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The Place of Ceramic Material in Public Art

All public places are created to meet people's needs. In every village, town, or city, roads
are built to allow us to travel freely, squares are formed so we can gather for commerce
,temples and churches are constructed for us to worship. Ever since human beings began

to settle in agricultural community, public place has become increasingly important to our

life.

Any outdoor space designated for public activities can be called public space. It can be used
for transportation, transaction, and recreation, as well as for political and religious
purposes. Places such as public parks, squares, stations, airports, schools, street corners,

pay phones, and fountains all are important and indispensable places for us to conduct our

daily life.

Public space is the center of societal life, a place for people to interact, communicate, and
exchange information. Due to the rapidly changing environment and the complexity of
our time, the purposes for public place have also become more diverse. Politicians use it
to advocate political ideas, theologians use it to spread the massage of God, and artists use
it to show off their artistic talents. It is a place to evoke political movements, establish

moral standards and social values, and to express aesthetic aspiration.

The concept of creating public art has gone trough a drastic change throughout the course
of history. Public art used to be an accessory of architecture. It is mostly built to decorate
the building or to "amplify” the beauty of the architecture. Monuments and statues were
built to commemorate the achievement of historical figures. Most public art was created
for political or religious reasons. As for the Modernist tradition, artist is to strive for a
unique and personal way of art making. He or she is free to use all kinds of media and art
is made for the sake of art. This idea of personal style and expression became prominent
at the turn of the century. This relentless pursuit of individualism also influences the trend
for creating public art. Today more and more public art is created with very distinctive

personal characteristics for a variety of reasons.

Despise the differences in style or concept, the material for public art has always been a
primary concern for the artists. Stone has been widely used because of its availability and
variety. Itis easy to work with and it has the ability to withstand the elements. Due to the
technological innovation in material science, metals have also become increasingly
popular throughout the years. Ceramic material is generally used in architecture because
of its hardness and ability to resist water and erosion. It is easier to model clay than stone
or metal. After firing, ceramics is extremely stable and water-resistant, and its colors will
remain brilliant for a long time. The effect of erosion by the elements is extremely slow.
Because of these qualities, it is ideal for outdoor construction, and it has recently become

a popular material for many artists to create public art projects.

Besides the overall effect, the most important characteristic of public art is the integration
of the artwork and its surroundings. The material and the colors should be in accord with
the environment. The interplay between the artwork and the space surrounding it is the
primary element in attracting viewers” atention. The relation between the artwork and the

viewers should also be carefully examined. The ardist's challenge is to create an



atmosphere in which the viewers can freely interact with the artwork, so this interaction
can become an important clement of the whole picce. In other words, It is created so

people can be “in it" to experience it, instead of "in front of it” to merely look at it.
There are several advantages of using ceramic material for public art project:

()Itis rich in texture and tactility. Ceramic material can provide a wide range of texture
and tactility according to its metal contents, particle size, and firing temperature. It can
be formed into almost any shape and its surface can be easily scratched to produce
different texture an design. It is ideal for public artwork that requires people's touch

as an essential clement of interacting with the artwork.

(2)It is rich in colors and radiance. Glazing is one of the most important processes for
creating ceramic works. Different kinds of glaze can produce a great variety of colors
and glow. Thanks to the technological innovation in both firing and glazing, more and
more brilliant colors are available to us today. In addition to its richness in colors, its
durability makes it a perfect medium for those who wish to add colors to an outdoor

public space.

(3)Itis easy to form and work with Because of its flexibility, ceramic material can be used
to form a wide range of forms and shapes. Small pieces Its flexibility and durabilicy far
excel other material such as stone or meral. It gives the artist more freedom and choices

to create different kinds of artworks. The possibility is limitless.

(4)Tt can be easily fit into the environment. Since it comes directly from the earth , ceramic
material is closely related to our environment and it contains a rich earthy quality.
From unglazed stoneware to high-fired glaze, it provides a great variety of colors and
surface akin to our surroundings. This quality makes it an ideal material for environment-

oriented public art.

(5)It is low in production cost and easy to construct. Since large ceramic pieces can be
constructed by combining smaller sections. it greatly reduces the cost for production and
transportation. Unlike large metal or stone public arcwork, which

requires large working space to produce and assemble, ceramic picces can be constructed
in relatively small separately, then shipped to the location for installation. Compare to

other materiel, it is far more convenient and cost efficient.

(6)Itis resistant to clements and easy to maintain After glazing and firing, ceramic macerial
is resistant to water, wind, heat, moisture crosion. Its glazing can prevent growing fungus
and fading color. Certain class-like glaze can also prevent dust accumulation on its surface

and therefore makes it east to clean and mamtin.

Despite of all the advantages, there are some shortcomings for ceramic mater jal as well.
The shrinkage caused by high firing often creates uneven surface and edges. The
coloration can be inconsistent because of the glazing or fiting. once itis installed, a large-

scale word is hard to dismantle for transportation or relocation. It akes tremendous



ingenuity and skills to overcome these problems, and precisely because of these
shortcomings, it makes the use of ceramic material in public art mote challenging and

rewarding.

Ceramic material has always been widely used for architecture. It is an invaluable part of
our daily life, and it has been an essential substance in our effort to create a better
environment and to enrich our life. Since we live in an ever-changing world of extreme
complexity and diversity, and we are blessed with a relentless drive to better our life both
materially and culturally, I am certain that ceramic material will definitely play a

significant part in our life and shine brilliandly in the future.
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