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Interview by G. Symes 
All artwork by Marguerita Hagan

American artist and diver Marguerita 
Hagan, who is based in Philadelphia, 
creates exquisite and intricate ce-
ramic sculptures inspired by marine 
life and microorganisms found in our 
oceans. X-Ray Mag interviewed the 
artist to learn more about her cre-
ative process, research, and per-
spectives on the underwater realm 
and the interconnected ecosystems 
of our planet.

X-RAY MAG: Please tell us about yourself, 
your background and how you became 
an artist.

MH: I was born with a passion to learn, an 
insatiable curiosity, and the ninth of eleven 
children. When I was nine months old, my 

mother found me running across the man-
tlepiece. I was born to explore. This energy 
sustains, inspires and fuels me.
 I was blessed with a mother who was 

an artist, and she infused her 
infectious spirit into the sim-
plest things, as I was growing 
up, making the everyday a 
way of celebrating life. Her 
mother was a career art-
ist and raised four children, 
single-handedly, during the 
Great Depression. I grew up 
with paintings and portraits 
in our home, and I visited 
my grandmother’s studio for 
drawing and painting lessons. 
Art was revered and a natu-
ral part of our lives. 
 I grew up in Norfolk, Virginia, 
on the Lafayette River, which 
fed into the Elizabeth River 
and the mouth of the Ches-
apeake Bay at the Atlantic 
Ocean. Going to the beach 
to swim in the ocean and 

finding treasures brought in with the tide 
was utter joy. As a child, I played on the 
beach of the tidal river, where I discovered 
clay. I instinctively made pinch pots and 
fashioned shelves on the tree branches 
with driftwood to keep my work safe un-
til I could return. My first experience with 
clay was along the saltwater. I must have 
played at Little Beach from about the age 
of six to 10. 
 Nature gave us the greatest perfor-
mances, as Mom would show us the 
beauty of a dramatic storm shifting the 
sky, and water moving up the river, the 
early morning dew drops in a flower, the 
sun and moon set or rise, and the stars at 
night. I have always been inspired by life 
and nature’s diverse beauty and intercon-
nectedness.
 There was not much art available in 
school, from kindergarten through high 
school, and certainly no ceramics. I knew 
I was not an “artist” like my sister, who 
painted and drew with our grandmother. 
I came to learn my path when clay 
called me back. Following alternative 

The Beautiful Woman Comes (Nefertiti), 
by Marguerita Hagan (various views on 

this page and previous page). Hand-
built ceramic, 24K gold leaf, 15 x 9.5 x 
10in, Michener Art Museum collection. 

Photos by Richard W. Gretzinger.
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paths, I introduced myself to Betty 
Kight who became my first clay 
teacher, at a craft show when I was 
14. I asked her to teach me, and 
rode my bike across Norfolk to her 
studio, throughout high school. I 
found my first love in clay. 
 When entering college, Ceramics 
was the first and only class I knew I 
must be in. Since I learned how to 
throw on the wheel in high school, it 
was clear to me that being a potter 
would not hold my interest. My teach-
er, Masako Miyata at James Madison 
University, introduced me to the low-
fire clay I have worked in throughout 

my career. This opened the door to 
my visual voice. It was a defining mo-
ment, and I felt the universe light up 
inside me. I knew then that this was my 
“way”—it was like breathing for me. 
Clay has been my life companion, 
teacher and guide.

X-RAY MAG: Why marine life and un-
derwater themes? How did you come 
to these themes and how did you de-
velop your style of sculpture?

MH: Growing up in Norfolk, on the tid-
al river, I had salt in my veins. I have 
always had a profound connection 

to, and lived on or by, saltwater. It is 
where all life began on Earth, giving 
her the name “The Blue Planet.” Wa-
ter is life and our ocean produces 
over 50 percent of Earth’s oxygen, 
providing every other breath we take. 
I love celebrating, honoring, respect-
ing and protecting ALL life. 
  My sister, Ann Hagan Carroll, worked 
with Captain Jacque-Yves Cousteau 
during the years the Cousteau Society 
was based in Norfolk, where I grew up. 
I remember the magical trips to the 
Cousteau Society while visiting her, 
meeting “The Captain,” Jean-Michel 
Cousteau, and the team there, and 

seeing underwater equipment. My 
brother, Michael, was a commercial 
fisherman and a naturalist. Watching 
nature in and around the water, and 
the stars above, was and remains a 
magnificent life-long playground. 
 For me, working in clay is life-giving. 
I earned a Bachelor of Fine Arts de-

gree in ceramics, and immediately 
after college, I took a cross-country 
trek through sacred sites and geo-
logical marvels. My destination was 
Seattle, Washington, in the Pacific 
Northwest. I lived on the islands of 
Whidbey and Samish, and in the 
Skagit Valley, just off Padilla Bay, 
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Argonaut Argo, 
Argonautidae,  

by Marguerita Hagan.  
Hand-built ceramic, ster-

ling silver and wood base, 
5.75 x 5.25 x 2.5in, cre-

ated for the invitational 
international cephalopod 

exhibit, I Love You More, 
at the CephsInAction and 
Cephalopod International 

Advisory Council (CIAC) 
Meeting in Crete, Greece. 

