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FOREWORD 

 

Ceramics, throughout history, have served not only as a material for 

humanity but also as a bridge between cultures and a medium for 

storytelling. From the earliest times, shaped clay has evolved from 

serving purely functional purposes to becoming an art form filled with 

aesthetic, symbolic, and emotional meanings. Contemporary ceramic 

art, however, has moved away from traditional methods, continually 

evolving through new materials, techniques, and concepts. The most 

notable aspect of this transformation is the convergence of form, 

material, and narrative not only visually but also on intellectual, 

philosophical, and social levels. 

The book, Contemporary Paradigms in Ceramic Art: Form, Material, 

and Narrative, presents a collection of in-depth examinations of 

modern approaches to ceramic art. In this work, the emphasis is 

placed not only on the formal and material aspects of ceramic art but 

also on the crucial role of narrative within the artworks. While 

responding to contemporary social, cultural, and individual inquiries, 

artists reinterpret traditional techniques through a contemporary lens, 

using them as tools to generate new meanings. The primary aim of 

this book is to deepen our understanding of contemporary paradigms 

in ceramic art and their role within the interconnected realms of form, 

material, and narrative. Each chapter explores how an artist’s formal 

decisions and material choices function within a narrative framework, 

while also revealing how these elements interact within the 

contemporary art world. Form and material have evolved beyond 

being mere aesthetic preferences to become instruments that reflect 

the artist’s intellectual and conceptual worlds. In turn, narrative plays 

a vital role in conveying the meanings that arise from the interplay of 

these components to the viewer. 

In contemporary ceramic practice, artists do not merely use the 

material to shape forms but also incorporate its inherent properties into 

their artistic expression, enriching their work with its unique features. 

The textural quality, thermal properties, and shaping potential of 

ceramics establish a strong connection with the themes the artist seeks 

to explore. In this way, this period marks a time in which ceramic art 

has become both a technical and conceptual journey. Within this 

contemporary realm where form, material, and narrative are 

intertwined, artworks are not just visual objects but living entities—
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inviting viewers on intellectual journeys and generating new meanings 

within cultural and social contexts.  

This book explores this transformation and examines the conceptual, 

aesthetic, and technical elements that constitute it, offering a 

significant intellectual platform for reflecting on both the current state 

and future of contemporary ceramic art. In conclusion, this book not 

only explores the artistic aspects of ceramic art but also discusses the 

profound social and cultural meanings it embodies as a form of 

expression. Understanding the interplay between form, material, and 

narrative represents an important step in grasping the nature of 

contemporary ceramic art and in interpreting future trends accurately. 

This study provides a comprehensive exploration of the intricate and 

enchanting world of contemporary ceramic art. 

 

Editors 

Assoc. Prof. Ferda TAZEOĞLU FĠLĠZ 

Assoc. Prof. Öznur YILDIRIM 
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Introduction 

Contemporary ceramic practice is transforming not only through formal innovations 

but also through conceptual approaches to the surface. Two of the most notable 

elements in this transformation—line and color—are no longer confined to purely 

decorative functions; they have become primary components that shape the 

conceptual framework of the work and direct the aesthetic and sensory relationship 

established with the surface. The ceramic surface is no longer a passive ground, but 

a dynamic field in which meaning is constructed through the reciprocal interaction 

of line and color. 

In this context, line is not just a mark forming a contour; it is regarded as an 

organizing element that controls form, establishes rhythm, and sometimes disrupts 

and redefines it. Color, in turn, goes beyond serving merely as a coating or an 

emotional tool; it becomes a layer defined by the boundaries of the line, mediating 

the transition between structure and atmosphere. Particularly in recent years, the 

relationship between these two elements in contemporary ceramics has shifted from 

fixed roles to a multidimensional interplay where they mutually influence and 

reshape each other. 

This study examines the conceptual and formal interaction between line and color 

on the contemporary ceramic surface, analyzing how this interaction materializes in 

artistic production through selected artist examples. The aim is to reveal how line 

and color support one another on the surface, guide each other, and sometimes 

create a tension. In this way, line and color are viewed not as isolated elements but 

as an interconnected system for generating meaning and form. 

The Expressive Domain of Line and Color in Contemporary Ceramic 

Practices 

Line is defined as ―a mark, stroke, contour, incision, or any delineation of facial and 

bodily features formed by drawing or through various means‖ (TDK, 2025). In 

mathematical terms, a line is the shape formed by the movement of a point. Besides 



10 | CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE 

these basic definitions, a line can also be interpreted metaphorically as a boundary, 

a transition, or a path from one state to another. This multilayered semantic load 

elevates line beyond a mere visual form, enabling it to be considered as a 

conceptual and perceptual construct. 

In contemporary art, line is not just a visual mark but also a tool for mental creation 

and expression. Since it does not exist naturally as a standalone form, it can be seen 

as an artificial boundary imposed by human perception on a surface. As Faruk 

Atalayer notes, line is not an object itself, but a symbolic concept perceived by the 

brain and designed to organize the external world (Atalayer, 1994). Therefore, line 

is more than a contour—it is both the starting point of design and the cornerstone of 

visual expression. Throughout art history, line has been used to define figures, to 

establish a relationship between void and form, and sometimes to narrate a story 

directly. As a result, it should be regarded not only as a path between two points but 

also as a means for intellectual orientation, formal structuring, and aesthetic 

decision-making. This complexity renders line a visual strategy in contemporary 

ceramics for mediating the relationship between form and surface. 

During the modernist era, line was often viewed as a formalist element of 

composition, while in contemporary ceramics it is interpreted in relation to concepts 

like bodily trace, gesture, record, and narrative. In some artists’ works, the line 

serves as a record of movement; in others, it becomes an abstracted remnant of a 

figurative narrative. In this way, line is no longer just a tool for defining what is 

―visible,‖ but also an interface that reveals the ―invisible‖—triggering sensory and 

intellectual responses from viewers. This approach aligns with Berger’s (2013) 

notion of ―seeing first, then understanding‖. 

In contemporary ceramic practice, line can be used in three distinct modes. First, 

there are surface-oriented, essentially decorative and two-dimensional arrangements 

applied via techniques like underglaze painting, sgraffito, or incising. Second, line 

can be integrated into the volumetric structure of the form itself through 

interventions such as adding, removing, carving, or cutting parts of the clay body. 

Third, line may appear as a sculptural network constructed from high-temperature-

resistant materials—such as chrome or nickel wire—articulated onto the form in a 

constructive manner (Karakaya & Canbolat, 2021).  

