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Foreword from the Commissioner

The practice of ceramic art in Taiwan has accumulated the will of the spirit and culture of
this era, therefore, the Taiwan Ceramics Awards is an attempt to show the intrinsic virtues of
our daily aesthetics. Artists and the Taiwanese viewers both stand on this island that has
nurtured us, and has chose to embrace the greatest gift from nature: clay. This exhibition is
created for the public to see the innovation and persistent of these ceramic artists, which also
invites the world to celebrated the multiple aspects of the inheritance and innovation of
Taiwan ceramics.

To provide artists with a broader platform to show their talents, the New Taipei City govern-
ment decided to expand the New Taipei City Ceramics Awards into a larger event, which
became the Taiwan Ceramics Awards. This new competition has become one of the most
important indicators in the Taiwan ceramics field. Aside from establishing "The Achieve-
ment Award”’, which is to praise those whom have made exceptional contributions to the
development of ceramic culture in Taiwan, the "The Creative Awards” and "The Utilitarian
Awards”, were founded as a competition to search for talented ceramic artists in Taiwan, as
well as to enhance and show the diverse features of ceramic art and everyday functionality.
This event is a profound mean to display the creative potentials and the richness of Taiwan
ceramic culture.

This year’s Taiwan Ceramics Awards has included artists from all ages to show their work.
The selected winner for "the Achievement Award " was CHEN Huan-Tang, who dedicated
himself to fostered numerous talented artist. CHEN not only taught ceramic techniques, but
also has passed on his attitude as a ceramic maker to the next generation, which has signifi-
cantly contributed to the ceramic field in Taiwan. As for the Grand Prize winner of "the
Creative Awards ", LEE Shih-Hwa, who is also the first new immigrant who won this prize,
created ceramic pieces that fused cultural differences and fashionable visual vocabulary
harmoniously together. HSU Hsu-Lun, who is the grand prize winner for "the Utilitarian
Award ", has combined techniques from metal and ceramics to create a tea set that is func-
tional and entertaining. I anticipate this exhibition can reach out to invite more viewers to
see the persistence and innovation of Taiwanese ceramic artists, moreover, to deliver the
strong passion for art to a larger audience.

The New Taipei City Government will continue to establish more exhibition regarding art
and culture to cultivate artists from diverse fields. Hopefully this will attract more talented
artist to relocate to New Taipei City and assist our city to become a better place for art to
flourish.

TSAI Chia-Fen

Commissioner of Cultural Affairs Department, New Taipei City Government
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Beautiful Achievements
of a Hardworking Clay Addict

Review of CHEN Huan-Tang’s Ceramic Works

Senior Ceramist / CHIU Huan-Tang

Senior ceramic artist CHEN Huan-Tang is honored with the Achievement Award of 2019 Taiwan
Ceramics Awards organized by New Taipei City Yingge Ceramics Museum. The jury panel all
agreed that I should be writing something about him and the reason is that CHEN and I go way
back, earlier than anyone of them.

I took the introductory class of ceramics while studying second language teaching at University of
Hawaii System. I finished the course and returned to Taiwan in 1965. As for CHEN, it was around
1970 that he came back to Taiwan after obtaining a degree on ceramics at Kyoto City University of
Arts and finishing his internship at Gifu Prefectural Ceramics Research Institute. At that time,
National Museum of History held an invitational exhibition on Chinese Contemporary Ceramics.
CHEN and I each had one piece selected by the curator due to their eye-catching shapes, and
placed in the center of the showground with rope barriers around them. The museum was also
responsible for recruiting and taking modern ceramic artists of Taiwan to join the Premio Faenza
- The International Competition of Ceramic Art in Italy. Both of us had our works selected to join
the contest for two times, but Taiwan had been denied the right to join the competition after 1980
and replaced by China ever since.

CHEN Huan-Tang has always been a favorite of National Museum of History and frequently
invited to give talks about ceramics there. I remember one time he was talking about how he used
wood ash as a glaze ingredient. He came very well-prepared, gave out handouts and shared useful
tips in such an understandable way that all of us felt we had learned a lot.

Another time back in the 1970’s, LEE Mao-Chung, CHEN Huan-Tang and I were invited to show
some of our works and talked about the development of modern ceramics in a TV show on Taiwan
Television (TTV) called “A Night of Art and Culture” .

In the summer of 2014, I held a solo exhibition in the gallery of Cultural Affairs Bureau of Hsinchu
County Government as a part of its project to promote and celebrate the legacy of outstanding
local artists. CHEN was invited to give a talk during the opening ceremony. This is how he
described my works: “They are diverse. The shape is very modern, but not much surprise on
firing and glazing due to the use of colorants mostly acquired in retail stores.” That is who he is
as an artist, honest and always speaking his mind. That is also something I really admire.