Photo by the artist.

Venus Flower Basket, by 
Marguerita Hagan. Ceramic, 
4.25 x 3.5 x 6in, inspired by 
the deep-sea glass sponge 
named for the Goddess of 
Love. The deep-sea love story 
begins when the male and 
female shrimp larvae move 
into the sponge, mating for 
life. As the shrimps grow, the 
sponge becomes their perma-
nent home, in this symbiotic 
relationship. Photo by Richard 
W. Gretzinger.
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Marguerita Hagan

Hand-built ceramic sculptures from 
the Fauna Shield series, by Marguerita 
Hagan. LEFT TO RIGHT: Pufferfish Shield, 
20 x 8in; Teardrop Butterfly Fish Shield, 
13 x 3.5in; Loon Shield, 13 x 3.5in; 
Magnificent Sea Anemone, 15 x 13 x 
6in; Blue Whale Shield, 14 x 3.5in; Jewel 
Pufferfish Shield, 13 x 3.5in; Weedy Sea 
Dragon Shield, 17 x 5in; Clownfish Shield, 
13 x 3.5in. Photos by Sabina Louise Pierce.

always close to marine waters. My 
Wildlife series of ceramic sculptures 
began during this time, when I was 
25 years old and had just had my first 
snorkeling experience in tropical wa-
ters. I was blown away by the brilliant 
colors and patterns of the coral reef, 
and the marine life living within and 
around it. While underwater, I saw 
the budding series in my mind’s eye 
and started it upon my return. 
 My work is deeply inspired by life 
in the sea, seeing it firsthand, and in 
collaborations with scientists; and al-
though I am a research artist, once the 
inspiration sparks, my work is intuitive. 
 After being ignited by tropical 
wonders, I began researching and 
painting tropical sea life patterns on 
dinner plates, front and back. When 
I wanted to capture the pufferfish 
in clay, I found industrial woks in a 

scrapyard to use as a convex form, 
and the sculpture then developed into 
a “shield.” The first convex sculpture 
ballooned with dermal spines, on the 
wall. It begged for company, and the 
patterns on dinner plates expanded 
into my sculptural Wildlife series. But 
the most significant are the convex 
forms in saturated patterns and relief, 
known as my Shields. They started with 
the Fauna series, inspired by species 
in tropical and cold waters, as well as 
insects, birds, reptiles and creatures of 
the Amazon and Serengeti.
 The convex ceramic forms play on 
the idea of a “shield,” defined as a 
thing of protection. A shield also hon-
ors family lineage, and in this case, 
the countless species with which we 
share this planet. Like a lens or an 
eye, each of my Shields beckons the 
viewer to take a closer look, raising 

wonder and awareness of our role 
as stewards in protecting each other 
and the species that make our lives 
possible on our blue-planet home. 
 The Wildlife work has evolved over 
the years, spawning La Mer and its 
myriad of series. More recently, the 
Flora and Fungi series have joined 
the Fauna series in the shield family. 
Respecting and honoring each other 
and our environment has been a life 
intention of mine, in which my stron-
gest pull comes from the sea. 

X-RAY MAG: What is your artistic meth-
od or creative process? 

MH: No matter what I am working on, 
my creative process starts inside, intu-
itively. It may come in a moment of a 
dream state, or while exploring, diving, 
snorkeling or researching and learning 

about an extraordinary phenomenon in 
a documentary film, an article, or while 
visiting a scientist. For example, the 
snorkel dive on a tropical reef at age 25 
sparked my Wildlife series, which strad-
dles nearly four decades now. Seeing 
the diverse wonder of life, color, pat-
terns and textures, designed perfectly 
for its environment, left an indelible im-
pression. It all began when I swam with 
the tropical treasures in the sea.
  Once I see and “feel” the concept, 
its life force bubbles up like a spring 
and comes through me. Whether it is 
an abstract work, like Nefertiti, or one 
requiring scientific accuracy, such 
as Flourish, the work feels 75 percent 
complete when I see it in my mind’s 
eye. Although there are many steps 
to physically realize the form, seeing it 
carries me through the process.
 Some pieces develop with much 

