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IN CONVERSATION: 

ARTIST 
SERGEI 
ISUPOV 
ON IMMIGRATION, 
EDUCATION, 
AND THE SURREALITY 
OF EVERYDAY LIFE
Interview with artist Sergei Isupov edited 
by Lauren Levato Coyne and Leslie Ferrin, 
co-curators of the exhibition “Our America/
Whose America?” at Ferrin Contemporary, 
North Adams, Massachusetts

Sergei Isupov graduated from the Art Institute 
of Tallinn, Estonia with an M.F.A. in Ceramics 
in 1990. He immigrated to the United States in 
1994, and has lived and worked at Project Art in 
Cummington, Massachusetts since 2006.

How has migration shaped your artistic 
education?
When I arrived in the U.S. from Estonia in 1994, I 
was young, newly married to an American artist, 
Dana Major and we started a studio, Nine Pines 
Art in Louisville, Kentucky. Selling work became 
my first American education. My work was highly 
detailed, figural and immediately appealed to 
collectors at the ACC [American Craft Council] and 
Smithsonian Craft Fair. With each series, I added 
more details and bold narratives, and I received 
more attention and support; my skills became 
more accomplished as I mastered the material.  
 
The most significant change for me was the access 
to unlimited choices of ceramic materials and art 
supplies. You could go to a store to sample and 
use an endless variety of clays, glazes, whatever 
you wanted was always there! That’s not how it 
was in the Baltics or Russia where I had worked 
or Ukraine where I grew up and went to school. In 
the USSR, I could only work in basic colors, black, 
white, gray and occasionally cobalt when available. 
I did not have access to my own studio or kiln 
so I had to use the equipment at residencies, 
symposia or factories, and during Soviet times I 
worked as a designer-artisan rather than freely 

Installation image “Sergei Isupov: Past & Present,” 
Ferrin Contemporary, May 7–July 9, 2022. Photo by 

John Polak, courtesy Ferrin Contemporary.
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What has been your genealogical impact on 
successive generations of ceramists?
Well, this is hard to know about oneself during 
one’s own lifetime, so I’ll tell you what other 
people have told me. Leslie [Ferrin, Isupov’s 
gallerist] has explained that during the late 1990’s 
when my work first started showing at SOFA [The 
Sculpture Objects Functional Art and Design 
Fair, now Intersect in Chicago], there was a shift 
from the vessel and abstraction; and my work 
fed the momentum that built around figural and 
narrative work. My successes gave permission to 
other artists to take risks, expand their scale and 
explore personal narratives.
 
The teapot was the first form I had success with. 
At that time the teapot was popular but also 
classic. I began changing the form and making it 
both figural and narrative. It caught on with both 
collectors and artists. It shifted the field away from 

and expressively. As soon as I arrived in the U.S., I 
had a studio with equipment and could use color 
all the time. This allowed my work to be wild and 
expressive in new ways.
 
Learning from other artists was 
another education. We met at 
fairs and I saw their finished 
work in their booths, and at 
galleries and museums like 
the Renwick Gallery and 
American Craft Museum 
[now the Museum of Arts 
and Design in New York CIty]. 
In Europe, I had only seen 
photos of American work in 
magazines, so when I saw the 
work of masters like Jack Earl, 
Viola Frey, Richard Shaw and 
Robert Arneson for the first 
time it was inspiring and 
motivating to know they 
had made this work and 
it was collected. Really, 
I wouldn’t be the artist I am 
today if I had not moved to 
the United States.

Sergei Isupov, “Mixed Thoughts,” 2017. Porcelain, slip, and glaze, 8 
x 8 x 5 inches. Photo by John Polak, courtesy Ferrin Contemporary.

Sergei Isupov, “Long Journey 
to Nowhere,” 2022. Porcelain, 
underglaze, and glaze, 12.5 
x 11.5 x 11 inches. Photo by 
John Polak, courtesy Ferrin 
Contemporary.
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functional wares. And a lot of friendly competition 
developed between me and the artists who were 
popular with collectors at the time - we pushed 
each other’s works forward in ways that really 
helped art and craft grow overall. I think, I hope 
anyway!

The surrealist nature of your work lends 
itself to multiple narrative possibilities, 
can you speak to this strategy and how it 
effectively conveys a particular and universal 
experience?
Surrealism is a category of art, but I don’t set 
out to make it that way. I portray things we can 
all relate to, the sometimes comforting and 
sometimes unnerving moments of our daily lives—
things are simultaneously exciting, scary, romantic, 
loving, or fraught with tension and indecision 
every day. The fact that many of these internal and 
external actions and feelings are happening all at 
once makes them seem surreal when depicted 
graphically. And maybe they are surreal to 
experience, but they seem normal to me when we 
consider how much happens to everyone in any 
single day.
 
Your recent show at Ferrin Contemporary 
“Sergei Isupov: PAST & PRESENT” surfaced 
anxieties about the war in Ukraine. Can you 

share a bit about how the closely felt impacts 
of the war have found expression and/or 
form in your work?
 
Confusion, I think. There’s a lot of confusion and 
fear but also love and protection. This is what 
I referenced in the surreal question—it’s all 
happening at the same time and certainly to a 
much more intense degree during war. My own 
emotions around my family’s safety and security 
came through in the work. I didn’t set out to depict 
it, or intend to make war pieces, but my mother, 
father, brother and his children were all in Kyiv 
when the invasion began. They are safe as I write 
this, the children have escaped out of the country, 
but the others are still in Kyiv. I worry every day. 
My parents were barely three years old at the 
end of World War II and both carry trauma of 
how they survived both the war and the decades 
that followed. In September, bombs destroyed 
the sanctuary and garden where my mother, Nelli 
Isupova had her solo exhibition, which ended 
just days before the space was bombed. From 
a distance, I am safe, but day by day we are all 
experiencing the impact of the war. The tension of 
this time makes me cherish my family’s beautiful 
and safe life, and appreciate and value the fact 
that it was made possible through my work as an 
artist living and working in the United States.

Sergei Isupov with his work “Past & Present,” 2022. Mixed media, wood, metal, 
paper, paint, and ceramic, 130 x 80 inches (133 x 88 inches, framed). 

Photo by John Polak, courtesy Ferrin Contemporary.




