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J
onathan Cross is a child of  the ’80s. The ceramicist 
grew up on “Total Recall,” “Blade Runner” and “Star 
Wars.” Later, he picked up the books by Phillip K. Dick 
that were the basis for many of  the great science fiction 
movies of  the time, not to mention “Dune,” the novel 

by Frank Herbert. “Reading those books and watching those 
movies has formed this kind of  aesthetic in my mind of  what a 
post-apocalyptic future dystopia is,” Cross explains while sipping 
a margarita on the rocks at the kitchen table of  his Twentynine 
Palms cabin. “When I’m thinking about these vessels, it might 
be, ‘What kind of  incense burner would Darth Vader use?’ Or 
Gandalf  or Yoda.” 

Cross creates sculptures and vessels that could just as easily be 
placed in the ancient Egyptian Pyramids as they could in Casa 
Caldera, the contemporary laveacrete home built by Tucson-based 
Dust architects Cade Hayes and Jesús Robles in southern Arizona’s 
San Rafael Valley. (Cross points to their work as an example of  the 
architecture he studies.) His own pieces toe the line between past 
and future. 

A wood-firing technique creates an 
instantaneous deterioration effect on ember-
buried planters and red soda-fired stoneware. 
And yet, because they’re fired at such a high 
temperature – and due to the material – they will 
“still look pretty much the same in 2,000 years,” 
Cross says. He likes “how a form can still maintain 
its presence and its integrity, even with time.” 

“The one term that gets used too much and 
I’m not totally sure about is Brutalism,” Cross says 
of  misconceptions about his work. “Brutalism 
is about functionality and utility, efficiency and 
ability in the space at the expense of  an aesthetic. 
I think most Brutalist stuff is that way, and I don’t 
subscribe to that. My work’s a bit more embellished.”

His pieces are displayed on grid-like shelves in the front room of  
his cabin. Off the living space, his carving tools are splayed out on 
a work table, and hung on the wall are a machete, samurai sword, 
chisels and more. He’s renting the homesteader from his brother-
in-law, paying the property tax to live and work on-site with two 
kilns in the backyard. His wife and four children (ages 10, seven, 
five and two-and-a-half ) still reside in their Pasadena home – he left 
after a neighbor continually complained that he was living in what 
was then his garage workshop. “With has much as I work in the 
studio, it might appear that way,” the artist chuckles. 

Ceramicist Jonathan Cross creates 
sculptures and vessels that toe the line 
between ancient architecture and  
a post-apocalyptic aesthetic. 
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Here in the desert, he and an assistant churn out between 400 
and 500 pounds of  clay per day. Firings last nearly a week, and 
result in digging through the ashes amid “cussing or celebrating,” 
Cross explains, “usually both.”

“Sometimes pieces break,” he says. “I don’t mind cracks these 
days, especially in the sculptures. It’s kind of  a part of  the work, 
but sometimes the cracks are just too ugly. They don’t work. 
There’s good cracks and bad cracks, and it’s totally subjective. 
There’s no way to classify what’s good and what’s bad. My old 
mentor Don Reitz, older guy, he said, ‘When it comes to cracks, 
there’s shabooey and there’s shit.’ He’s like, ‘You just know.’ ”
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Eventually, Cross wants to 
build a large Japanese-style 
anagama kiln, 20 feet long and 
6 feet tall, and branch out to 
larger “human scale” works. 
And yet, he doesn’t want to get 
too literal with the references. 
Part of  the fun in creating 
smaller scale pieces, he says, is 
“imagining walking into some 
of  the negative spaces.”

“Even when I make a planter or a base, and there’s a little niche 
underneath the vase, someone’s always saying, ‘Oh, I can just 
imagine walking into that space,’ ” he explains.  “I think that’s 
nice. Like, do you need to walk into that space? Or is it better 
for you to imagine walking into that space? But I might have to 
answer that question by making some big pieces.”

It’s an evolution that has been ongoing since Cross first started 
constructing planters for his succulent collection – at one time 
numbering 500 – which he maintained until the grind of  graduate 
school at Arizona State University. These days, he’s pondering 
more than just mass and solid forms but also negative space in 
the incense burners, and “architecture for smoke.” He looks to 
the way Basque artist Eduardo Chillida Jauntegui utilizes voids 
for inspiration, and he’d like to branch out to other materials like 
rammed earth, lavacrete or bronze casting. 

But Cross remains grounded in his interpretation. He feels 
there’s an “underlying aesthetic between all cultures,” and that 
we’ve strayed away from that basic understanding. “I would even 
go so far as to say the whole Baroque and Rococo stuff is a break 
away from all that kind of  ancient stuff,” he says. 

Sometimes, he’ll sandblast the work to create “petrolinear 
elements,” that he says were directly influenced by a hike in 
Arizona’s Chino Valley. There, he found a petroglyphic zig zag 
in the purple conglomerate rocks. “All it takes in the midst of  all 
that vastness,” he says, “is a little scratch in the wall to bring you 
back to this connection with another human being.” To humble 
yourself  in the space. To approach the world with the awareness 
of  your insignificance. 
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“Hopefully some carved niche or broken edge or petroglyphic 
line can remind people, or connect with people in that similar 
way,” he says of  his own work. 

You can see the sharp, jagged edges in three planters of  his 
own making on the windowsill of  his tiny homesteader. While 
his succulent collection has dwindled, he still keeps a sturdy few at 
his home in Pasadena and here in Twentynine Palms. From them, 
Cross seems to derive a sense of  wonder. This is also what he 
hopes viewers take away from his work.

The lithop just got done flowering, and the haworthia is in the 
middle of  the process. As the sun begins to melt the desert dust 
into a smoky glow, Cross – in his quiet, measured way – says he 
hopes his ariocarpus will bloom, too. 

Jonathan Cross 
sculptures at Casa 
Perfect, a gallery 
housing The Future 
Perfect’s roster of 
designers, curated by 
founder David Alhadeff. 
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