGD\�LQ�D�JDOOHU\��DQG�\RXU�ÀUVW�WKRXJKW�LV��´*LYH�PH�
a break, that’s weaving!” or, “That’s shoe-making!” only now 
it’s conceptual.

KT It’s interesting you bring that up — weaving, shoemaking, and 
trade — because wasn’t your father a craftsman as well as  
an artist?

PS Yes, he was a carpenter and he graduated as an illustrator 
IURP�3UDWW�LQ�������0\�IDWKHU�ZDV�WHUULÀF�DW�ZKDW�KH�GLG��DQG�
also quite complicated. no, not complicated — I hate the 
word, it’s so silly. I’ll say that he had a lot of dimension. he 
later became involved with the labor movement and leftwing 
activities in the 30s. he was very diligent, a real disciplined 
guy, and he was so funny. When he retired, they called him 
up for jury duty, and I later found two books entitled how To 
Be a Juror, which I know he probably read in full. anyway, 
he had a family to support, so he became a carpenter.  
%XW�,�GRQ·W�WKLQN�KH�IHOW�FRQÁLFWHG�ZLWK�WKH�SDUW�RI�KLP�WKDW�
was an artist. I don’t know if he felt disappointed. What was 
interesting, looking at his illustrations after he died, was that 
he was a natural. You know, he barely needed to warm up. 
You can tell that the only time he did things was when he had  
something to say.

KT and as a working artist you don’t have that luxury?
PS It’s different. as professional artists, we have modes and 

tricks and systems and so on, theme and variation and motif, 
all that stuff. You get a thing going, you develop it, and so forth. 
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“ManY PEOPLE WhO  
CaLL ThEMSELVES 
aRTISTS aRE REaLLY 
TRaDESPEOPLE.”“KITSCh IS aBOUT ThE 

SUBSTITUTIOn OF 
SPURIOUS VaLUES FOR 
REaL OnES.” 

As with shire's Bits & 
Pieces lamp (2008), the 
functionality of many of 
his designs isn't always 
immediately evident. 
Made out of steel and 
painted in polyester 
enamel, it measures 30 
x 30 inches, elegantly 
straddling the line 
between sculpture and 
utilitarian object.

the Ja Ja Brazil chair 
(2007) is made of  
steel and painted in 
rainbow hues of 
polyester enamel,  
a favorite process of 
shire’s. Photograph  
by Alan shafer, 
courtesy shire studio.

During the Memphis 
heyday in the 
mid-1980s shire's 
designs were pop 
culture staples, earning 
them prominent 
placement in movies 
such as Ruthless 
People (1986), a black 
comedy starring  
Danny DeVito and 
Bette Midler.

Widely known for his 
ceramics and vivid use 
of color, shire is also  
a master at steel 
welding and working in 
monochrome. one of 
his most recent pieces, 
the Take A Stand cup 
(2012), is a great 
example of the artist’s 
versatility.

sculptures such as  
The Palace at 4 AM 
(1992) — made of 
stainless steel and 
enamel and measuring 
37.5 inches in width 
— often serve shire as 
models for larger 
outdoor installations. 
Photograph by  
Alan shafer, courtesy 
shire studio.



But my father didn’t think about those things. Looking through 

his work now, there are many scenes I recognize from when 

we went to the beach, or when we were in the mountains, or 

when he was working with one of his friends.

KT Since we’ve mentioned Dna already, do you think you inherited 

your father’s need to say something through art?

PS Probably. Even more than that, I think there’s a transference. 

I don’t know that this was primary in my becoming an artist, 

EXW�,�GHÀQLWHO\�ÀQG�P\VHOI�IHHOLQJ�WKDW�,·P�GRLQJ�LW�IRU�WZR�
people — my dad and my high-school art teacher.

KT Do you think that growing up in a modern home also molded 

your psyche at all? 

PS Oh, on all levels. But to put it simply, yes, we were snobs! 

[Laughs.] 

KT In what respect? Design snobs? architecture snobs? 

