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Terra: Exploring Clay

Conventionally speaking, ceramics encompasses pots and plates. architectural tiles. decora-
tive figures, bathroom fixtures. industrial units. and so on. These objects, made of clay in the
broad sense of the word and seen often in daily surroundings, all have specific utilitarian
purposes and uses while their shapes are accordingly determined and to an extent limited.

In the mid—1950s, Californian ceramic artists headed by Peter Voulkos started to do
non—utilitarian sculptural works. In a short period of time, they exerted far-reaching influ-
ences on ceramic creations in other regions of the world. Quite removed frém the conven-
tional mode, these Californian works in clay collectively “classified” ceramics as an indepen-
dent art form. This conceptual break-through in the most outstanding achievement of post—
World War II American ceramic art, which consequently directed worldwide ceramics
towards a more liberated phase.

The most crucial point of this innovation might be that the purpose of using clay was no
longer just to constitute the shape, form of vessels. but to create and express through clay.
In other words. once unsung and behind—the —scene, clay -now graces the center stage.
revealing an emphasis on the expressiveness of material, one of the 20th century art trends.

Basically, the fact that contemporary ceramic artists seek expressions in a plastic medium
such as clay is significant in thljee_ ways: firstly, the surface of a three—dimensional ceramic
work becomes the canvas for a two—dimensional painting: that is, painting is married to the
ceramic form and thus a richer painted effect is obrtained; secondly, in a unique way clay
combines form, color “glaze, and texture, among which texture, offering "beauty to the
touch”, stands out; thirdly. the form and surface of a ceramic piece now keep a contradistin-
ctive relationship with each other, instead of the complementary one they used to have; i.e.,
in the past, the form and surface treatment tended to seek a harmonious collaboration,
whereas contemporary ceramics might put more emphasis on unique:- even independent per-
formances by each. RS

To sum this all up, the prevailing idea of contemporary ceramics is that the material. the
finished work. and the concept should merge artfully into an integrated whole.

In nature. clay has many a face. with each and every one recording traces of environmental
transformation and displaving how clay reacts correspondingly. Thus. in a complicated pro-
tean world, the “expressions” of clay are movingly plentiful, and it is this almost inexhaust-
ible expressive potential that clay artists grasp to convey their ideas and concepts.

As a plastic material and expressive medium. clay could be set apart from wood. stone,
metai. etc. for it has intriguing characteristics all its own. as mentioned above. that become
creative motifs,”themes for the artists. On clay. outside forces reveal themselves through the
impressions thev made. Hence. the “condition” of clay relates and svmbolizes the intentions

of these forces. thus giving rise to creative ideas for clay artists.