You now probably have a sense of how important a role CHEN plays in the history of ceramic art
in Taiwan from some of the stories I shared here. Not to mention he also has a huge amount of
artworks that are in great quality. It is well-deserved for him to receive this award. To be honest,
I even feel it took a bit too long for this to happen.

There are three main types of works of CHEN: 3D ceramic sculpture, embossed wall ornaments,
and hand-thrown painted plates that share a few things in common.
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Command of Materials

Each and every work of CHEN shows what he wants and what he is capable of doing on clay
bodies, glaze colors and textures. He got this from the training at Kyoto City University of Arts.
Japan has the most hardworking people and has contributed much to scientific breakthroughs in
the world. It is why Japanese scientists brought home the Nobel Prizes in physics, chemistry,
physiology, and medicine since 1949. CHEN had very good teachers at college, and did a lot of
in-depth research on heat-resistant materials. Pottery could go without glaze, but means nothing
without clay. How to pick the right clay or make refined clay has come in as the top of the list. He
said: “Once you've got the clay right, you are half way through to the end.” Most people are not
doing enough about clay and just take what’s available on the table. CHEN is different and always
adjusts the proportion of the raw materials and grogs for each specific work. He smashes the fire
bricks with a hammer, picking the broken pieces of the size he wants to create the best texture
possible. One has to look into the shapes, colors and textures to really have an appreciation of
CHEN’s works. Underwater Musical Chapter, Dialogue with the Land, and The Sacred Gate are all
perfect examples of this kind.

Formation and Practice

CHEN also goes his own special way to shape his works. He enjoys forming the shape by his own
hands, and rarely uses any tools for assistance. He was so into the play of clay that his family saw
him as a “clay addict” when he was little, and he grew up into a “ascetic” in his own words.
He doesn’t need any tools and enjoys making pottery with his bare hands. He’s said no to slab
makers or applicators, and rarely uses a potter’s wheel. All he has with him is just a large plate and

a few pottery vessels. He is coiling clay into making a slab. Either a squeeze or a pinch, he is loving
each and every move in this kind of hand work. He is so concentrated that he is reaching the level of
Zen where everything is about selflessness, and he is like in a trance or in meditation.
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Enlightenment by Ceramics

In ceramic master YANG Yuan-Tai’s eyes, CHEN keeps a low profile just like his works of art.
French naturalist Comté de Buffon once said: “The style is the man (Le style, c’est Thomme)”,
meaning we get to know a man from his style, and see the style through a man. All of his works
come from a theme, an idea or something he feels (which is inspiration). He feels it and then
strongly motivated to do it. Where does he get all these from? Everyday life. He explained: “T am
free from the voices of the market or the sales, and solely base my works on dexterous skills, plus
extensive reading of philosophy books and Buddhist Sutras, as well as meditation and self-reflec-
tion on the surroundings. To have it all, I spare no efforts and time in conjuring up the content
and drawing first, and then take my time working on the work.” (From the book CHEN
Huan-Tang: Four Friends I Have in Self Practice — Fire, Land, Skill, Art)

CHEN’s works are closely associated with his sensibility and poetic side. He has the compassion
to see “everything as his brothers and sisters” . Micro-organisms, unfair human society, or
human damage to the environment are all the topics he cares about. As someone who practices
Buddhism, even if he is not happy about what he sees around him, he is not annoyed or cynical:
he always chooses a euphemistic way to share his teachings. Modest, Give and Take, Peace of Mind
in an Unblessed Life, and Clear Conscience are all the works on this religious narrative and show
what he thinks and what he wants to do. He hand-made hollow bottles and pots into abstract
shapes that are easy for the viewers to understand without even looking at the signs. Like I just
said, CHEN is very good at managing glaze colors and textures that perfectly help portray his
themes. His work Valiant has the beautiful balance between brown orange and cobalt blue, while
the horizontal and streamlined textures mimick the strong wind and turbulent. Family of Three
features gleaming and smooth brown red to show the warmth of family and parent-children affection,
whereas the window panes in The Window of Wisdom are turned into a soft heart shape and
geometric shapes, like circles and rectangles, implying a harmonious relationship of sense and
sensibility. Brown yellow, cobalt purple and the glaze colors in vertical streams are intriguing in
The Days in the Desert. Or use your imagination. You will hear a sound that comes out from the
quiet world: “The sun, the moon and the stars in the sky, and myriads of things in the vibrant
and lively world on earth” . For me, I seem to see French aviator and writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s
plane breaking down and having an emergency landing in the desert, and out of nowhere a mysterious
kid showed up and the story of Le Petit Prince hence begins.
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As opposed to his delightful and refreshing works in warm colors,
CHEN also created a series of works in darker glaze colors to show the
dire ecological environment seriously harmed by human beings: The
Last Picture of Glacier is about glacial retreat due to the climate change,
while Naked Run of the Land laments that the forests and the grasslands
are bulldozed because of the development of golf courses. From
Shout-out to the Sky, Give Me Some Fresh Air, to Withered Accusation,
we seem to hear the cry and scream of the nature!