In contemporary interpretations, however, these techniques are valued not just for 

their aesthetic qualities but also for their narrative and conceptual potential. Here, 

line is seen as "a means of establishing spatial relationships, directing form, and 

creating a bond with material.‖ The intentional disruption of a linear structure on 

the ceramic surface, for instance, may produce a perceptual rupture in the viewer, 

thereby unveiling the conceptual layers of the work. This allows the ceramic artist 

to treat the surface as a ―plane of narrative‖. In particular, the use of linear 

deformations or interruptions as a way of shifting from figurative narrative to 
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abstraction is a tangible indicator of how the line has transformed in contemporary 

ceramics. 

Within this framework, it is evident that the ceramic surface functions not only as a 

formal domain but also as an intellectual and conceptual carrier. The multilayered 

role of the line on the surface similarly applies to color. Like line, color is a 

fundamental element that influences perception, establishes narrative, and fosters an 

aesthetic bond with the viewer. Color is a multifaceted phenomenon encompassing 

both physical and psychological aspects. According to the Turkish Language 

Association, color is defined as ―the sensation formed in the eye by light reflected 

from objects‖ (TDK, 2025), emphasizing that color is fundamentally a result of 

light. From a scientific point of view, color is the impression left on the retina by the 

reflection of specific wavelengths of light from a surface. Objects themselves do not 

have intrinsic color; instead, what we call ―color‖ is the spectral reflection of light 

from their surfaces and its perception by the human eye.  

In art, however, color is more than just a visual property—it serves as an expressive 

device and an emotional catalyst. For artists, color is a powerful element that 

supports form, creates meaning, and guides perception. The tonal value, hue, and 

saturation of a color determine its perceptual impact and its role within a 

composition (Hornung, 2012). Color is one of the earliest visual experiences in 

human history, with ceramics playing a key role in that experience. In today’s 

world, color has shifted from simply being a surface coating to becoming a central 

part of the relationship among material, form, and meaning (Turan, 2024). 

Physically, color is an optical phenomenon that depends on light wavelengths, not 

an inherent trait of matter. First scientifically explained through Newton’s prism 

experiments, the phenomenon was later interpreted as an artistic and expressive 

medium by thinkers like Goethe, Runge, Munsell, and Itten (Tazeoğlu & Çınar, 

2024). Johannes Itten’s theory of seven color contrasts offers artists with a 

framework not only for aesthetic considerations but also for perceptual and 

emotional planning. In particular, contrast types such as hue, light–dark, warm–

cool, complementary, quality, simultaneous, and quantity have become influential 

visual strategies in contemporary ceramic art, capable of defining form and 

establishing direct engagement with viewers (Tazeoğlu & Çınar, 2024). In 

ceramics, color is not merely a visual element but also a technical process. This 

process is formed by incorporating pigments, oxides, and stains into clay bodies, 

slips, or glazes, and is influenced by numerous variables such as firing atmosphere, 

temperature, and the type of material used (Turan, 2024). For example, the same 

pigment may produce green in a reduction atmosphere but red in an oxidation 

atmosphere. This demonstrates that color must be managed not only theoretically 

but also experimentally. Consequently, the contemporary ceramic artist must be 

both well-versed in color theory and possess strong material knowledge. 
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Thanks to advances in pigment technology, ceramic surfaces are no longer limited 

to earth tones but can display the full spectrum. While pigments were once derived 

from natural sources, today they are produced synthetically with greater stability 

and richer chromatic values. This progress has expanded the boundaries of ceramics 

both technically and visually. As Tazeoğlu and Çınar (2024) observe, the effects of 

color on the perception of form are now consciously orchestrated by artists; the 

ceramic surface becomes, like a canvas, a planned, multilayered, and narrative 

plane. 

From the mid-20th century onward, art movements such as the Bauhaus, the 

California Clay Movement, and Pop Art highlighted the potential of color in 

ceramics. Color was no longer just decorative but also a means to express 

conceptual frameworks, cultural references, and personal narratives. Artists like 

Betty Woodman demonstrated how color could be conceived in three dimensions, 

extending from the canvas into ceramic objects (Turan, 2024).  

This approach has also allowed color to be viewed not only as an aesthetic choice 

but as an ideological and intellectual stance. 

In contemporary ceramics, the use of color combines technical expertise with 

aesthetic intuition. Amid the interplay of material, light, atmosphere, and meaning, 

color is no longer limited to the surface of ceramics but embedded within its very 

structure. As Turan (2024) emphasizes, for today’s artist, color is not simply 

perceived—it is constructed. This construction occurs not only on visual level but 

also on cultural, historical, and intellectual levels. Ultimately, in contemporary 

ceramic art, color is interpreted not just with the eyes but also through knowledge, 

experience, and intention. 

The Conceptual and Formal Interaction Between Color and Line 

In contemporary ceramic art, color and line are often considered separate elements; 

however, they extend beyond the surface, functioning together in the volumetric 

and spatial construction of form. Line is not just a mark on the surface; it is a 

structuring tool that builds the form’s framework, guides its volume, and defines its 

connection with space. 

This interplay between color and line frequently plays a combined role in 

establishing both structural and atmospheric harmony. While color serves as an 

emotional layer that brings atmosphere to the surface, line acts as a trajectory that 

determines the direction, rhythm, and form of that atmosphere. At this point, the 

relationship between line and color can be thought of as a kind of ―visual music‖: 

line creates the melodic structure, while color defines its tonal range. The way the 

viewer perceives the surface is often shaped by how these two elements interact. 

While line directs movement across the surface, color can determine the pace of 

that movement. For instance, vertical lines might suggest elevation, which—when 
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paired with warm colors (red, orange)—can heighten momentum; in contrast, 

pairing the same lines with cool colors (blue, green) can slow the motion, creating a 

sense of calm. This mutual interaction does more than provide order on the ceramic 

surface; it shapes the viewer’s perception, establishing focal points or disrupting 

them to generate new areas of meaning. Within the framework of Itten’s theory of 

color contrasts, combinations of line and color combinations do more than produce 

aesthetic effect—they also generate perceptual depth and structural tension 

(Tazeoğlu & Çınar, 2024). 

In this context, a line is much more than just a boundary; it serves as a symbolic 

construct on the surface, formed by the mind’s effort to organize the external world 

(Atalayer, 1994). On a ceramic surface, a line not only defines the form but also 

suggests what the form conceals or transforms into. Here, while the line sets the 

rhythm of the surface narrative, color determines its tone. When combined, they 

turn the surface into a plane of meaning. Color can make the line visible, suppress 

it, or enter into a state of tension with it, proposing an entirely new structure. 

However, contemporary artists do not always seek harmony between line and color. 

Instead, they may deliberately use tension to generate conceptual friction on the 

surface. Color may disrupt, blur, or provoke the structure created by the line. In 

such cases, color acts as an ―intervening element,‖ either supporting the narrative 

conveyed by the line or drastically changing its direction. This contrast is especially 

evident on abstract ceramic surfaces. When color is applied through techniques 

such as staining, flowing, or dripping, it can dissolve the domain of linear control, 

producing a narrative more closely aligned with the physical nature of the material. 

