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Ceramic Art in Taiwan Today

Lecturer: Chen-Chou Liou
Professor and Director, Department of Crafts and
Design, National Taiwan College of Arts

Any introduction to modern ceramics in Taiwan can
be divided into two parts: one is a general introduction,
involving teaching, promotional activities, exhibitions,
competitions and the organization of ceramics. The second
refers to the increasingly diverse development of ceramics in
Taiwan, especially the range of different styles, expressive
forms and content that have appeared over the last two

decades.

I . Development of Modern Ceramics in Taiwan
Modern ceramics in Taiwan can be dated from the
Sino-Japanese International Art Exhibition held at the
National Museum of History in 1981. This helped to
stimulate interest in ceramics and was followed by a
number of different ceramic exhibitions. The response to
this exhibition in Taipei was immediate, particularly as it
introduced completely new ideas to the ceramics industry
and artists in Taiwan through the format of cultural
exchange. As a result, those involved with ceramics were
suddenly presented with a completely new creative space
into which they could develop. In 1985, not long after its
establishment. the Taipei Fine Arts Museum (TFAM) held
the Taipei International Ceramics Exhibition, the first time
such an international ceramics exhibition was held in
Taiwan. Artists from many different countries participated
and the latest equipment was used to make the experience a
truly magnificent affair. This exhibition was an important
milestone, in that it provided an unique opportunity for
local ceramic artists and pottery lovers to view and
appreciate works from all over the world. At the same time,
the positive response to the Sinu-_l;lp;m('w International Art

Exhibition ac the National Muscum of History in 1981 led

to a floury of activity and development in local ceramics.
This culminated in the holding of international ceramics
competitions, such as the Modern Ceramics International
Invitational Exhibition in 1992. Three years carlicr the
Taiwan Provincial Museum of Arts (today's National
Taiwan Museum of Arts), organized a contemporary
ceramics exhibition in 1989. After a series of modern
ceramics exhibitions the National Museum of History went
on to host a touring exhibition of ceramics works from
Europe and the US. In response to the newfound
popularity of ceramics, Cultural Centers across Taiwan
began to hold exhibitions themselves. As such, the period
1986-1996 was a period of great energy and vitality in the
development of ceramics in Taiwan. Not only did the
number of exhibitions increase the popularity of ceramic art
also stimulated greater creativity. At the same time, this
steady promotion of exhibitions led to a dramatic increase
in the number of people involved in ceramics. Since 1996
however. economic downturn has dampened this
enthusiasm somewhat and there has been a fall off in the
number of ceramics exhibitions held both by public art
institutions and private galleries. Today the frequency of
exhibitions being held is considerably less than the number

just 5-6 years ago.

The first ceramics competition to be held came at the
beginning of 1981, when the National Museum of History
held the " International Biennial Exhibition of Ceramic
Art. RO.C. ". This was an extremely important exhibition
and helped to make the name of a generation of
professional ceramic artists, many ol who are still active
today. Taipei County also adopted the art exhibition format
10 demonstrate the importance it attaches to ceramics. This
has been especially true over the last few years, with
ceramics a key component ol the twice yearly Provincial

Arts Exhibition. The creation of a Golden Yingko Award in



Yingko has also become an important ceramics competition
for artists to exhibit their work. In around 1985 the
Council for Cultural Affairs also introduced a ceramic and
crafts section to its National Crafts Heritage Award. Last
year, the Council renamed this award the Traditional Crafts
Award. Winners receive a substantial cash payment and the
award has greatly helped to increase interest in traditional
crafts in Taiwan. In the private sector the most renowned
competition, the Taiwan Golden Ceramics Awards held by
the Hocheng Cultural and Education Foundation was
established in 1992. Initially the award was directed at
students but the enthusiastic response meant that this was
later relaxed to allow the participation of other ceramic

2]

artists, with the addition of an extra "Public Group ” to
the original "Student Group”. In 2000 this was expanded
still further with the addition of an International Golden
Ceramics Awards. The quality of award winning works can
be seen in the display on the third floor of the Ceramics
Museum. Indeed, these are an excellent example of
developments and trends in international ceramics over the
last few years. The value of this exhibition lies in the fact

that those who win an award are inspired to work harder

and to devote themselves even more to ceramics.

