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Mark Messenger and Walt Schober - Ten Packing Pictures
Resurgence ~ A Collaborative Collection 

“I was alive while asleep, but did not know my color or dimension”. 
Walt Schober, from Ten Packing Pictures

The poet for this collaborative installation of sculpture and poetry indicates that 
the sculptural work speaks for itself and that his words are not necessary. After a 
first glance, however, the observant viewer discounts the poet’s deflection and 
recognizes the necessary exchange between image and word.

Ten Packing Pictures is comprised of ten ceramic bas relief plates by CA 
sculptor, Mark Messenger, accompanied by collaborative haiku, senryu and 
commentary from the poet and writer, Walt Schober. Messenger conceived the 
idea and then proposed the collaboration to Schober. During an artist-in-
residency in Kecskemet, Hungary, Messenger created his sculptural series while 
his long time friend and poet, Schober, wrote concurrently in the Sierra foothills
of California. The resulting art work commemorates the life of a mule-train packer
in the Sierra Nevada mountain range of California.

In Ten Packing Pictures the consistency of each bas relief’s scale and detail 
underscores the sculptor’s mastery of the clay medium. As a unifying motif, the 
tried and true packer’s diamond hitch knot encircles the rim of each plate and 
lashes the entire series together. The circular shapes mimic the calligraphic 
Ensō, a sign or symbol of enlightenment or the universe and the void. An Ensō
also symbolizes an authentic self, or a moment when the mind is free to let the 
body/spirit create1. This series is intellectual and multifaceted, consistent with
Messenger’s characteristic style. It is a conscious work; designed and executed 
meticulously.

Ten Packing Pictures, 2008 – Each plate is 9” x 9” of Hungarian clay, underglazes, low-fire glaze, paper and 
the written word. Photography by Justin Lee

The installation – a joining of images and words – is just as meticulously 
conceived – the balanced circle over a square creates an ideal conveyance for 
moving the viewer deliberately from the beginning of the series to its end. Jung 
viewed the circle as the geometric archetype for the inner image or “soul stone” 
and the square as the archetype for the body. He believed the two combined 
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explained the relationship or balance between the psyche and body.2 The circle 
retains meaning in all cultures; it is inclusive; inviting the viewer to focus on what 
lies within. It can also represent an assemblage of equals or campfire gathering. 
The juxtaposition creates an interesting interchange of ideas and concept.

Messenger’s sculpted story, as the poet indicated, is in fact straightforward. It 
depicts a packer’s pre-dawn waking moment through daily activities ending in 
slumber. However, Messenger and Schober, both packers in their early days, 
draw on expertise and personal experiences to express and share deeper 
contemplations with this collective work.

One ~ Waking in the Meadow

Silhouette of pine.
Gentian, Lily, Lupine.

I smell like mule sweat

Commentary

The stars disappear. Glittering fierce sparks at these elevations; 
they fade from view just as the black shapes of camp emerge from 
the dark.  Trees and gear soon will have color and dimension. I was 
alive while asleep, but did not know my color and dimension. Just 

before purpose and obligation awaken, I am for a little while, only a 
thing made of the remains of stars.

Now, hero...find the livestock.

One - Waking in the Meadow, 2008

Packing, like any vocation, carries its own vernacular and traits seldom known or 
fully appreciated by an outsider. In this series both sculptor and poet balance 
their respective views of experience infusing their depictions with character casts
of essence which strengthen the collaboration. From the two, the viewer is able 
to glean some of the finer, perhaps less well-known aspects of an occupation 
unfamiliar to many in today’s world. 

Four ~ Returning to Camp

The herd is captured
No saddles, no loads
And our heart is free

Commentary

Perhaps in some other Midsummer Nights Dream my father was 
Bottom and enamored of some lady centaur. Being half jack and half 
mare they might have had children like us. One brother a man. One 

brother a mule.

Four - Returning to Camp, 2008
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Messenger’s sculptural use of painterly, academic elements for the reliefs
contributes to an allusion that he has effortlessly painted canvases of clay 
specifically designed for the poet’s words. However, the painstakingly executed 
textures and color values are consistent with Messenger’s highly evolved palette 
and reflect his controlled mastery of glaze and clay. His distinctive techniques
add realistic depths to the sky, mountains and character vistas he sculpts and 
paints from memory. 