This approach can be related to Georges Bataille’s concept of formlessness 

(informe), as here color enters as a force that ―dissolves form‖ against the form-

giving nature of line. 

Such an aesthetic strategy also changes how the viewer interacts with the work. The 

surface is no longer just something to look at but becomes something to interpret—

and sometimes, something ―unresolvable,‖ like a text. Line begins a sentence that 

color does not finish; instead, it suggests a new direction. This interaction creates a 

break in the narrative on the surface. For example, an indistinct field of color 

spreading into a clearly defined form by line creates visual tension for the viewer. 

As the viewer follows the form guided by the line, the color interrupts this flow, 

adding another layer of interpretation. This process, as John Berger (2013) 

describes as ―seeing before understanding,‖ shows how color and line become 

conceptual interfaces on the contemporary ceramic surface. In ceramic art, line 

appears not only in surface techniques such as underglaze painting, carving, 

incision, and sgraffito but also in the form of structural additions—such as 

attaching, removing, or carving sections or incorporating high-temperature-resistant 
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wire into the form. In this way, line transforms not only the visual dynamics of the 

surface but also the spatial presence of the form. 

Another striking possibility is when the line itself is colored. When line is not 

merely a contour but a form that directly carries pigment and contains color, color 

and line become fully integrated. Thus, line becomes not only structural but also an 

atmospheric layer. In particular, in abstract expressionist ceramic practices, such 

uses merge with the nature of the material to produce surfaces that are intuitive, 

gestural, and spontaneous. 

In conclusion, on the contemporary ceramic surface, color and line are not 

opposites but two powerful means of expression that feed, transform, and 

sometimes challenge each other. The ceramic artist uses this pair to map the 

meaning of the surface. When working together, color and line transform the 

surface from a simple image into a bodily, sensory, and intellectual field. In this 

respect, the conceptual and formal interactions they establish on the surface have 

been addressed in this section, while the following section examines how these 

interactions shape artistic practices through examples from contemporary ceramics. 

The Relationship Between Color and Line in Contemporary Ceramic Art: 

Readings Through Artist Examples 

In examples illustrating how the theoretical interaction between color and line 

functions on contemporary ceramic surfaces, these two elements do not simply 

coexist; they also construct a structure in which each reveal or transforms the effect 

of the other. Line may appear in a variety of forms—from two-dimensional 

arrangements like underglaze or sgraffito applications to methods that directly 

intervene in the volume of the form, such as carving or adding material, and even 

sculptural weavings created with high-temperature-resistant materials. This variety 

allows line to serve not only as a contour but also as a backbone that determines the 

structural and conceptual organization of the surface. 

Some works may initially draw attention through the dominance of color; however, 

behind this expression lies a linear logic that guides the form and determines the 

holistic construction of the work. Thus, color often transcends being just a painterly 

value — it becomes an element that supports the linear intelligence which defines 

boundaries, establishes rhythm, and facilitates structural analysis. While viewers 

may perceive the colors on the surface as purely emotional stimuli, they are actually 

following traces of a deeper, more systematic, and intellectual order that governs 

them. 

A compelling example of such a linear-organic arrangement can be observed in 

Sinan Avinal’s works Experimental 4 and Experimental 6. Although the saturated 

use of color on the surface initially draws viewers into a ―colorist‖ perspective, 

closer inspection reveals that these colors are far removed from the effect of random 
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stains. Each area of color is defined by its own internal boundaries, composed of 

thick clay forms with high plasticity. These forms are not accidental surface 

brushstrokes, but volumetric linear entities with clearly defined contours. Moreover, 

these layers bear the traces of the artist’s direct manual intervention—not with a 

brush, but through marks made by physical contact or tools like spatulas. 

Consequently, it is not primarily a conceptual narrative that speaks, but the material 

itself; the form exists on the surface as both a structural and material trace. This can 

be interpreted as a resistant response against the occasional loss of abstraction and 

materiality in contemporary art (Avinal, 2024). In this context, color does not 

replace form; instead, it becomes an element that reveals its tension and creates a 

tactile connection with the viewer rather than merely an aesthetic one. 

  

Figure 1. Sinan Avinal, Experimental 4, stoneware clay, free-formed, 36 × 24 × 5 cm, 1180 ℃, 2024; 

Experimental 6, stoneware clay, free-formed, 30 × 23 × 6 cm, 1180 ℃, 2024 (Avinal, 2024). 

The relationship between line and color, interpreted by contemporary ceramic 

artists not merely as opposition or complementarity but as tools for establishing 

structural integrity, elevates the visual organization of the surface to an intellectual 

level. In this approach, the line is not just a trace; it becomes a field of influence that 

unites form, sets boundaries, and creates meaning on the surface, while color 

functions as an element that follows, reveals, and reinforces this linear structure. 

A strong example of this approach can be observed in Nihal Turan’s Untitled 

(2024). The modular forms in Figure 2 are assembled in a planar balance. Each blue 

surface is delimited by geometrically defined planes, and the transitions between 

these surfaces are highlighted by orange edge lines placed in between. At first 

glance, these orange lines may seem like simply aesthetic color accents; however, 
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they actually serve as a linear organization that both separates and visually and 

conceptually unites the forms. 

In this context, the orange line is not a randomly wandering mark on the surface but 

a guiding element that structures the form and generates a compositional sense of 

movement. The way the color ―seeps‖ along the edges should not be seen as a 

spontaneous paint flow, but rather as a deliberate linearization strategy (Turan, 

2024). This strategy encircles the edges of the form, creating rhythmic movement 

and directing the viewer’s gaze toward a specific visual narrative. Thus, the orange 

line does not simply enhance the surface’s emotional impact—it constructs its 

conceptual framework, providing a structural cohesion that holds the forms together 

rather than limiting them. Through this work, the relationship between color and 

line gains significance not only on an aesthetic level but also within a structural and 

conceptual unity. Color becomes a layer that embodies the line, while the line 

attains visibility through color, presenting a narrative language that simultaneously 

divides and integrates the form. 

 

Figure 2. Nihal Turan, Untitled, cast form with stonepaste, 32.7 × 26.2 × 5.5 cm, 1200 ℃, 2024 

(Turan, 2024). 

In contemporary ceramics, another striking aspect is the transformation of the line 

from a purely formal boundary into an active surface element that directly carries 

color. In these approaches, the line surpasses being just a contour, becoming 

integrated with pigment and, through the color it bears, creating both visual 

organization and an atmospheric layer. With the incorporation of color into the 

linear structure, the surface gains an intuitive, gestural, and spontaneous quality. 