In this second section | will be introducing some of the
activities undertaken in Taiwan to promote ceramics. The
first point to make is that most ceramics promotions have
come from the private sector. In Taiwan very few
departments in the formal education system teach ceramics.
Indeed, at present there the only classes available are at the
National Taiwan College of Art and the Graduate Institute
of Applied Arts at the Tainan National College of the Arts.
This paucity of educational opportunities is the main
reason why most promotional activities are sponsored and
organized by private ceramics workshops. Rough figures

suggest that there are currently around 90 such workshops

in Taiwan. Over 30 of these are in Taipei, 10 in Taoyuan,
Hsinchu and Miaoli, 20 in Central Taiwan, about 20 in the
South and 10 in the East of the island. In the main these
private workshops have been established by ceramic artists
themselves and also double as classrooms. As such, they
tend to be quite small with 10-30 people. Most have
electric kilns, though some maintain gas kilns. Other types
of kiln are rarely seen these days, because building such a
kiln is difficult and requires the supply of special fuels and a
special site. Because these workshops are in most cases
established by ceramic artists for their own use and also
teach ceramics courses, the artist himself usually takes on
the role of teacher. The individual responsible for the
workshop is also in charge of purchasing raw materials and
the glazing and firing processes. At the same time
workshops tend not to charge students a great deal in
tuition fees. On the whole this makes the operation or
management of such ceramics workshops extremely
difficult. The technical and artistic skills of those working
in a workshop are invariably either learned from their
teacher or self taught. Those who have graduated from
related ceramics classes tend to be in the minority. Because
the area of study is relatively narrow, the ceramic knowledge
and technical skills learned by students tends to be
unbalanced, as they are unable to learn a comprehensive
range of skills. Consequently, we will still be reliant on
education or other professional institutes to swell the ranks
of ceramic teachers. To aid this process. professional
rescarch institutes, schools, specialist departments and the
Taipei County Yingko Ceramics Museum should hold
more study programs for ceramic teachers. This is one way

to improve the quality of teaching in ceramics workshops.

In Taiwan the number of organizations registered with
the government as promoting ceramics include: the Chinese

Modern Ceramics Academy Taiwan and the Chinese



Ceramics Association Taiwan (CCAT) established in 1992,
the Taiwan Ceramics Academy established in 1993, the
Nantou County Ceramics Academy (established in 1995
and the Taichung County Ceramics Academy established in
1996. After this date many official and unofficial ceramics
associations were established across Taiwan. There are also a
number of private research institutes devoted to ceramics.
These include older organizations such as: Ceramics-Lover
Association, Ceramics Favor Association, Hao-Tao
Association, Kaohsiung City Friends of Pottery, Kaohsiung
County Fengyi Ceramics Association, United Friends
Ceramics Association, Chichi Wood Fired Ceramics
Association and the Northern Ceramics Education
Association. More recently, wood fired kilns have been
especially popular, with a number being set up across the
island and the creation of a Taiwan Wood Fired Ceramics
Research Association. Because of the sheer number of
people involved in the ceramics industry in Yingko, there is
a particularly strong demand for work on glazing. hence the
establishment of a Glazing Research Academy. The
development of these organizations has been part of a
process in which ceramics in Taiwan has sought greater
developmental space, so that future ceramic works are more
diverse in nature. Finally, I'd like to introduce a few
specialist galleries that are on the front line of contacts
between ceramic artists and consumers. One example, the
quite old Ceramics and Friends Gallery has been selling
ceramic art for some time now and continues to make a
living from doing so. Other galleries include the Modern
Ceramics Cultural Park. Welcome Ceramies Gallery, the
Ceramics Support Association, Yi Ching Art Center, Shui-
Li Kitn Ceramics Cultural Park. the Contemporary
Ceramics Gallery, Shuang Tzu Ceramics Cultural Hall,
Chan Tao Art Center and Kang Shan Ceramics Workshop.
Over the last 20 years more than 20 ceramics galleries have