PS Yeah, yeah, all of it! But, you know, my parents were involved 

in leftwing politics, and in the real effort to help the poor, 

and to help working people. They were heavily into ideas 

of justice, and fair play, and thinking. One of the things I’ve 

come to lately is that they were interested in the idea that 

a system could enforce and codify fair play. These days, 

we simply don’t believe anybody could do such a thing.  

nobody believes in anything really, not in the same way.

KT In that environment, did you romanticize becoming an artist 

when you were young?

PS absolutely. Yes, I did.

KT Did it seem attainable at the time?

PS Well, you may have noticed that everything’s a little story 

with me. In this case, my story is a memory I have from back 

then. I’m in the hallway, having a conversation with this young 

guy, and all of a sudden he interrupts me and says, “Boy, look 

at that woman over there! I have to go over and talk to her 

right now, because if I keep standing here talking to you, I’ll 

never do it.” and off he went. So that’s the way I felt about 

becoming an artist. I didn’t want to talk about what a good 

idea it would be, I just wanted to do it. There’s more to it 

than that, of course. another way of thinking about it is, you 

know how Japanese people cook their rice in a pot? They 

never open the pot while it’s cooking, so that they don’t let 

the steam out. The idea is, don’t let the pressure off. It’s the 

same thing as that guy going to talk to the beautiful woman 

right away. Don’t let the pressure off. If I talk about it, I’m 

letting the pressure off, and I’m letting out all the energy I 

could be using to do whatever it is I’m talking about doing. 

KT Does that mean you’d rather be working than talking to me 

right now?

PS I’d like to tell you that what I do these days is eat watermelon. 

I average about one watermelon a day.

KT That’s good for your kidneys isn’t it?

PS Good for the bodily humors, as they say.

KT Just one last question then. Can you tell me your famous  

Karl Lagerfeld anecdote from the early 1980s, when he 

furnished his entire apartment with Memphis?

PS actually, it’s a story of a story that we were told. apparently 

he came in, swung his cape around and said, “I’ll take 

everything.” as I understand, he was with andrée Putman 

and she was putting together these two apartments for him, 

one in Monte Carlo, which was all Memphis — he could pull it 

off — and the other one in Paris. She took a lot of teapots, as 

well: the colorful ones for Monte Carlo, the black and white 

ones for Paris. So when I’ve told the story before, I think I’ve 

been quoted as saying, “Oh, I couldn’t live with a room full 

of Memphis!” But what a stupid remark! [Laughs.] I think you 

can do any darn thing you want, even if I think of the work as 

a spice, and not necessarily a main dish.
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1 Peter shire, Bel Air chair (2006); steel, polyester enamel;  
42 x 40 x 40 inches. Photograph by Alan shafer, courtesy shire studio.

 
2 Peter shire, Cosmic Twist vase (1989); Hand-blown Murano glass;  

18 x 8 inches. Photograph courtesy Vetreria Vistosi.
 
3 Peter shire, Decaf Drinker espresso cup (1985); Bronze; 

22 x 18 x 8 inches. Photograph by William nettles, courtesy shire studio.
 
4 Peter shire, Peach Victoria cup (1979); cone 06 clay with glazes;  

5 x 6.5 x 6.75 inches. Photograph courtesy Lora schlesinger Gallery, 
santa Monica.

5 Peter shire, Gravity Challenge cup (1977); cone 06 clay with glazes;  
5.5 x 10.75 x 8.5 inches. Photograph courtesy Lora schlesinger Gallery, 
santa Monica.
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View of the of  
Louisiana state 
University campus in 
Baton Rouge,  
where Peter shire 
teaches at the school 
of Art. In early 2013  
the Louisiana state 
University museum 
dedicates a three-tiered 
retrospective to  
the 65-year-old artist.

Fashion designer Karl 
Lagerfeld photographed 
in 1981 in his Monte 
carlo pied-à-terre.  
the apartment was 
entirely furnished  
with Memphis pieces, 
including many 
ceramics of shire’s 
design. © Jacques 
schumacher

“YOU Can DO anY DaRn 

ThInG YOU WanT, EVEn IF 

I ThInK OF MEMPhIS aS a 

SPICE, nOT a MaIn DISh.”
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Film still of the Fall/Winter 2012 collection video

http://www.patrikervell.com