This is especially evident in abstract expressionist ceramic practices, where such a 

condition emerges as a mode of expression aligned with the material’s inherent 

nature. 

Selim Çınar’s Dry Ink (2024) is a prominent example of this integrated structure. 

The work, shown in Figure 3, reflects the artist’s conceptual approach to the line 

and his formal strategy. While the surface patterns—created in red, navy blue, and 

white—might initially seem to be the result of painterly processes, their foundation 

lies in a linear composition. Çınar’s lines are not traditionally regular or rhythmic; 
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instead, they are intentionally based on asymmetry, disruption, and irregularity. 

This approach shows that the artist sees the line not just as a design tool but also as 

an element that questions and redefines form. 

 

Figure 3. Selim Çınar, Dry Ink, porcelain, paraffin relief technique, 29 × 16 × 21 cm, 1200 ℃, 2024 

(Çınar, 2024). 

A clear example of how line and color can complement each other within a formal 

unity can be observed in the work of Tazeoğlu Filiz. In such works, while the 

intensity of color on the surface initially captures all attention, the actual structure 

and narrative rely on a linear design logic, rhythmic variations, and a three-

dimensional spatial configuration. While color envelops the surface, line constructs 

and directs the architecture of the form. The artist’s production process gains 

meaning not only through visual impact but also through the practice of establishing 

linear relationships between parts and constructing a modular structure. 

Figure 4 shows Tazeoğlu Filiz’s work composed of applications created with 

different plaster molds (Tazeoğlu Filiz, 2024). The striking combination of saffron 

yellow, lilac, and reddish-orange tones might suggest a ―color-centered‖ 

composition to the viewer. However, beneath this surface perception, it is evident 

that the formal configuration is constructed on a plane beyond color, through linear 

alignments. The work is assembled from independent modules. These units’ 

function like formal letters, each positioned in relations of mass, direction, and 

movement as individual, self-contained pieces. 

Therefore, this work exemplifies a linear discourse expressed through a colorful 

form; although form and color may seem independent concepts, when used 
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accurately and effectively, they become complementary elements (Tazeoğlu Filiz & 

Çınar, 2024). 

 

Figure 4. Ferda Tazeoğlu Filiz, From Another Universe, cast–handbuilt form, 28 × 15 × 12 cm, 1230 

℃, 2023 (photo: Muzaffer Filiz). (Tazeoğlu Filiz, 2023) 

In previous examples, line and color mostly appeared as elements that support, 

complement, or structure one another; however, some contemporary artists choose 

to establish more conflicting, tension-filled, and perception-challenging 

relationships between these two components. Figure 5 features Shimca Even 

Chen’s Integrated Inside / Outside (2024), which stands out for constructing the 

relationship between line and color not only on a formal level but also within a 

perceptual and conceptual framework of tension. The parallel green-and-white lines 

used in the piece may at first appear to give the surface a graphic order and 

rhythmic simplicity. Yet, as these lines flow across the work’s curved and dynamic 

forms, the initially orderly structure begins to break, shift direction, and fragment. 

Beneath this linear flow on the surface lie red-orange color fields that become more 

prominent in the inward-facing sections. These warm hues seem to pierce the cool 

structural calmness created by the green lines, evoking the impression of a 

suppressed emotional eruption beneath the surface. In this context, color functions 

like a hidden field of energy behind the linear order; it follows the bending, 

twisting, and curving forms to force the viewer’s perception to oscillate constantly 

between the inside and the outside. 
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Figure 5. Shimca Even Chen, Integrated Inside / Outside, Paper Porcelain, Slab-built, Electric Firing, 

19 x 33 x 28 cm, 2024 (Even Chen, 2024). 

In this work, the line is not merely a guiding element. It also functions as a 

constraint and boundary setter. Color, on the other hand, becomes the element that 

violates these boundaries and reveals what has been suppressed. This conflict 

creates both an aesthetic and conceptual tension on the surface. Chen’s act of 

twisting the form inward and outward transforms this tension into a spatial 

experience. As a result, the viewer is not just confronted with an image. Instead, 

they become immersed in a spatial arena where a struggle between line and color 

unfolds.  

Unlike examples in which the line is constructed as a supporting skeleton, this piece 

offers a surface language that destabilizes its fixity. This allows color to intervene 

and challenge control. For contemporary ceramic artists seeking to establish a 

conflicted relationship between line and color, Chen’s work stands as a powerful 

example. It can be interpreted through the concept of "visual disobedience." 

Conclusion 

This study aimed to present a multilayered analysis of the relationship between 

color and line on contemporary ceramic surfaces, revealing how these two visual 

elements operate not only on an aesthetic level but also on intellectual, structural, 

and perceptual planes. The analysis determined that color and line do not merely 

complement each other but reinforce one another in at least five distinct ways. In 

some instances, the line employs color as a limiting and regulating tool. While the 

line structures the composition, color gains presence in a controlled and balanced 
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manner within that structure. Here, it is the logic of line that makes color a visible 

surface layer. This usage becomes particularly evident in rhythmic or modular 

organizations. 

A second form of interaction emerges in works where color carries the line or 

transforms into the line itself. Here, color does not simply paint the surface; it 

becomes a mark, a contour, or a form directly representing the line. In such cases, 

the line, merged with pigment, assumes both a structural and atmospheric function. 

Color enables the line to gain not only visual but also sensory intensity. 

The third way this relationship appears is in works where line and color together 

create an intuitive and gestural layer on the surface. Rather than establishing fixed 

hierarchies between the two elements, artists allow every intervention on the 

surface to become a formation in which line and color flow together. Through this 

approach, the surface transforms into an organic field of expression, continually 

interacting with the nature of the material. 

A fourth mode of interaction emerges in works where color and line maintain 

mutual visibility without suppressing each other. This coexistence generates a field 

of tension, ensuring both unity and dynamic contrast between these two elements. 

As a result, such configurations offer the viewer a multi-layered reading experience: 

no element hides behind the other; they exist together, each revealing the other. 

Finally, a fifth type of interaction was observed. In some tense configurations, 

surface meaning arises when color and line challenge, rather than support, each 

other’s presence. Artists such as Even Chen exemplify this structure: color 

intervenes against the restrictive nature of line, transforming the surface into an 

emotional, intuitive, and non-directional narrative. Such works are defined by their 

refusal to establish a fixed hierarchy and draw the viewer into a constant perceptual 

conflict. In conclusion, contemporary ceramic surfaces position line and color not 

merely as formal components but as two fundamental elements that also assume 

narrative, guiding, and experiential functions. This interaction transforms the very 

understanding of the ceramic surface and adds new modes of reading, as well as 

perceptual depth, to the relationship with the viewer. The surface, as a result, ceases 

to be a purely visual field and becomes an active part of the artist’s intellectual 

strategies and dialogue with the material. 
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Introduction 

Contemporary ceramic art has evolved into an expressive field where emotions and 

intellectual processes are reflected on the surface, transcending mere formal 

mastery. In this context, figurative expression is not only an aesthetic choice but 

also a powerful means for conveying personal experiences, subconscious processes, 

and internal conflicts. Deformation, as one of the most striking methods of such 

expression, forms the foundation of narratives in contemporary ceramics that 

question the boundaries of form. 