opened for business in Taiwan, though the difficulties of

managing such galleries has resulted in the closure of many
of these over the last few years. Particularly over the last 15
years as the economy has faltered, many galleries have
found it particularly difficult to make ends meet. Those
galleries still operating today probably account for around
half of the original number. However, the Yingko area has
devoted much time and effort to promoting the “tourist
industry" over the last few years, an approach that has
chosen to highlight ceramics as an important tourist
resource. With the governments introduction of a two day
non working weekend this approach has been hugely
successful. Visits to Yingko and related purchases have
increased dramatically. This success is most evident in the
constantly changing shop fronts in many of the old streets
of Yingko Town and the recent popularity of such galleries
as Fortune and Wealth Pottery Place and China House etc.
These measures have helped the art galleries modernize and
improve their relations with the public. Add to that the
recent opening of the Taipei County Yingko Ceramics
Museum and I am certain the crowds travelling to Yingko
can only increase. which will further stimulate the
popularity and growth of ceramics in Taiwan. We
wholeheartedly hope that the Yingko Ceramics Museum
becomes a major force in the future promotion of ceramics

nationwide.

Il .Expressive Content and Form of Taiwanese Ceramics

(A) A "Functional" Perspective of Taiwanese Ceramics

The single most important consideration in the

manufacture of traditional pottery utensils was
functionality. As such the choice of glaze was also based
primarily on the functional needs of a given picce. Any
changes in glaze were made purely for decorative effect. As a
result, the artist was unable to assert his or her own style in

cither shape or glaze. In contrast, modern ceramic focuses



predominantly on individual style. Modern ceramic artists
often use the shapes of traditional ceramic utensils but
deliberately alter the glaze through high temperature
melting to create flowing lines, crystals, bubbles or swirl
effects. Some even spray glaze onto ceramic works creating
an exaggerated sense of layers and color changes. Other
approaches involved splashing glaze or dripping glaze,
which allows different colors to mix and melt together. In
this way, rodern ceramics has adopted a wide variety of
approaches to glazing. At the same time, ceramic artist have
also used different types of kilns, fuel and firing methods to
produce a variety of special effects, such as natural ash glaze,
salt glaze, raku fired, smoke fired etc. This has enabled
artists to use traditional ceramic shapes whilst still giving
full rein to their own creative character and emotions.
frivee attans iy the patierns and texture of naditiona

Throughout the history of industrial art major
differences have occurred in the demands made of materials
and decorative effects. This is particularly evident in the
manufacture of ceramics. Modern ceramics seeks to express
the thinking of life today and the spirit of the times.
Consequently, modern ceramic artists attach great
importance to the quality and interpretation of patterns in
their work. The difference in raw materials and added
materials in the clay used by a clay body, means that the
coloration and feel produced by firing can differ markedly.
A clay body with a fine texture is gentle and elegant, whilst
a rough texture shows the lasting appeal of the primitive
and simple. By altering the texture of the clay body, ceramic
artists are able to display their own feelings and ideas. In
addition, the clay body can also be viewed as a "canvas”. In
other words, through proper design and arrangements.
different decorative tools can be applied, with glaze and

engobe added 1o the surface of the clay body. In this way

the exterior of the ceramic object is covered in rich
decorative patterns and motifs, fully displaying the design

style and decorative skills of the ceramic artist.

. ol

Mankind has used pottery to make utensils needed for
daily life for several thousand years. In this long history of
development although the shape of utensils has changed
with changes in lifestyle, cultural background and religious
customs, nevertheless, a certain fixed approach to shaping
has taken hold. Although this fixed approach ensured that
pottery fulfilled its functional use, it also resulted in the loss
of development possibilities and interest in multiple shapes.
The diversity of shapes is one of the main characteristics of
the expressionism of modern ceramics, just as a ceramic
artist's interpretation of shape is one of the foundations of
that expression. As such, modern artists have all broken
away from the confines imposed by traditional pottery
shapes. In so doing they combine their own ideas on shape
with their experience of the modern world. liberally
probing the inherent possibilities of different shapes. In this
way modern ceramic works are no longer merely functional,
increasingly they also incorporate a sense of vision, touch
and changes in space.