research and connecting with marine 
ecologists, diatomists, other scientists 
and experts from whom I can learn 
to best craft and communicate the 
work’s message. My relationships with 
scientists and environmentalists, com-
bined with my research, exploration 
and diving, buoy my current work.
 With this fire lit, combined with an in-
ner vision and insights into the life that 
inspires the work, be it an azure vase 
sea sponge or a spawning female 
brain coral, once I start building in 
clay, I listen and feel my way. Some-
times, there are surprising turns, but I 
trust the process.
  Some of my work is intricate, and it is 
a blast to play outside the lines defying 
what appears physically possible. My 
earthenware sculptures are hand-built, 
and the process requires multiple firings, 
with the airbrush as an essential meth-
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od in applying color as well as 
a clear glaze when called for. 
Ceramics is full of science from 
engineering, physics, chemis-
try, electrical engineering and 
sometimes even quantum me-
chanics. Hold on to your masks 
and regulators for a virtual deep 
ceramic dive!
  Once the wet earthen-
ware (ball clay and talc) clay 
work is sculpted to comple-
tion at the greenware (pre-
kiln firing) stage and carefully 
dried, I may spend extensive 
time sanding, to smooth the 
surface, as in the Grow and 
Micro Grow series. Or it may 
simply be ready for the first fir-
ing, a soft bisque at cone 010 
(1,640°F/894°C). This secures 
the work enough to handle 
it with care, although it is still 
quite delicate. At this point, 
I may continue sanding the 
surface to a glowing polish, or 
it may simply be ready for air-
brushing with underglaze, all 
depending on the piece. I may 

need to run it through cone 
010 bisque firing again, then 
airbrush and/or hand-paint 
the underglaze, sometimes 
through a few more stages. 
 The final bisque at the hot-
test temperature of my process 
is cone 04 (1,940°F/1,060°C), 
which stabilizes the previous 
steps. The temperature sets the 
underglaze, while burning out 
organic matter, for a successful 
smooth glaze surface. When 
the work is out of the 04 bisque 
kiln and a clear glaze (silica) is 
called for, I airbrush the larger 
surface areas, followed by a 
hand-painted touch-up with 
the clear glaze. Some works 
have isolated elements that 
need to be glazed to achieve 
a glossy surface while surround-
ed by a flat color. It requires 
a technician’s hand to paint 
clear glaze, keeping it exactly 
where intended. 
 Loading the glaze firing is a 
balancing act when firing fully 
glazed work. The glaze goes 

molten in the firing, so the work 
is carefully stilted (on ceram-
ic bars with high-tempered 
steel pins) to rest on steel pins, 
so it floats safely above the 
kiln shelf to avoid the glass/
glaze from fusing to anything 
during the glaze fire at cone 
06 (1,830°F/999°C). If a luster is 
needed, like gold or white gold, 
etc, it is strategically painted 
over the selected glazed area 
for a shiny metallic pop. When 
isolated metallic or pearly ac-
cents are needed, it is a tight-
wire act, keeping the luster 
only on the glazed area and to 
avoid staining the absorbent 
unglazed surrounding surfaces. 
The work is then fired at cone 
018 (1,323°F/717°C) for the gold 
and other metallic lusters. 
 The final firing is the moth-
er-of-pearl luster, at cone 020 
(1,175°F/635°C). This is the lowest 
temperature of my process, to 
achieve the translucent irides-
cent magic. In some cases, like 
Nefertiti, ĒvolvĒ and Stardust, 

work is completed post-kiln, firing 
with 24K gold leaf, for example. 
  My sculptures, which are 
complex in form and research, 
earn a “legend” to guide the 
viewer through the ceramic 
and science details. Examples 
include Flourish, Interdepen-
dence and Life, Flora Shield.
  As I began studying and 
sculpting work inspired by di-
atoms, I realized that the soft 
brick of my electric kiln was 
composed of diatomaceous 
earth. I remember as an under-
graduate student, my teacher, 
Masako, told me that the brick 

was sourced from the ocean. 
As I know now, when diatoms 
die, they fall as “marine snow,” 
forming into a thick ooze on 
the ocean floor but alive with 
information. Micro-paleontol-
ogists decode the micro re-
mains, which hold Earth’s histo-
ry, including climate, past, pres-
ent and future. Although dia-
toms are microscopic and just 
one-celled, while living, they, 
alone, provide over a fourth of 
all oxygen for our planet. They 
also provide my “artist breath,” 
making my ceramic process 
and kiln firings possible.

