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The Eleanor D. Wilson Museum is pleased to present DUO, a joint exhibition between 
married ceramicists Donna Polseno and Richard Hensley. Polseno and Hensley created the 
first in-depth ceramics program together at Hollins University in 2004, concurrent with the 
opening of the Richard Wetherill Visual Arts Center and the Eleanor D. Wilson Museum.

Over the years, Polseno and Hensley’s ceramics program and the Eleanor D. Wilson 
Museum have grown up like siblings in the Visual Arts Center. Their work, along with fellow 
faculty, has been featured in several museum exhibitions over the past 17 years; in 2006, 
the museum showcased Donna’s sculptural work in Donna Polseno: A Mid-Career Survey. 
In 2008, the museum curated and exhibited Contemporary Clay: The Collections of 16 
Hands from the private collections of Rick, Donna, and their Floyd, Virginia, cohorts. Since 
the 2011 inception of the Women Working with Clay Symposium, the Wilson Museum has 
been involved with art displays and lectures, most recently hosting the symposium’s 10th 
anniversary exhibition, Women Working with Clay: Ten Years of Telling the Story, in 2021.

Featuring an insightful essay by ceramicist Josh Manning, a “Parallel Biography,” and 
compelling new works from the past five years by both artists, this is the first exhibition 
catalogue that Polseno and Hensley have shared in their multi-decade careers. The two 
have dedicated their lives to creating, promoting, and experimenting with the possibilities of 
clay, and fostering generations of new artists in the field.

Richard Hensley, PitcherDonna Polseno, Oval Blue Bird Platter



POTTERY ARCHITECTS
Josh Manning, Visiting Lecturer of Art, Hollins University

Architects: “...creating more than pots, more than sculptures…” -Polseno

As odd as it may be, I find myself opening this essay with that word, “architects.” Over 
the years, they have been known as potters, sculptors, ceramists, professors, or artists...
all of which Donna and Rick have rightly been addressed, and yet somehow they are all of 
these things at once. I settled on this word, architect, not because they are practitioners of 
architecture but because they physically and conceptually helped to build the scaffolding that I 
and many of my peers find ourselves standing upon. This, however biased an assertion it may 
be, is apparent from my vantage point as I am so closely involved in a number of their “life’s 
projects” and have borne witness over the years to the design, construction, and function of 
these projects. They are some of the architects behind the contemporary studio potter’s life.  
This exhibition, DUO: Donna Polseno and Richard Hensley, is but a sampling of new works to 
be added to the couple’s comprehensive ceramic portfolios which stretch half a century.
 
Foundations: “…building from dust, clay, soft brick and a burner.” -Hensley

The drive and passion to scratch out an artistic life after graduate school in 1974 was 
a forgone conclusion for the couple. They happened upon the isolated rural mountain 
community of Floyd, Virginia, where the land supported the local livelihood and subsistence 
was more the rule than the exception. From this locale these two potters’ life work has grown 
in all directions and in every facet, from the personal to the professional and beyond. Within 

their first winter in Floyd they were making and firing pots in a small raku kiln. Within a year 
after that, a larger kiln was built out of dust, clay, soft brick and a burner. Soon, an old barn 
and storefront were given new life and a pottery studio was born out of those efforts. And while 
all of this was happening, friends and colleagues slowly began to assemble within the area. 
This congregation of artists, along with Donna and Rick, would establish a local studio arts tour 
which still operates and thrives today.
 
Mentors: “…choosing a lifestyle not a career.” -Polseno

When considering the prolific nature of Rick and 
Donna’s artwork and how influential the work has 
been within the field of ceramics, this is moderate in 
comparison to the tremendous impact they have had 
upon the many apprentices and students that have 
crossed their path. Donna and Rick have made a 
concerted effort to give back to the field of ceramics 
with their wealth of knowledge, their generosity, and 
above all their valuable time. Over the years they have 
educated and mentored many young ceramic artists, 
a large number of which are still currently working in 
the ceramic field in some capacity or another. Their 
enthusiasm and intrigue with studio practice coupled 
with the curiosity and ongoing study into their own 
work has had a profound influence on anyone working 



closely with them. Apprentices and students alike have benefited not only from the depth of 
knowledge about the material itself, but moreover by participating in the rhythms of the studio 
and witnessing the persistence and dedication required by the practice. Given the holistic 
approach to mentoring, they have always been quite candid that success was not a foregone 
conclusion for the two but the necessity to create clearly was; I can recall Rick suggesting 
that if you must work in clay then you must, and that is ok. Necessity is more important than 
success.

The Work: “The process of making is the driving force.” -Hensley

Much like Donna and Rick, their works are uniquely distinct from each other in presence 
and form which speaks to the artists’ individual sensibilities and voice within the mediums 
of clay, glaze, and fire. Given this obvious individualistic presence within the work there is 
also a familiar commonality between it as well. In essence, their pieces share a nonverbal 
communication that exists between the work that flows from the intimacy of the shared life 
between the two artists. This visual conversation between the work is parallel to that of well 
worn friends talking over a cup of coffee and at times like the whispers of lovers in bed lost 
within the shared experience. It is the pattern recognition within both of the works which drives 
this dialogue and is a reflection of their life experiences and interests. The surfaces range from 
unctuous to raw, with glazes that have layered and juxtaposed surfaces. They use texture as 
well as color to reveal the patterns and decor that are rooted in historical and contemporary 
influences which are integrated seamlessly into the work. Rick and Donna are knowing 
participants within the continuum of humanity that is ceramic art and they are helping to carry 
this conversation forward.

