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From "Clay, Taiwan, the Contemporary Ceramics Exhibition"
to the Aesthetics of Taiwan's Contemporary Ceramic Development
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Foreword

The "Clay, Taiwan, the Contemporary Ceramics Exhibition” can be regarded as an exhibition of
the first group of professional ceramists in Taiwan. The age of the invited artists ranges from 62 (Yang,
Yuan-Tai, 1939-) to 37 (Li, Shing-Lung, 1964-). Although the age range is one-quarter century, these
artists all belong to the "post-war baby boom generation." In other words, these artists are all
Taiwanese who were born during or after WWIL. One of their common traits is their detachment from
the early ceramists' adoration for ancient Chinese ceramic glazes. Stylistically, they no longer follow
the traditionally simple and clean forms. As they begin to challenge and explore new formal
possibilities, they move away from the aesthetic principles of ancient Chinese ceramics. Although they
all pursue the aesthetic of purity that comes from Modernism, none of them have completely
abandoned the Oriental sense of aesthetic preference.

Taiwan's contemporary ceramic art evolved from the ceramic industry in the late 1960s.
Transforming what had been a local craft to pure art, most of the early Taiwanese ceramists played the
double roles of artisan and artist. Among them, the more reputable ceramists included: Tsai, Chuan-
Zhu ; Wu, Kai-Xing ; Lin, Bao-Jia ; Wang, Xiu-Gong : Wu, Rang-Nong : Wu, Yu-Tang and Che, Huan-
Tang, etc. Most of these early ceramists took pottery-making as a leisure pursuit at first. After the
decline of Taiwanese ceramic crafts, they turned to ceramic art creation. As a result, it is perhaps
more accurate to consider the students of these early ceramists as being the first group of Taiwanese
contemporary ceramists. After all, it is these students who have, from the beginning of their career,
devoted themselves fully to ceramic art creation.

The Four Aesthetic Principles of Taiwanese Ceramics Production

Collectively, Taiwanese contemporary ceramists have some particular preferences in their subject
depictions. Most of their topics reflect upon nature, poetry, the principles of human relationships, the
human body, nostalgia for the past, and human living. On the other hand, Taiwanese contemporary
ceramists display considerable variety when it comes to creative thinking. They have reflected on the
possibilities of different forms, materials, aesthetic awareness, reappearance of nature, social criticism,

human nature, intellectual intention, cultural criticism, historical records, bibliographies, the shaping
of society, and methods of recreating tradition, etc.

Despite the extreme divergence in creative directions, we can still categorize the development of
Taiwanese contemporary ceramists over the past thirty years into the following four aesthetic
principles: 1. realism 2. expressionism 3. formalism 4. instrumentalism.

The first aesthetic principle, realism, which includes both the world of living and non-living
objects, focuses on the function and the value of art to represent nature. In Western culture, realism
first appeared in Aristotle's "Poetics”. The second aesthetic principle, expressionism, appeared in the
art and literature of early Nineteenth-Century romanticism. Expressionism emphasizes the artists'
emotion and inclination as the main theme of art creation. In other words, the value of the art
depends heavily on the artist's creative ability. Next, formalism was fashioned in the English and
American intellectual circles of "New Criticism" during the early Twentieth-Century. For the
formalists, the value of art is entirely self-contained in the art work itself. An American art critic,
Greenberg, further defined formalism as a necessary step in art history in order for a certain
destination to be attained. This destination calls upon artists’ efforts to constantly explore different
formal possibilities in order to surpass their precedents in forming perfect art. Lastly, the
instrumentalism of the 1990s views art not only as a part of everyday life, but as an instrument which
can be used to transform our society. Art is a conceptual instrument to make better encounters
between people and people, people and object, and object and object. Here, aesthetic value is
determined by how its ideal serves society. The rise of instrumentalism signifies the changing fate of
avant-gardism in the 1980s. Artists are no longer content to make the creation of new forms their
main concern. They have become interested in using art as a media to express their personal
viewpoint or criticism of social issues. The using of art to voice one's personal viewpoint can be called
"social sculpture"; it belongs to the category of optimistic Idealism. In short, instrumentalism
emphasizes art's function and value as a service to people. That is not to say that instrumentalism
discourages formal creation; it is felt that formal innovation should be a natural result of new artistic
expression.

Besides instrumentalism, the above four aesthetic principles are all revealed in the works of "Clay,
Taiwan, the Contemporary Ceramics Exhibition". In this exhibition, Hsu, Ming-Hsiang's "Ancient
Residence" series : Ah Leon's "Tofu" series ; Lee, Young-Ming's "Dances with Wind" and "Passing of
Tradition", etc. are examples of realism. Although the three artists share a similar aesthetic principle,
their works contain very different character and humor. While Hsu, Ming-Hsiang's work express a
strong nostalgia for the past, Ah Leon's "Tofu" in trompe l'oeil style creates a visual illusion that has a
greater sense of humor than connotation. And in Lee, Young-Ming's works, there is a strong indication
of rethinking the topics of colonization.

I this exhibition, the works that express the aesthetic principle of expressionism are: Water Wu's
Fortress #1" and "Tower #5" ; Chiou, Chien-Ching's "Chia Le Shui Series" and Yao, Hong K.H.'s "By
Now" ang "Silent", etc. These works either express the artists' feeling and imagination about nature,
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