1363 1 foroye tional

Mankind has made use of pottery fired utensils as an
important part of daily life since the beginning of history.
In many respects the word pottery is now synonymous with
such objects: bowls, plates, cups. pots. bottles. carthen jars
and urns ctc. Even today and despite the fact that newly
developed materials have taken over in the manufacture of
many utensils, pottery still has an extremely important
position in modern life. Indeed, as standards of living
improve there is increasing diversity in the materials from

which such utensils are made. As a result. there has also



been a clear increase in the number of products made from
ceramics. In the creative process of modern ceramics the
artist sceks to make the most of the expressive ability
inherent in ceramic materials and production techniques at
his or her disposal, whilst combining this with a sensitivity
for utensils used in daily life. The result is creative yet
functional type of ceramics that highlight an art form built

on the integration of art and life.

L. Redefining functional” ceramics

Traditionally pottery was produced for use in daily life
and as a result it has often been stuck with its "functional”
destiny. However, the importance attached to the
interpretation of materials and shapes in modern art has
caused modern ceramic artists to question the "practical” or
"impractical nature of pottery. Starting from the received
understanding of pottery as functional. many modern
ceramic artists have deliberately created works that whilst
they appear to be "functional” in fact not at all, or are only
representational in having no "practical” use whatsoever.
Such work tends to combine the main “functional’
elements or shape semiotics of daily use utensils. but
ultimately create ceramic shapes that are completely non-
functional. By using fixed ideas about "functional utensils”
these artists juxtapose "concept’ and “practice” in their
work. By adopting this "counter” expressive approach. the
audience is forced to reconsider the definition of what

constitutes a "utensil”.

(B) A View Of Taiwanese Ceramics from the perspective

of Pure Shape Expression

Simple geometric shapes and angles always make a
strong visual impression in three-dimensional shapes. When
light is reflected on such works the changes in shadow

created can be extremely rich and varied. That is why

sculptors use simple geometric shapes in their work and
why modern ceramic expressionism has followed the same
path. Ceramic artists often make use of the plasticity of clay
together with suitable molding techniques to create shapes
that are simple yet powerful. In addition, ceramic surfaces
have a special texture and glaze full of minute shadow
effects that can make the changes in shadow on the surface
of ceramic work rich and varied. At the same time, Many
ceramic artists utilize this richness of change in shadow and
the way a work occupies space combined to the principles
of habitual vision, to create a sense of visual distortion in
their work. This results in a three dimensional visual
illusion mapped out by the changes in shadow created by
the shape of the work. Indeed, works that combine material
characteristics, texture and color are rarely seen in other

materials.

Most ceramic works share one defining characteristic.
thev are hollow in the middle. This is true because after
clav is shaped it must be dried and fired before becoming a
ceramic work. Solid pieces of clay can crack or expand as a
result of the heating process making it difficult to maintain
a fixed shape. To avoid this problems the hollowed out
center has become a special element in the shape of
ceramics works. It was true for traditional pottery utensils
and has remained and important element in the

expressionism of modern ceramics.

In addition, the often seen partial openings of modern
coramic works serve to link together the internal and
external space of a picce. In fact, this relationship between
internal and external space has always existed with ceramic
vessels. With hottles or vases that have only a small opening

for example the internal space is hidden and the connection



with external space achieved only through the one small
opening. Where we are talking about plates or bowls
although there is no apparent distinction between internal
and external space, a distinction continues to exist. As such,
when producing vessels such as these the changes in the
opening and its actual form are important elements in the

expression of internal and external space.

C. Dinirating real life in tive shape of ceramics

The plasticity of ceramic materials means that they can
be used to produce a wide range of textures, and glaze can
be added to enhance the color effect. As a result, it is
possible to imitate the texture and color of other materials
in a way that is absolutely lifelike. Many ceramic artists
have adopted the expressive method, using pottery to
depicting the properties of other materials. By using the
ability of ceramics to imitate other materials, the artist
highlights the contradiction in the mind of the audience
with regards visual and tactile experiences and existing
ideas. This makes the meaning of the existence of the
imitated "object” and the questions raised by it more

pronounced

Other than highlighting the rich plasticity of clay and
its vivid ability to depict "objects’ made from other
materials this imitative method of expression is often used
by ceramic artists to discuss the phenomenon of
“materialism” in human life. Also, the fact that ceramic
materials weather well and can "exist” for long periods of
time in the natural environment creates a great burden on
the environment. With their deep understanding of the
character of ceramic materials artists often use such
imitation ceramic work to discuss the issuc of
environmental pollution, resource recycling and the

interrelationship between "mankind™ and “objects”.