This study explores these narrative strategies—shaped at the intersection of figure, 

emotion, and deformation—through the work of Hong Kong-based contemporary 

artist Johnson Tsang’s Lucid Dream series. Tsang employs deformation in his 

hyper-realistically sculpted figures not just as an aesthetic intervention, but as a 

visual counterpart to psychological disintegration, creating figurative forms filled 

with suppressed emotions, dreams, and unconscious imagery. This study aims to 

examine Tsang’s understanding of the figure within the framework of the concept 

of deformation in contemporary ceramics and to analyze his distinctive narrative 

language based on the connection between emotion and form. The Lucid Dream 

series has been evaluated not only for its form but also on an intellectual and 

psychological level, questioning how deformation functions in expressing personal 

experiences in contemporary ceramics. 

Biographical Background and Artistic Vision 

Figurative expression in contemporary ceramic art is not merely an aesthetic mode 

of representation; it also serves as a conceptual form of narration imbued with 

emotional and intellectual depth. In this context, the human body and face have 

become powerful tools for artists to externalize internal processes. Hong Kong-born 

Johnson Tsang is regarded as one of the leading figures in contemporary ceramic 

art for his distinctive approach that fuses surrealist aesthetics with hyper-realistic 

technique. 
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Born in 1960, Tsang worked as a police officer for many years before receiving any 

formal art training. His resignation from the force in 1993 to focus on ceramics 

marked a turning point in his artistic career. In 1996, he established his studio and 

continued his production; in 2011, he won awards at international biennials with his 

works Splash of Wonder, and in 2012, Bowls of Fantasy. His rapid rise to global 

recognition and the exhibition of his works in numerous countries clearly 

demonstrate his impact on contemporary ceramics (Uludağ & YeĢilmen, 2016). 

Tsang’s rapid success is attributed not only to his technical mastery but also to the 

emotional and intellectual depth reflected in his work. In art, the concepts of 

emotion, form, and deformation have become useful tools for expressing the artist’s 

inner world along with aesthetic pursuits. Particularly in the modern and 

contemporary periods, the connection between these three concepts has become 

more evident; formal intervention and distortion have been regarded as reflections 

of the artist’s lived experiences. The combination of subjective expression with 

formal deformation is considered one of the core dynamics of contemporary art, 

enhancing the narrative power of the work and evoking emotional responses from 

viewers. 

In ceramics, deformation goes beyond just physically altering the surface; it also 

allows for the expression of emotions, memories, and dreams through form. This is 

clearly evident in Tsang’s ceramic work. Specifically, the Lucid Dream series is the 

outcome of a creative process in which the artist explores his dream experiences, 

subconscious observations, and personal moments of rupture through deformation. 

Grounding his artistic vision in his own life experiences, Tsang places observation 

at the heart of his creative journey. He primarily aims to convey internal conflicts 

and suppressed emotions through the child figure. The artist has stated that since 

childhood, he has struggled to express his emotions through words, preferring body 

language and silence (Beinart, 2016). In another interview, he mentioned that his 

fascination with facial expressions, combined with his observational skills, 

ultimately shaped his artistic language (Vogue, 2020). 

There is a direct relationship between the formal structure and themes of the Lucid 

Dream series. Adopting a dream-based working method, Tsang reconstructs images 

from his dreams on porcelain surfaces through deformation. Features such as 

recessed mouths, twisted necks, and liquefied facial contours remove the figures 

from physical reality, leaving the viewer with the trace of an abstract emotion. 

Tsang’s sculptures, featuring distorted figures, blur the line between reality and the 

surreal, encouraging viewers to consider the limits of human consciousness. At the 

same time, they strongly reference mental confinement, anxieties, and coping 

mechanisms of today’s individual (Ebert, 2023). 
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Figure 1. Johnson Tsang, Open Mind, porcelain sculpture, 2017 (Tsang, 2017). 

Following a serious health issue in 2022, more introspective themes began to take 

precedence in the artist’s works. From this period onward, themes questioning the 

relationship between consciousness and the mind became more prominent; the 

deformations in the sculptures shifted from being physical distortions to becoming 

visual equivalents of psychological disintegration (Design Swan, 2023). This 

transformation not only rendered the conceptual framework of the Lucid Dream 

series more complex but also increased the significance of conducting theoretical 

analyses on the series. 

Nevertheless, academic studies grounded in art theory that focus on Johnson 

Tsang’s artistic production remain limited, both in international literature and in 

Turkey. Despite the striking narrative language offered by the artist’s figurative 

approach, which revolves around form, deformation, and emotion, no in-depth 

academic investigations of this approach have been identified. Most existing 

commentaries on the Lucid Dream series rely on interviews, press releases, and 

popular media coverage. Such content fails to provide systematic analyses of the 

artist’s formal and conceptual language. In Turkey, in particular, available 

academic resources tend to be promotional and surface-level, lacking original 

contributions that critically examine the expressive power of the artist’s work. 
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Furthermore, the use of deformation in contemporary ceramics as both a formal 

intervention and a functional narrative strategy for conveying personal experiences 

has not yet been thoroughly explored. The relationship that figurative expression 

establishes with the unconscious, repressed emotions, and personal history redefines 

the aesthetic function of deformation. In this context, the Lucid Dream series 

provides strong indications of how formal deformation can be linked to personal 

ruptures. 

Emotion, Form, And Deformation in Art 

Throughout art history, the concepts of emotion, form, and deformation have been 

among the key dynamics determining the aesthetic structure and narrative strength 

of artworks. The artist’s pursuit to reflect the inner world, the search for formal 

freedom, and the development of alternative ways to traditional representation have 

brought these three concepts into close connection. From the Romantic period 

onward, emotion has taken center stage in art; the artist’s experiences, inner 

conflicts, and imagination became the primary sources of aesthetic expression. As 

Cebrail Ötgün notes (2008), in Romanticism, the artist “aimed to reflect their own 

inner world and to express their emotions, largely severing their connection with the 

audience‖. The goal of art during this period was not to represent the external world 

but to convey internal responses to it through artistic means. 

The formal expression of emotion deepened as form in art stopped being just a tool 

for representation and became an element that creates meaning. With the 

development of modern art, there was a move away from the imitation of nature 

toward expressing inner realities through formal analysis, deformation, and 

expressive exaggeration. As Özdoğan and Yıldız Ġlden (2023) state, “Art now finds 

expression not in the imitation of nature or form but in original interpretations. 