X-RAY MAG: What is your re-
lationship to the underwater 
world and coral reefs? How 
have your underwater experi-
ences influenced your art? In 
your relationship with reefs and 
the sea, where have you had 
your favorite experiences? 

MH: My maiden snorkel in the 
tropical waters of Hawaii, in 
1984, inspired my entire Wildlife 
series and 40 years of work. My 
first dive in Martinique, in 1990, 
inspired my Tropical Tea Par-
ty, and so much more. Later 
dives, in 2019, inspired my La 

Marguerita Hagan

Wildlife tableware, by Marguerita Hagan, was inspired by marine life in both tropical and cold waters, 
insects, reptiles and creatures of the Amazon and Serengeti. Photo by Robert Vinnedge.

Spotted Drum Fish Shield, by Marguerita Hagan (left). 
Hand-built ceramic, 13 x 3.5in, inspired by the spotted 
drum she saw on a dive, 100ft down, on Cayman’s North 
Wall, in the Cayman Islands (above). Photos by the artist.
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Mer coral and sponge series, Marine 
Abstracts. I returned and worked from 
May 2019 and onwards, for a year, on 
the coral and sponges, leading to the 
time of lockdown, when the pandem-
ic reached the United States. I had 
never had an obsession with sponges 
before, but they pulled me in, with a 
marine tractor beam, on that Cay-
man trip.
 By December 2020, the first Covid 
vaccine was developed, and I learned 
that it was modeled after the com-
pounds in a sea sponge. I now under-
stood why the sponges were getting 

my attention. As the ocean’s filter sys-
tem, they clear bacteria, viruses, etc. 
This led me to learn that they were also 
the source of the first AIDS and cancer 
treatment. Again, our lives depend, 
in countless ways, on protecting our 
ocean and environment.
 I had a few moments gifted to me 
in the Caymans. One was seeing my 
first spotted drum, a shy creature, at 
100ft down on Cayman’s North Wall. 
It had inspired one of my first designs, 
painted on dinner plates and large 
shields. So, I was over the moon, after 
39 years of putting its pattern on my 

work, to finally catch the beauty in 
person, before it hid under a rock. I 
was also tickled to see a pufferfish on 
this dive and—be still, my heart—an 
eagle ray, sailing by me from the wall 
to the infinite expanse. 

 Each dive is 
a gift, and yet, 
I feel my most 
dramatic expe-
rience is in my 
future, when I 
hope to dive 
with manta rays, 
whales and cut-
tlefish. Finding 
ways to continue 
diving and do at-
sea residencies 
is invaluable, as 
each opportunity 
yields immeasur-
able rewards.

X-RAY MAG: What are your thoughts 
on ocean conservation and coral reef 
management and how does your art-
work relate to these issues? 

MH: Ocean management and res-
toration are essential. My sculpture 
magnifies life in the ocean from micro 
to macro, through exhibitions, lectures 
and projects. My practice gives visual 
voice to the ocean depths, uplifting 
awareness, education and steward-
ship of this fragile life support that is our 
planet, upon which our lives depend. 
 Not everyone can dive. It is a privi-
lege and a gift to be able to do it. So, 
sharing the magical undersea realm 
is not just an honor, it is a responsibil-
ity. As Jacques Cousteau once said, 
“People protect what they love.” My 
work is a request to fall in love, now. 
 Once you get a glimpse of and 
learn about the unseen world in 
the oceans, and its life-giving jew-
els, there is a universal response of 
“Love.” You cannot help but love 
these gifts. Combined with commit-
ment, love motivates sustainable 

Marguerita Hagan

Cayo Blanco Day 
Dreaming, by 
Marguerita Hagan (left). 
Hand-built ceramic, 
5.25 x 6.75 x 5.75in, 
inspired by snorkeling 
among the brilliant 
brain coral in the sunlit 
reef of Cayo Blanco 
(White Key), a few hours 
off Trinidad, Cuba. 
Photo by Richard W. 
Gretzinger.

Cayman Crush, by 
Marguerita Hagan (right 
and below). Hand-built 

ceramic, 6.5 x 8.25 x 
6.5in, inspired by the 

exquisite engineering of 
sea sponges seen while 

diving Cayman Island. 
Photos by Richard W. 

