The Frankoma Sculptures of Willard Stone

Allen Manuel


When we look at the wide array of Frankoma pottery it is easy to think of all the designs as coming from a single source, a “work shop” of pottery designs.  If we lay aside for a moment the incredible work of John Frank himself, and before and after him the work of Joseph Taylor and Joniece Frank a small group of interesting designers remains.  One thinks of Acee Blue Eagle, Ray Murry, Bernard Frazier, Grace Lee Frank, St. Clair Homer, Willard Stone, and more recently William Haney and Gerald Smith.  


The artistic ability of this third group of sculptors and designers ranges from truly outstanding to mediocre at best. One of the more interesting in the group is Willard Stone.


Although Stone is widely known throughout the Southwest art community (http://www.shopoklahoma.com/willards.htm) for a variety of works, to Frankoma collectors he is known mostly for his group of five wooden sculptures reproduced in clay by Frankoma.  These are the #101 Indian Maiden, the #102 Coyote, the # 103 Mare and Colt, the #104 Indian Madonna, and the #105 Squirrel. 


Not expensive rarities like the Joseph Taylor marked pieces, they are outstanding just the same.  These five sculptures show us a man behind the work who is like no other who provided designs to John Frank.  Willard Stone, a Cherokee descendant, was not the only  native American in the group, but he brought to his art the purest Native American style. 


The world of native Americans was a vertical world, a world of tall trees, deep canyons, and towering mountains.  No endless highways crossed pre-contact America and no daring bridges spanned the rivers.  The food came from forest and mountain, not from freezers and warehouses. The Native American sense of vertical height was (and still is to a certain degree) acute.  Willard Stone brings this perception of the vertical to our subject sculptures. 


Whether it is a Mycenaean crater or a Chinese charger, the images of ceramic decoration are often distorted to fit the available surface space.  With Stone’s art something else is at work.  His subject IS the image and distortion molds that image.  He is true to his material and finds little need for surface decoration.   


His subjects bring to us the timeless Native American sense of living with nature in all its vastness.  They bring to us the awe of looking up to see the moon and looking down to see the ground.  The howling coyote is sleek and long necked as he rises to the moon, a natural subject for this style, but how challenging for the artist to place a mare and colt in the same volume.  Centuries of Native American culture compress his images horizontally.  Those images respond by stretching vertically.  He is a sculptor, not a potter.  His culture compressed his images and drew them upward.  John Frank’s potter’s wheel spun the moist clay outward.


Fortunate for us that John Frank, the potter, in his effort to bring art to the common man at affordable prices was willing to present the work of Willard Stone, the sculptor. Introduced in 1963 the Stone sculptures have stood the test of time and are still in production.  The prices as used collectibles are about the same as new from the factory.  
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