Artists have mastered every detail and every perspective of the form by subjecting it 

to deformation‖. 

Deformation is not just a formal intervention but also a effective means of 

expressing emotions and ideas. Social events like war, oppression, and trauma 

become evident through the distortion of figurative forms. These formal changes 

not only create a visual impact but also bring the viewer closer to the artist’s inner 

world. 

The function of deformation in art extends beyond bodily or formal distortion; it 

also includes more conceptual aspects, such as fragmenting and reconstructing 

meaning. In this regard, deconstruction in contemporary art is important not just for 

dissolving forms but also for rebuilding meaning. Yüksel describes this approach as 

aiming not at physical destruction but at reconstructing meaning through the 

dichotomy of presence and absence: “Artists have conveyed this phenomenon by 

dismantling or destroying their works. However, the creative process referred to 
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here is not the destruction of a work’s material or meaning, but rather the creation 

process framed by the presence–absence duality‖ (Yüksel, 2019). 

In this respect, deformation expands the capacity of form to generate meaning, 

creating a narrative language with emotional and intellectual depth. More than just a 

rebellion against traditional aesthetic norms, it becomes a powerful tool for 

visualizing individual or collective traumas. Throughout modern art history, the 

formal dissolution initiated by Impressionism evolved into geometric abstraction in 

Cubism, emotional intensity in Expressionism, and the breaking and reconstruction 

of meaning in deconstruction (Özdoğan & Yıldız Ġlden, 2023). 

In this context, the relationship between emotion, form, and deformation has 

become one of the important modes of expression in contemporary art, deepening 

the aesthetic experience established with the viewers. In ceramic art in particular, 

deformation goes beyond the fragmentation of formal integrity; it also serves as a 

critique of the material’s historical use and traditional value. Ceramic forms 

traditionally considered aesthetic, symmetrical, and complete are intentionally 

broken, cracked, or left unfinished in contemporary approaches. These 

modifications change the meaning of the object and challenge the viewer’s 

expectations. Therefore, deformation is not just a visual deviation but a narrative 

strategy in which perception and interpretation. 

This trend is evident in the work of many contemporary artists. Besides Johnson 

Tsang, artists like Beth Cavener and Adrian Arleo effectively employ figurative 

deformation to express personal and psychological themes. Cavener employs the 

figurative distortion of animal bodies to symbolize repressed aspects of human 

nature, while Arleo combines human and animal figures to explore themes such as 

identity, belonging, and memory through bodily transformations. For these artists, 

deformation is not just an aesthetic choice but an essential part of the narrative. 
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Figure 2. Beth Cavener, Don’t Go – Study for Limerence, stoneware and mixed media, 2017. (Follow 

the Black Rabbit, n.d.). 

Non-figurative, abstraction-oriented artists also explore deformation in various 

ways. In Rebecca Warren’s ceramic sculptures, deformation is constructed through 

fragmentation and a loss of control over the form, with meaning directly emerging 

from the structural qualities of the form itself. Thomas Schütte, on the other hand, 

maintains the human figure but generates political or existential questions through 

his modifications of the form. These comparisons reveal that the connection 

between form and deformation creates a unique narrative space for each artist; 

however, the common ground lies in the desire for this intervention to establish 

direct contact with the viewer. 
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Figure 3. Rebecca Warren, ceramic sculpture, SHE – South Kent, unfired clay, MDF and wheels, 206 × 

127 × 66 cm, 2003 (Saatchi Gallery, n.d.). 

In this context, the understanding of emotion, deformation, and form allows for the 

creation of multilayered narratives in contemporary art that are shaped not only 

visually but also on psychological, social, and conceptual levels. In ceramics, the 

intersection of these three concepts points to a dynamic interaction between the 

physical character of the material and the artist’s inner world. Deformation is no 

longer just an aesthetic variation; it serves as a language of expression in which the 

repressed, unseen, and unspeakable are embodied. Particularly in figurative 

approaches, this language transforms the surface into something that engages 

viewers not only visually but also intellectually and emotionally. Artists like 

Johnson Tsang employ deformation not simply to disrupt form but to go beyond its 

limits, making visible the fragilities, conflicts, and transformations of human 

experience. At this point, the Lucid Dream series stands out as one of the most 

powerful examples of deformation’s narrative-building ability.   

The Lucid Dream Series 

Initiated by Johnson Tsang in 2016, the Lucid Dream series represents one of the 

most mature phases of the artist’s career, both in form and idea. The figures in this 
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series stand out not only for their technical skill but also for their metaphorical, 

psychological, and emotional depth. Usually crafted in unglazed white porcelain 

with smooth surfaces, the closed-eyed human figures evoke a state of being 

withdrawn from the external world and turned inward. In the artist’s own words, the 

Lucid Dream series seeks not to depict dream images but to embody “the state of 

dreaming itself‖ (Tsang, 2016, as cited in Beinart, 2016). For this reason, the figures 

often diverge from aesthetic perfection; their surfaces bend, mouths collapse, facial 

features liquefy, and they fragment and merge with other forms. 

 

Figure 4. Johnson Tsang, porcelain sculpture, Still in One Piece IV (Lucid Dream Series), 

40 × 28 × 10 cm, year unknown (Tsang, n.d.). 

The artist’s creative process relies not only on technical skills but also on a deep, 

intuitive connection with the unconscious. Johnson Tsang has stated that he enters a 

meditative state when creating and that dreams provide the most inspiring imagery: 

“When I focus on my creative process, I meditate, and the most interesting part of 

that process is when I am dreaming. Some of the works in the Lucid Dream series 

were created after those dreams‖ (Vogue, 2020). 

This approach imbues his works with not only formal but also inner depth. In 

particular, the figures in this series can be regarded as the direct translation of 

images originating from the unconscious onto the porcelain surface. The visual 

forms that emerge from the dream state become material counterparts to the fluid 

and fragmented universe of meaning within the artist’s inner world. 

Art critic Richman Abdou (2019) notes that the figures in the Lucid Dream II 

explore the boundaries between consciousness and the subconscious, while the 
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plain, unglazed porcelain surfaces direct the viewer’s focus on facial expressions as 

universal emotional codes. One of the series ’most distinctive formal features is that 

the figures often have their eyes closed. This closed-eye image does not represent 

an escape from the external world, but rather a process of inward awareness. 

Closing the eyes symbolizes a step toward one’s inner depths—in other words, a 

confrontation with the self. 