Gretzinger
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action, leading us to transform sys-
tems. We are intrinsically linked to the 
ocean, and it is in immediate need of 
our protection. Illuminating marine life 
invests in the mutual wellbeing of hu-
manity and the planet.
 One highlight in my environmental 
work experience was being part of a 
project at the American Geophysical 
Union (AGU) in Washington, D.C., in 
December 2018, when the AGU held its 
annual gathering of 26,000 earth and 
space scientists from around the world. 
I was honored to be one of two artists, 
along with two of the top coral scien-
tists, and an American scientist’s im-
portant work in Singapore, featured at 
AGU’s fall meeting. We presented, “The 
Coral Reef Ecosystem: Observation, 
Configuration, Communication at the 
Intersection of Art and Science.” 
 At the core of the poster session 
was the concept that art and science 
are interconnected, each with the 

power to inform people about our 
natural world and climate change, in 
particular. Thus, along with presenta-
tions of the 100 Island Challenge proj-
ect of Sandin Labs at the Scripps Insti-
tution of Oceanography by Dr Stuart 
Sandin, the NOAA Coral Reef Watch 
program under Dr Mark Eakin, and Dr 
Nathalie Goodkin’s work from Earth 
Observatory in Singapore, there were 
two artist presentations.
 I exhibited a selection of my La 
Mer sculptures and shared inspiration 
from my marine research. Artist Diane 
Burko, who coordinated the event, 
shared her book, Endangered: From 
Glaciers to Reefs, which highlights her 
exhibition at the time at the Nation-
al Academy of Sciences. The poster 
session served as an introduction to 
the associated panel, presented in a 
town hall meeting, including Sandin, 
Eakin, Goodkin, Burko and myself. 
Eakin was also the science specialist 

on the Netflix film, Chasing Coral (a 
must-see, along with the documenta-
ry, Mission Blue, with “Her Deepness,” 
Dr Sylvia Earle, on Netflix.)
 I have presented many times over 
the years, each one expanding the 
message to hearts and minds. The col-
laboration of art and science at the 

AGU event, honoring our 
coral reef ecosystems, 
was a high-water mark. I 
look forward to ongoing 
opportunities to share 
my work and its message 
publicly with collabora-
tors in art and science.

X-RAY MAG: Several of 
your artworks embody 
complex science and 
marine biology. Please 
describe how you bring 
together art and science 
in your creative process. 

MH: It all started with my Wildlife work, 
39 years ago. The launch of my La 
Mer series, eight years ago, accel-
erated this focus—the brilliant colors 
and patterns of tropical coral reef life 
to the abyss—evolving exponentially 
over the years. While preparing for 

a solo show at Esther Klein Gallery, 
part of the University Science Cen-
ter in Philadelphia, a new series was 
conceived. The curator, Angela Mc-
Quillan, offered me a solo show of my 
Wildlife Shields. 
 In preparation for an exhibit, I gath-
er my species list—typically, a diverse 
list representing ecosystems around 
the globe. This time, however, 90 per-
cent of the species I listed were from 
the ocean. I paused. I then revisited 
19th-century artist and scientist Ernst 
Haeckel’s drawings in Art Forms in Na-
ture, originally published in 1899. I saw 
a page of exquisite spiky forms, which 
grabbed me by the shoulders. I was in 
love. These drawings were shields just 
waiting to be made! What they were, 
specifically, I was to discover, but the 
marine forms had me. I sensed I was 
going in deep and embarking on what 
would be a life-changing adventure. 
 A new series was born devoted to 
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Leafy Sea Dragon Shield, 
by Marguerita Hagan 

(right). Hand-built ceramic, 
9 x 12 x 3.75in, inspired by 

the “leafies” that live off 
the southern and eastern 

coast of Australia.

Manta Ray Shield, by 
Marguerita Hagan (left). 
Hand-built ceramic, 21.5 x 
34.5 x 10.25in, inspired by 
the manta ray, which is 
highly sensitive, social, intel-
ligent and endangered.

Stellate Diatom Thalassion-
ema Colony Shield, by 
Marguerita Hagan (below). 
Hand-built ceramic, 8 x 8 x 
4in. Marine single-cell silica 
structure, housing plank-
ton, forms star-shaped 
colonies. Photos this page 
by the artist.
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Prickly Persistence, by 
Marguerita Hagan (left). 
Hand-built ceramic,  
9 x 9 x 9in. Celebrates the 
exquisite glass lace archi-
tecture and sustained 
life-giving aspects of one-
celled radiolarians (zoo-
plankton), which were 
some of the earliest life 
forms on Earth, developing 
with the Cambrian Period 
about 540 million years ago.

Daughter Cells, by 
Marguerita Hagan (right).

Hand-built ceramic,  
10.75 x 14 x 15in. A radiolar-

ia-inspired abstract based 
on one-cell asexual repro-
duction, here splitting and 

producing second and 
even third “daughter cells.”