Six ~ Riding Home

First migrating deer,
Then Indians in pursuit.

These are not new trails.

Commentary

To the turn at speed, then as the first mule comes around the 
switchback, we slow and slow again as the second and third come 

around and now we know the last animals won’t be dragged across 
the point and we come back to speed. Down we go, braking at turns, 

coasting along the straight sections. Look behind you, look behind 
you—12 hooves, 100 straps and buckles, even more knots and 

turns of rope and, by and by, I see none of that.  It is only the thing 
out of place, a disharmony, the shift or loosening that means a stop 

to put it right. Too often I think I can go a little longer with some     
almost problem, but I can not almost forget it until I look again. Put it

right, put it out of mind. Empty mind.

Six - Riding Home, 2008

Nine ~ Twilight

Old Li Po loved wine
To be at one with the world.

I prefer whiskey

Commentary

We all grew up in the open air. We ate and slept with the earth.

Perhaps that is the Source. It is in our nature to gather around a fire. 
Without cable, internet, and videogames we told stories and sang 

songs. We are still wild type, not yet domesticated by gene 
selection. There is virtue in our nature.

Nine - Twilight, 2008

Much of Messenger’s sculptural work is distinguished by his complex style of 
anachronistic coded imagery. In contrast, this body of work presents a 
refreshingly accessible view into personal experience. While his work is 
characteristically enigmatic, with this series he embraces restraint, simplifying the 
components and leveraging the illusion of clay as canvas.  
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As a poet and sage Schober does not disappoint as he applies written overlays 
to the sculptural work with his shared repertoire of experience. His eclectic words 
are an astute blend of mountain sentience richly imbued with philosophy, 
literature, poetry and 60’s icon culture. The words reveal storytelling skills 
garnered through personal experience and influenced by the likes of 
Shakespeare, Whitman, Basho, Li Po and Poe, to name a few. In addition to his 
poetry, Schober proffers evocative renderings from a packer’s journal. His brevity 
succinctly completes Messenger’s intended conception.

Messenger and Schober’s combined work is a contemporary adaptation of the 
12th century Chinese master Kakuan who drew pictures of ten bulls and provided
comments in prose and verse for each. The bulls depicted by Kakuan represent 
the eternal principle of life - truth in action. Each of his pictures represents a step 
in man’s realization of his true nature and the physical path walked toward 
discovery of the potential self in full consciousness. In theory, true purpose once 
discovered can then be shared. Ten Packing Pictures by Messenger and 
Schober references the historical work of Kakuan and others, and depicts the 
metaphoric journey to an instance of enlightenment. Through art, and artists, this 
conversation continues transcending time and culture.

Ten ~ Night

The moon needs no oil,
The horses and mules need no goal.

And I need my rest

Commentary

This then is the flavor of life.

Ten - Night, 2008
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This work formally opened at the Bishop Gallery, 137 South Main Street, Bishop, 
CA sponsored by the Inyo Council for the Arts.

Walt Schober is a third generation packer from the Owens Valley, CA. His 
grandfather, Rudolph John, arrived in the late 1800s and the family started 
Schober Pack Station at North Lake in the 1930s. Walt grew up working at the 
pack station. He then attended Stanford and UC Davis, had a corporate career 
and started a family. He returned to Owens Valley in 1978 to help his parents, Art 
and Lou, run the business. Walt lives in Round Valley, in the house where he 
was raised, with his wife Cass McGill.

Mark Messenger began packing for Walt Schober in 1980 and worked most 
summers for him until the pack station was sold in 1996. He attended Westmont, 
Cal State Fullerton and San Diego State pursuing his career as a ceramic 
sculptor and art educator. Mark lives in El Sobrante, CA, and teaches art at 
Diablo Valley College in Pleasant Hill, CA.  

                                                
1 http//en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ens%C5%8D
2 Carl G. Jung. Man and His Symbols. New York, New York:

Dell Publishing Co., Inc, 1964  