This state directly relates to the Jungian psychoanalytic process of confronting the 

“shadow‖ archetype. According to Jung, encountering the shadow is an inevitable 

stage in recognizing one’s inner darkness and integrating the personality (Pirangy, 

2018). Tsang’s figures, in this sense, not only reflect the artist’s internal conflicts 

but also encourage viewers to confront their own repressed emotions. Suspending 

sight paves the way for perceiving the unseen, while silence and enclosure mark the 

starting point of inner confrontation. 

The figures seem to have disconnected from the external world, directly conveying 

the individual’s turn toward the inner realm to the viewer (Design Swan, 2023). By 

silencing the figure, the artist aims to make emotion feel more intense and purer. 

According to Tsang, his lifelong struggle to express emotions verbally has led him 

to seek expression through body language, facial expressions, and formal 

deformation (Vogue, 2020). This distinctive narrative language plays a decisive role 

in making visible the artist’s repressed emotions and identity disintegrations. 

At this point, deformation is not just an aesthetic intervention but a powerful 

expressive tool that reveals traumatic experiences and internal conflicts. The sunken 

mouths, melting facial features, twisted necks, and surface cracks in Tsang’s figures 

can be seen not only as physical deformities but also as bodily projections of 

repressed emotions. The cracking porcelain symbolizes a fragile mental state, while 

collapsed mouths signify the transformation of suppressed expression into silence. 

These artistic decisions convey not only the visible aspects of the figures but also 

suggest their hidden emotional depths. In doing so, each sculpture becomes both a 

map of an individual inner world and a gateway to the collective unconscious. 
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Figure 5. Johnson Tsang, porcelain sculpture, Two in One (Lucid Dream Series), 36 × 16 × 11 cm, 

2018 (Tsang, 2018). 

Works such as Still in One Piece, Two in One, and Shaping Love in the series 

reflect various expressions of emotional dissolution and symbolic distortion within 

the figurative form. Still in One Piece shows traces of inner conflicts through 

surface fragmentation; Two in One depicts identity division by merging two faces 

into a single body; while Shaping Love emphasizes sensory interaction as the heart 

of deformation, portraying an inner world shaped—and simultaneously worn—by 

love. Each piece functions both as a representation of individual emotion and as a 

symbolic invocation of the collective unconscious and a universal state of mind.  

The deeper internal ruptures observed particularly in works after 2022 are 

connected to changes in the artist’s creative thinking following a serious health 

issue. According to Foxy Lab (2023), after this period, Tsang aimed “to stop the 

inner war and face everything with peace.‖ This pursuit of inner peace resulted in 

deformations that became more intuitive, more fragmented, and sometimes more 

organic in form. 

In the Lucid Dream series, emotion is conveyed not only through facial expressions 

but also through formal fragmentation, surface cracks, and the symbolic 

arrangement of deformation. For Tsang, the fragility of porcelain serves as a 

meaningful expressive tool to make human inner fragility visible. This material—

prone to breaking—not only constitutes a technical choice but also functions as a 

metaphor for a fragile existence; the potential disintegration of form at any moment 

alludes to human inner instability and psychological dissolution. 
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Figure 6. Johnson Tsang, porcelain sculpture, Shaping Love (Lucid Dream Series),  

24 × 20 × 10 cm, year unknown (Tsang, n.d.).  

In the Lucid Dream series, emotions are conveyed not only through facial 

expressions but also through fractures in form, surface cracks, and formal 

interventions. Tsang establishes a distinctive expressive language by associating the 

physical delicacy of porcelain with the fragile nature of the human body and 

psyche. While the figures contain hyper-realistic details, the mode of expression 

operates more on an intuitive rather than a purely descriptive level. This approach 

allows viewers to engage with the works not just as interpreters but as empathetic 

witnesses. 

The contrast between formal minimalism and deformation not only creates visual 

tension but also encourages viewers to perceive the psychological depth behind the 

form. In this way, Tsang’s works become more than just objects to be viewed but 

also experiences to be felt internally. 

Conclusion 

This study explores the relationship between form, emotion, and deformation in 

Johnson Tsang’s the Lucid Dream series. It has been observed that the figures in the 

series, particularly through deformations applied to the face and body, allude to 

repressed emotions and personal experiences. Deformation is understood here not 

just as a visual alteration but as a fundamental structure that shapes the narrative. In 
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these pieces, form serves as the vessel of expression, with the narrative unfolding 

directly through the figure. The closed-eye figures in the Lucid Dream series signify 

introspection and the intellectual processes. The deformations created by surface 

disruption gain meaning not only from the outward appearance of the body but also 

through its connection to lived experience. In works created after the artist’s health 

problems, deformation appears more fragmented and tense.The unglazed white 

porcelain used in the series enhances the effect of deformation; its fragile structure 

supports the emotional intensity. The choice of material directly contributes to the 

narrative established through form, reinforcing the meaning conveyed by the 

figures. Interventions on the porcelain surface operate on both technical and 

narrative levels. 

The findings suggest that the Lucid Dream series demonstrates how formal 

interventions in contemporary ceramic art can be an effective tool for the 

transmission of emotion. This series illustrates how deformation extends beyond a 

formal resolution, mediating the reflection of personal experiences and internal 

conflicts on the surface. The analysis shows that, although form and deformation 

may appear independent, in Johnson Tsang’s works they are integrated toward a 

common narrative goal. The deformation applied to the figure alters its shape, 

actively contributing to emotional expression. This connection can be viewed as a 

structural choice that boosts expressive power in ceramic art. 

Johnson Tsang’s understanding of the figure—his treatment of deformation as a 

fundamental part of narrative and directly linking form and material—offers a 

distinctive method for conveying personal experience in contemporary ceramic art. 

This approach redefines the balance between formal expression and emotional 

depth, while emphasizing the need for figurative deformation to be more 

thoroughly integrated into the theoretical discussions of contemporary ceramics. 
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Introduction 

In contemporary ceramic practice, the surface has transcended its traditional role as 

a mere form-completing layer. It has emerged as a potent domain for the creation of 

meaning. The interplay between the material's physical behavior and the artist’s 

aesthetic intervention has elevated the surface into a process-oriented conceptual 

field of expression, inspiring new possibilities in ceramic art. 

Crater glazes, categorized under artistic glaze types, are among the most 

characteristic examples of this process-oriented structure. During firing, the 

decomposition of silicon carbide (SiC) within the glaze formulation releases gas, 

creating irregular structures on the surface. Simultaneously, the viscosity of the 

glaze causes the gas bubbles to become fixed on the surface; as a result, the surface 

gains a spontaneously formed structure filled with random voids. In the formation 

of such surfaces, the internal dynamics of the material become as decisive as the 

artist’s intervention (Bloomfield, 2012). 