Perpetual Lophelia Pertusa, 
by Marguerita Hagan (be-
low). Hand-built ceramic, 
5.75 x 6.5 x 4in. The radiating 
tentacles of this reef-build-
ing, deep-sea coral, intend 
continuous thriving of this 
endangered species. Pho-
tos this page by the artist.

the ocean, from micro primary produc-
ers to our largest living creature, the blue 
whale. La Mer set sail with the exhibit 
Scintillare at Esther Klein Gallery, during 
the first week of December 2015. That 
same week, world leaders gathered at 
the UN Climate Change Conference 
(COP21) in Paris. During my exhibition 
opening, they announced that they had 
extended the confer ence, and eventual-
ly reached a breakthrough on December 
12th, 2015, known as the Paris Agree-
ment. The only person in the talks not rep-
resenting a country was Dr Sylvia Earle; 

she was representing the ocean. 
 My environmental focus was not new, 
but it was time for a powerful human alert 
and response for a complete about-face 
towards positive change. La Mer was my 
answer to this call. 
 Through the exhibits, installations, res-
idencies, collaborations and lectures 
with La Mer, I have connected to scien-
tists, science museums, art and science 
residencies, lectures and projects. It has 
given me a voice and given voice to our 
planet’s largest element, the ocean. I 
feel I have only just begun. There is much 

ahead, and it is evolving with every new 
work, connection and sharing. 

X-RAY MAG: On your website, you men-
tion the interconnected relationship of all 
life on our planet and the fragile nature 
of our marine ecosystems. How does your 
artwork address these themes and what 
is the most important experience or mes-
sage you want viewers of your artworks to 
have or understand?

MH: The comprehensive installation, Inter-
dependence, embodies this spirit in fluid 
animation video projection, as well as its ti-
tle, and the 139 La Mer ceramic sculptures 
swimming across the 33 x 15ft wall. The 
ceramic sculptures magnify the forms of 
microscopic organisms, anemones, squids, 
cuttlefish, manta rays and whales. 
 The installation was inspired by the 50th 
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anniversary of Earth Day, on 
April 22, 2020, which the Mi-
chener Art Museum celebrated 
in the exhibit, Rising Tides: Con-
temporary Art and the Ecology 
of Water, curated by Laura 
Turner Igoe. I chose to lead 
with the first image of our blue 
planet fully illuminated by the 
sun, which was taken by the 

astronauts of Apollo 17 when 
they broke protocol from their 
strict schedule. The most recog-
nized photograph on Earth, The 
Blue Marble, became the icon-
ic symbol of Earth Day.
 In the installation, the La 
Mer sculptures flow with the 
ocean currents around Ant-
arctica and Africa, and the 

surrounding oceans. When 
viewers approach the wall, 
their shadows are intentionally 
imposed on the installation. We 

leave a mark 
wherever we 
are, and see-
ing one’s life-
size impression 
on our planet 
and oceans 
makes a bold 
statement. The 
only impact we 
have time for 
now, or ever, is 
a positive one. 
The inclusive 
title of the in-
stallation, Inter-
dependence, 
illuminates the 

message in my work. 
 The video projection with au-
dio, mapped onto the La Mer 
sculptures, creates an immer-

sive experience, presenting the 
big picture, with highlights on 
the jewels of our oceans and 
our responsibility as stewards. 
Interdependence is a collab-
oration with cinematographer 
and friend Richard W. Gretzing-
er who mastered the video 
and animation. There are four 
two-minute segments in the 
looping eight-minute animat-
ed video (Earth, Dive, Plankton 
and Stillness).
 Engaging viewers to step 
into this inclusive perspective 
raises wonder, awareness and 
action for a complete change 
in the way we see and live, 
during this increasingly critical 
time on Earth.
 The video starts with Earth as 
seen by the astronauts on the 

1972 mission. This is our home, 
and we are part of a vast and 
interconnected universe. We 
hear the sound of space (NASA 
sonifications) with a subtle 
heartbeat. Dr Sylvia Earle calls 
the ocean the blue heart of 
our planet and we must take 
care of her heart. As the video 
zooms into the sea, one can 
hear mother and calf hump-
back whales begin to sing to 
each other.
 The one-celled marine or-
ganisms in the sunlit layer of 
the ocean produce our every 
other breath. Their engineer-
ing expands with the exquisite 
colonies that serve the great-
er good. It is time we got the 
memo. They are microscopic, 
but they power our planet at 

See videos and legend about sculptures and species in the installation, Interdependence

Broad Club Cuttlefish Shield, by 
Marguerita Hagan (left). Hand-
built ceramic, 22 x 15 x 8in, from 
Hagan’s La Mer series, which plays 
on the idea of a shield, defined 
as an entity providing protection 
from harm. The cephalopod is 
the ultimate shapeshifter, color-
changing technician, and indeed, 
cross-dresser. Found around the 
world, but absent in the Americas, 
it has three hearts, eight legs, 
“W”-shaped eyes and the largest 
brain of any invertebrate. Photo 
by the artist.