Donna Polseno, Women Supporting Women



Richard Hensley, Teapot Donna Polseno, Shallow Bowl with Birds



Donna Polseno, Black Ginkgo PlateRichard Hensley, Face Plate



Donna Polseno, The PlungeRichard Hensley, Oval Vase



Donna Polseno, Blue Bird BoxRichard Hensley, Face Plate



Donna Polseno, Envelope VaseRichard Hensley, Large Scalloped Bowl



Donna Polseno, Black Fan TrayRichard Hensley, Square Bowl



PARALLEL BIOGRAPHY
Donna Polseno and Richard Hensley met at the Kansas City Art Institute (KCAI) in 1970 while studying 
ceramics. After graduating from KCAI, they both received master degrees at the Rhode Island School of 
Design in 1974. They were married while still in graduate school and then moved to Floyd, Virginia, after 
graduating to start a pottery studio in a scenic, rural area near the Blue Ridge Parkway.

Donna and Rick began their life in Floyd in a very small rented country farm house and slowly started their 
careers. They built kilns and created spaces to work, had dogs and cats and gardens, and they raised two 
sons and worked as full-time studio artists. Rick became known for his beautiful porcelain pottery and 
Donna for her hand-built vessels and figurative sculpture. They have been in many prestigious exhibitions 
separately and together. They both were in the “Young Americans” juried exhibition at the American Craft 
Museum early in their careers.

Rick and Donna have both taught many sessions and classes at programs across the United States and 
beyond: notably, at Alfred University in the summer of 1977; at La Meridiana International School of 
Ceramics in Certaldo, Italy; and at Rochester Institute of Technology in the early 1980s. They were both 
awarded NEA Artists Fellowships in the 1980s, among other honors. In 2002, they both participated in the 
International Ceramics Symposium in Izmir, Turkey. In 2004 and 2012, the Jingdezhen Ceramics Institute in 
China welcomed them as visiting artists.

In 2004, Rick and Donna started team teaching at Hollins University, where they created the first in-
depth ceramics program for the university and taught there until 2020. Through the university, Donna also 
created the annual Women Working With Clay Symposium in 2011. Rick and Donna’s work has been widely 
published in ceramic books and magazines, including feature articles about them together, in Ceramics 
Monthly and Art & Perception. Additionally, Donna and Rick are founding members of the nationally known 
16 Hands Studio Tour. They continue to work in their studio, teach workshops, and exhibit their work. They 
spend part of each year at their small house and studio in Liguria, Italy.

Richard Hensley, Covered Bowl



EXHIBITION CHECKLIST Richard Hensley

Large Platter, 20.5 x 1”
Large Platter, 20 x 1”
Large Platter, 20 x 1”
Large Scalloped Bowl, 13 x 3.5”
Large Scalloped Bowl, 11.5 x 3.75
Ewer, 7 x 5.5”
Ewer, 6.5 x 5.5”
Ewer, 6.5 x 5.25”
Square Bowl, 9 x 3.5”
4 Cups, 3.5 x 3.5” each
Teapot, 10 x 6 x 7”
Teapot, 10 x 6 x 7”
Covered Bowl, 7.5 x 4.25”
Covered Bowl, 6.5 x 5”
Covered Bowl, 6.5 x 4.25”
Covered Bowl, 6.5 x 4.75”
Pitcher, 5.5 x 9.75”
Pitcher, 5.5 x 9.75”
Pitcher, 5.5 x 10”

Donna Polseno

Fan Tray, 8.5 x 10.5 x 1”
Green Tray, 9 x 6.5 x 1”
Black Fan Tray, 8.5 x 10.5 x 1”
Envelope Vase, 13 x 1.5 x 5.5”
Black Envelope Vase, 13 x 1.5 x 5.5”
Blue Bird Box, 4.25 x 4.25 x 6”
Black Bird Box, 4 x 4 x 6”
Yellow Flowers and Birds Plate,
 10 x 10 x .75”
Green Birds and Flowers Plate,  
 10 x 10 x .75”
Duck Vase, 9 x 2 x 9”
Crane Vase, 9 x 2 x 10”
Duck Plate, 7.5 x 7.5 x .5”
Green Ginkgo Plate, 8.5 x 8.5 x .5”
Black Ginkgo Plate, 7 x 7 x 1”
Square Lily Dish, 9.75 x 9.75 x 2.5”

Oval Vase, 5.5 x 4.5 x 10.25”
Oval Vase, 5.5 x 4.5 x 10.25”
Oval Vase, 5.5 x 4.5 x 1”
Plate, 8.5 x 1.5”
Plate, 8.25 x 1.75”
Plate, 8 x 1.5”
Plate, 8.25 x 1.5”
Plate, 10.5 x 1.75”
Plate, 10.75 x 2”
Plate, 10.75 x 1.5”

All works are high fire porcelain.

Shallow Bowl with Flowers, 11 x 11 x 2”
Shallow Bowl with Birds, 11 x 11 x 2”
Oval Blue Bird Platter, 11 x 9 x 1”
The Plunge, 14 x 6 x 26”
Containment, 9 x 6 x 27”
The Subtle Shift, 7 x 6 x 33”
Women Supporting Women,
 20 x 20 x 28.5”
Precario, 7 x 6 x 33”
Voltarsi Verso L’Alto, 9 x 7 x 28”

Trays, vases, plates, platters, dishes, and bowls 
are mid-range clay; all others are brick clay.
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