Ceramic materials are derived from carth and stone in
the natural environment. As such they come in many
shapes and possess a variety of natural qualities. These
properties represent the most primitive and real side of
pottery, whilst displaying the mystery of the natural world
in a way that draws immediate respect. The close
relationship between mankind and nature comes from the
fact that the earth and soil from which clay is derived has a
special meaning for man. An artist using of ceramic
materials to make vessels and expressive shapes retains a
major interest in the essence of the ceramic materials he or
she uses. Of course those involved in pottery look on this
subject with great piety reverence and seriousness, and
participate in this discussion from their own special interest

in pottery materials.

By displaying the primitive and real nature of ceramic
materials, one can also show the mystery and changeable
nature of nature. However, the most important element is
that ceramic artists use this primitive nature to narrate their
subjective interpretation of the material, to depict their own
special feelings and their relationship and mutual struggle
with ceramic materials. It is this interaction between artist
and material is effectively a portrayal of the subtle

relationship between man and nature.

Over the last decade the fact that environment and
space play such an important role in modern art has meant
that artistic performance is no longer restricted to the work
itself. This is true in the sense that works now extend to the
space and other objects around them, or one could sav the
concept expressed by the picce changes with changes in the
immediate environment. Ceramic works have been

similarly influenced by such creative notions, creating an



expressive form very different from the past.

Some work is one piece or “object” after being fired
and therefore requires a suitable exhibition space combined
with an installation, before it can truly be considered a
“work of art". The way other works are displayed can be
adjusted depending on the exhibition venue. Still other
pieces can be combined with different media depending on
the venue. Because ceramic materials originate in nature,
they have a special relationship with the environment and
space. The way a pottery work changes after firing means
that the whole work, combining environment and space

elements, is given a deeper and more profound meaning.

F. Harmony and conflict with other materialy

The nature and plasticity of clay makes it possible to
imitate the texture of many other materials, giving it the
expressive ability to copy reality. However, different
materials possess their own special characteristics, such as
color, density, transparency, softness etc. that ceramics can
not easily express. Modern ceramics therefore often involves
the selection of other materials to make up for those areas
where its own expressive capacity is insufficient, whilst also
highlighting the difference between ceramics and whichever

other material is used.

As to the expressive form of a work, when ceramics
imitate the texture or form of other materials the main aim
is to highlight the expressive possibilities available to
ceramics. At the same time, this is also an expression of the
descriptive powers of the artist, the aim being to express the
harmony and coexistence of ceramics with other materials.
When a ceramic work does make use of other materials it
does so to make a clear contrast with the different
characteristics of that material. In modern ceramics the
artist introduces other materials, depending on the different

needs of different creative motifs, (o express the harmony

and conflict between ceramics and other materials.

Artistic creation is an expression of personal emotion
and heartfelt ideas. In modern society the deterioration of
interpersonal relations, environmental pollution, excessive
materialism and an array of other maladies have drawn
artistic comment. Hence, different ideas concerning these
social phenomena, the earth on which we live and Mother
Nature, are often expressed through different artistic forms.
The diversity of appearance, convenience of shaping and
special meaning of ceramics materials means that modern
ceramics has been able to express a wide range of emotions
and ideas. Many modern ceramic works take this as their
motif. This indeed is the main reason that ceramics has,
over the last few years, been able to transform itself so
quickly from a subject of functional industrial art and crafts

to a major contributor in the field of the creative arts.

Art is the expression of personal emotions, the artists
thinking and ideas. Even with an expressive form and
media that is rich and diverse the spirit and meaning of any
work is shared. The creative and expressive characteristics
detailed above give modern ceramics considerable expressive
space into which to develop. [n addition, the close
relationship between contemporary ceramics and modern
art trends has resulted in the constant expansion of creative
categories. Moreover, the inclusion of ceramics in modern
art has enriched the diversity of an expressive artistic
material. In terms of ceramic expressiveness new ideas and
the use of new materials have increased the diversity of

ceramic art and created new expressive possibilities.