Single-Cell Mingle, by Marguerita 
Hagan (below). Hand-built ceram-
ic sculptures, from 3 x 1.75 x 1.5in 
to 15 x 16 x 4in, featuring primary 
producers photosynthesizing from 
the sunlit layer of the ocean, 
including one-celled, microscopic 
radiolarians, foraminiferans, dia-
toms and dinoflagellates.  
Photo by the artist.
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the macro level, which can be seen in sat-
ellite video from space of plankton blooms 
in spring. Interdependence brings this to 
light with the sequence of swirling green, 
dancing across the installation.
 Water is life, and protecting the environ-
ment is essential for our own survival. Mother 
Nature will thrive without us, but our lives de-
pend on her.

X-RAY MAG: What are the challenges or 
benefits of being an artist in the world to-
day? Any thoughts or advice for aspiring 
artists in ocean arts?

MH: Artists historically have been among 
the pioneers of new ideas and directions. 
Typically living “outside the lines” of the 
mainstream offers an expansive perspec-
tive for those lucky to see and feel it. Look 
to art across the timeline to get the pulse of 
consciousness at any given era. This role is 
an investment and responsibility, especially 
at this intense time on our planet. Everyone 
makes a difference, and working together 

is how we can transform sys-
tems into inclusive support. 
Dive in and keep following 
your vision. Connect with 
those of like mind and spirit 
to build community. “No one 
is an island,” indeed. Look at 
coral reef communities for an 
inspiring model.
 Jacques Cousteau said we 
need to play more. He once 
described that he and Émile 
Gagnan were “playing” in 
1943, when they invented a 
self-contained system that 
made it possible to breathe 
for long periods of time un-
derwater. Curiosity and imag-
ination gave us scuba, and a 
self-contained underwater breathing  
apparatus was born 80 years ago. 
 Just 67 years ago, an underwater cam-
era was designed for Cousteau by Belgian 
engineer, Jean de Wouters. It was the 
year 1956, and the camera was called the 

Calypso-phot. Look at how rapidly technol-
ogy has raised our perspective and visual 
communications, and where we are today. 
As challenging as it is on our planet, there 
are equally extraordinary developments, 
discoveries and inventions every moment. 

See the Flourish legend 
for full details of 

each diatom. 

Flourish, by Marguerita Hagan. 
Hand-built ceramic, steel, silver 
leaf, 10 x 11 x 7in. View A (right) 
Diatoms: Ice & Snow; View B 
(below) Diatoms: Matriarchal 
Homage; Detail of View A (left). 
Created for the Invisible World of 
Water exhibit at the Academy 
of Natural Sciences of Drexel 
University in Philadelphia, this 
sculpture is a blossoming hom-
age to the wonder of diatoms 
—microalgae, which are phy-
toplankton, found in oceans, 
waterways and sediment. Photos 
by Richard W. Gretzinger.

https://www.margueritahagan.com/invisible-wonders
https://www.margueritahagan.com/invisible-wonders
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Star Dust, from the Micro Grow series, by Marguerita Hagan (above 
and left). Ceramic, gold leaf, 8.25 x 10.75 x 9.5in.

Marguerita Hagan

ĒvolvĒ, Life Story, from the Micro Grow series, by Marguerita Hagan (above and top 
center). Ceramic, 6.5 x 6 x 5.75in. Photos this page by Ananda Connolly.

We must keep our sights high above 
the horizon and trust in the infinite re-
sourcefulness within and around us.
 We are in this together, and the only 
way forward is inclusively. It can be 
overwhelming at times, but we must re-
member that in this spirit, every positive 
intention makes a difference, and with 
focus, manifests into action. Each step, 
no matter how small, creates a positive 
shift moving us forward collectively. 
 You are not alone. We are united 
through the most beneficial outcome 

possible. Consider the diatoms that 
have been contributing to our at-
mosphere for over 200 million years, 
one microscopic cell at a time. As 
the human family and ambassadors 
of our beautiful blue planet, turning 
this ship around requires shifting our 
perspective. It is an ongoing process 
and continual adaptation, learning 
and creating sustainably. Everyone’s 
voice and gifts play a unique role 
and contribution.

X-RAY MAG: Your projects with stu-
dents and young people are inspiring. 
Please share with us your approach to 
art in education as well a memorable 
moment with the students.