CHEN'’s care goes to all walks of life, especially the minority groups. His
work The Undershirt shows his empathy to laborers, whereas Speechless
features the poor destiny of people in a hunger crisis. Footsteps is all
about the land polluted by politics whichever perspectives you try to
interpret it. He is intended to mock the problems happening in Taiwan’s
elections in its early phase of democracy, such as bribes, plutocracies,
vote brokers, or the “supporters-for-hire” business. He lets us see the
ironic reality that a caddie in bare feet stays in the same space with the
wealthy and powerful golf players. I couldn’t help but think of a
sentence from the Russian great writer Leo Tolstoy’s story: “Exactly
how big a land does one need?” CHEN’s ceramic works are so literary
and poetic, and anyone with some language or literature backgrounds
will definitely find these metaphors and connotations interesting.

i i 28 Works kiln unpacking
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Colorful Blessing and Local Culture

Colorful Blessing is one of CHEN’s masterpieces that showcases the fun and relaxing side of him.
The intertwine of red and blue, the lines and exaggerating expression of genitalia are the elements
that turn an ordinary pottery urn into a goddess of harvest. Dancing Hills on the contrast is the
illustration of the god of land. Both works could be associated with the image of Venus figurines,
especially Venus of Willendorf of the Stone Age in Europe that has huge breasts, a fat buttock and
thighs, symbolizing fertility, productivity, reproduction and harvest. From the old time to the
present, we see farmers in different places worshipping similar deities, hoping they could be bless-
ed with safety, good harvest and thriving livestock businesses. CHEN is in a sense imparting his
nostalgia to his very own Hakka village via his ceramic works.

Painted Plates

CHEN found a whole new world in a bunch of hand thrown plates painted with colorful glaze. A
few of his abstract or semi-abstract pieces that feature analogous colors or complementary colors
and show rhythmic tones and high energy remind me of the watercolor and oil paintings of Swiss
artist Paul Klée. It’s just CHEN’s works have to go through high-temperature firing, making it
extra difficult. Beginning of Civilization and Priceless Gentle Breeze and Bright Moon and Feelings
for Mountains and Rivers, Near or Far are the best combination of gentle and tender calligraphy
brush strokes, ink and paper and hard and masculine earthen glaze and firing, showing the beauty
of Chinese pictographs. What he does here is not just demonstrating what tradition can do, but
taking it to the next level.
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Conclusion

CHEN and I had much interaction when we first came back to Taiwan, but
didn’t see each other much after that. Low-key, humble and everything I remem-
ber what he was as a person 50 years ago all come back to me right now like a
boomerang that Australian indigenous people use for hunting. He cherishes
every opportunity to create art and diligently make ceramics in his own hands,
reaching higher grounds in the art world step by step. I think about the world
famous musical Notre Dame de Paris which is adapted from French writer Victor
Hugo’s eponymous novel. The lyrics were written by Luc Plamondon. After the
prelude, the poet Gringoire sings the famous song - Age of Cathedrals (Le Temps
de Cathédrale). I take a particular part of it as my message to CHEN Huan-Tang
and all those who work hard in the world of ceramics. The stonemasons in the
medieval age were using stones, one by one and eventually built the Notre Dame
de Paris that is known to almost everyone in the world.

Stone after stone, day after day,

from a century to another, lovingly
they saw the rise of towers

they had crafted with their own hands.
Poets and troubadours

have sung love songs

that promised a better future

to mankind.

Does it make sense for us to compare a ceramic work to a huge cathedral? In
terms of sizes, the two are totally different. But the fact that people are generous
and dedicate what they have for their belief in god, and the architects and stone-
masons are building a grandeur cathedral to glorify god with their craftsmanship
is nothing too far away from how ceramic artists devote their lives into the
making of ceramic art and to enrich the viewers’ lives and inner selves.

Gothic cathedrals and Roman Catholic churches have important roles in art
studies and have been researched and discussed over and over again, while it
wasn’t until the mid-20th century that ceramic art was noticed and included in
art history as well. It was Peter Voulkos and other trailblazers who expanded the
possibilities of ceramics with their avant-garde works and took it to the whole
new realm of “pure art”. Art historians therefore saw the beauty of ceramics and
amazed by it, and thanks to these art critics, modern ceramics was then consid-
ered as art that was no less than other kinds of art forms.

Looking back on CHEN Huan-Tang’s career as a ceramic artist who never stops
creating high quality artworks throughout his life, for 100% he lives up to the
expectations of all the art historians and critics and will definitely stands the test
of time.
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