MH: Everyone has a dream and path 
of their own. As a teacher, it is a joy to 
support individuals in cultivating their 
own voices and visions. Over my ca-
reer, I have worked with children from 
age three to 103 years old. Intergener-
ational projects hold a special place 

in my heart. I have had the privilege 
of working with bright and brave souls 
on inspiring projects. 
 There are two examples on my 
Projects webpage and more to be in-
cluded. Let me share the permanent 
installation at Westtown Friends School 
entitled, Primary Producers: Primary 
Artists. I was invited by teaching artist, 
Jeff Waring, to guide his pre-kindergar-
ten, kindergarten and first-grade artists 
on an expedition. Being “primary stu-
dents,” the jewel-like marine “primary 

producers” felt like a perfect focus. 
 We studied the microorganisms of 
the sunlit layer, their essential role, 
and our need to care for them and 
the ocean. Children are natural art-
ists, and this was a brilliant experi-
ence, watching them soar with their 
drawings, works in clay, and paint-
ings. You can see the gorgeous re-
sults, and it was so fun that the instal-
lation was placed by the entrance to 
the playground. 
 

https://www.margueritahagan.com/projects
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Marguerita Hagan
See the Life, Flora Shield legend for full 

description of microorganisms in each realm:

1. Phytoplankton 
2. Coral Reefs 

3. Leaf Engineering
4. Grasses
5. Cactus
6. Flowering Family
7. Cones, Seeds & Sequoia
8. Moss & Spores
9. Fragrance & Botanical oils

Life, Flora Shield, by 
Marguerita Hagan. Hand-

built ceramic, mirror, copper 
leaf, 3.5 x 12.5 x 13in. In the 

spirit of a mandala and tree 
of life, the first Flora shield, 

Life, reaches above and 
below, straddling the realms 

of the seen and unseen.

Detail of Life, Flora Shield.  
The mirror inside the sculpture 
reflects the interior, and 
ourselves, as we peer into it. 
Photos this page by Richard 
W. Gretzinger.

X-RAY MAG: Lastly, is there any-
thing else you would like to tell 
our readers about yourself and 
your artwork?

MH: As an activist for thriving, 
mutually sustainable commu-
nities and environments, “inter-
dependence” is the focus of 
my practice, in my sculpture, 
teaching and community arts. 
I am inspired by life’s intercon-
nected and diverse wonders, 
both within and around us.
 Nature has been modeling 
this forever, be it microorgan-
isms forming exquisite colo-
nies to pro duce more oxygen 
collec tively, oak tree roots 
grafting for miles in inter con-
nected systems, or the “wood 
wide web” of mycorrhizal 
fungi mutualism. It is this light 
force that has enabled all life 
to thrive for eons that fuels my 
practice. We must work togeth-

er to move forward in all ways 
social ly and environmentally, 
as if our lives depend on it, be-
cause they do.
 Supporting each other, espe-
cially our younger generations, 
is a part of this inclusive per-
spective. Seeing and realizing 
possibility in ourselves, each 
other, and everything around 
us is powerful and a lot more 
fun. We have to have fun and 
be kind.
 This message is beyond crit-
ical now, as we have tipped 
our planetary scales. Broad-
casting these little-known, 
mighty, marine beauties serves 
as a climacteric wake-up call. 
The time is now for humans to 
take responsibility for our dire 
damages and dive into imper-
ative restoration.
 If one-celled organisms can 
support the entire planet for 
millions of years, imagine what 

we can do when engaged to-
gether. ■

See videos in the installation, 
Interdependence, at: margueri-
tahagan.com/installations

More information and views of 
the sculptures can be seen at: 
margueritahagan.com. 
Follow the artist on Instagram  
@marguerita. 

See the artist’s current exhibits. 
Click on the links below for more 
information:

In The Umbra, at Chimaera 
Gallery until 28 Oct. 2023

Magnificare, at the HUB-Robe-
son Galleries until 22 Feb. 2024

No Synthetic Colors, at the 
Pennsylvania Academy of Fine 
Arts until 7 Apr.  2024

https://www.margueritahagan.com/wildlife-shields
https://www.margueritahagan.com/wildlife-shields
https://www.margueritahagan.com/installations
https://www.margueritahagan.com/installations
https://www.margueritahagan.com/
https://www.instagram.com/marguerita/
https://www.margueritahagan.com/exhibitionsandevents
https://www.margueritahagan.com/exhibitionsandevents/2023/10/6/in-the-umbra
https://www.margueritahagan.com/exhibitionsandevents/2023/9/26/magnificare
https://www.margueritahagan.com/exhibitionsandevents/2023/7/20/no-synthetic-colors