In this context, crater glazes allow for a reinterpretation of the concepts of control, 

chance, and deformation in ceramics through the irregular structures created by the 

high-temperature gas release of the glaze material. In international literature, these 

applications are referred to by terms such as lava glaze, crater glaze, or volcanic 

surface, highlighting that the surface is no longer a passive carrier but an active 

component that transforms the perception of form. 

This study aims to examine the technical formation dynamics, aesthetic surface 

effects, and conceptual dimensions of crater glazes in a multilayered manner within 

the context of contemporary ceramic art. The behavior of the glaze on the surface, 

its relationship with deformation and form, and how these effects function as a 

plastic language is analyzed through both historical examples and the works of 

contemporary artists. 

Material Properties of Crater Glazes 

Crater glazes are characterized by irregular and pitted surface formations, typically 

ranging in diameter from 1 to 10 mm, which emerge as a result of gas release under 

high-temperature firing conditions. These formations occur through the interplay of 

mailto:ferdatazeoglu@gmail.com
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various parameters such as glaze viscosity, thickness, additives (particularly silicon 

carbide—SiC), and kiln atmosphere. The surface impressions of crater glazes are 

produced when gas bubbles formed during glaze outgassing reach the surface and 

either burst or become partially trapped. 

In the technical literature, micro-scale depressions on the glaze surface caused by 

gas release—but often barely visible to the naked eye—are defined as ―pinholes‖ 

(Hamer & Hamer, 2004). These structures are traces of bubbles that either did not 

fully form or were reabsorbed by the glaze surface, and some sources consider them 

to be precursors or low-density versions of crater glazes (Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. Small surface depressions (pinholes) formed during gas release in the glaze layer 

(Hamer & Hamer, 2004). 

To enhance the formation of the crater effect, gas-releasing substances such as 

silicon carbide (SiC) are commonly added to glaze recipes. However, the use of SiC 

in high concentrations may lead to gray tones in the glaze. For this reason, recent 

studies have explored alternative additives such as lithium carbonate, titanium 

dioxide, Zircopax, and barium carbonate (Raposas, 2022). For example, titanium 

dioxide and Zircopax contribute to sustained foaming while also increasing color 

saturation, whereas lithium carbonate lightens gray tones but reduces color 

intensity. On the other hand, the particle size of SiC plays a decisive role in foam 

formation. Matt M-H (2021) demonstrated that different SiC granule sizes, in 

combination with glaze thickness, directly influence the degree of foaming and the 

resulting surface texture (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. The effect of silicon carbide with different particle sizes on crater glaze formation  

(Matt M-H, 2021). 

Bai et al. (2010) demonstrated that the combination of Fe₂O₃ and SiC influences the 

microstructure of foam ceramics at high temperatures. This combination resulted in 

ceramic bodies with lower density and more uniform porous structures, enhancing 

both mechanical strength and structural integrity. Fe₂O₃ acts catalytically in this 

process by triggering gas release from SiC through its oxidizing effect, thereby 

supporting the foaming mechanism. 

While crater glazes generate gas-induced structures on the surface, foam ceramics 

develop such structures within the body. In both techniques, porosity serves as the 

foundation of controlled deformation. In this respect, crater glazes may be 

interpreted as the surface projection of foam ceramics; however, differences in 

mechanism, thickness, and intent should not be overlooked. These similarities 

should be regarded primarily at the level of material behavior rather than aesthetic 

expression. 

The formation of crater glazes depends not only on additives such as SiC or Fe₂O₃ 

but also on numerous parameters, including kiln atmosphere, firing curve, the 

alumina/silica ratio in the recipe, glaze viscosity, and glaze thickness. Stiff glazes 

tend to trap bubbles and produce a matte, indented texture on the surface. In 

contrast, more fluid glazes allow the bubbles to rise and burst, facilitating the 

closure and smoothening of the surface. The kiln atmosphere, in turn, particularly 

determines the color effects of metal oxide components (Hamer & Hamer, 2004). 

Historical Context of Crater Glazes 

Crater glazes gained prominence in the mid-20th century through the emergence of 

the "fat lava" aesthetic in Europe. The term fette-lava, of German origin, was used 

to describe glaze effects that appear swollen and frozen on the ceramic body, 

resembling lava. This approach became especially widespread in post-war West 
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Germany, where it was adopted to give mass-produced ceramic objects the 

impression of being handmade (Hill, 2006). However, the technical foundations of 

this aesthetic direction can be traced back to earlier examples in studio ceramics 

practice. 

In the 1930s, the duo Otto and Gertrud Natzler were among the first artists to 

employ controlled craterization and swelling effects on glaze surfaces as an 

aesthetic strategy, using glaze formulas developed under reduction kiln atmospheres 

(Figure 3). Otto Natzler's pioneering experiments with gas-producing additives in 

his glaze mixtures to create effects of bursting and sinking on the surface, thereby 

transforming it into a textured field that referenced notions of temporality and 

naturalness, continue to inspire artists and researchers in the field of ceramics 

(Natzler, 1973). 

 

Figure 3. Gertrud and Otto Natzler, mid-20th century, ceramic bowl, 10.2 × Ø 20.3 cm  

(Natzler & Natzler, 2022). 

The crater glazes developed by Lucie Rie during the 1960s and 1970s reflect a 

distinct technical approach. Rie applied multiple successive glaze layers to create a 

porous and fluid surface texture, resulting in both subtle color transitions and a 

micro-bubbled finish (Figure 4). This method, particularly used in her stoneware 

bowl forms, reveals that crater glazes possess aesthetic potential that is not merely 

accidental but can also be systematically composed (Cooper, 2000). 
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Figure 4. Lucie Rie, Volcanic Green Bowl, 7 × 15.5 cm, 1970 (Rie, 1970). 

The examples of Natzler and Rie demonstrate how crater glazes can diversify 

through different technical and conceptual approaches. These practices reveal that 

glaze cannot be reduced merely to surface deformation; rather, it represents a field 

of expression that can be guided by controlled aesthetic intervention and material 

intuition. In this way, crater glazes have established their place in the history of 

modern ceramics not as a technical accident, but as an integral component of 

intentional and thoughtful design. 

Surface, Form and Chance 

A surface, defined in the dictionary as "the external and widespread part that 

separates an object from space" (TDK, 2025), is not merely a physical boundary; it 

also serves as a perceptual, aesthetic, and conceptual carrier. In the field of art, the 

surface transforms from being a shell that defines an object's spatial position into an 

active layer where meaning and experience unfold. As defined in Faruk Atalayer's 

fundamental art theory, the surface is a perceptual plane formed through the 

interaction of point, line, and patch, and it gains depth through the effects of light 

and shadow (Atalayer, 1994). Thus, the surface is not only a limit to form but also a 

medium of expression. 

In contemporary ceramics, this field of expression becomes a transformative 

element through glaze techniques. Applications such as gloopy, crater, and drippy 

glazes redefine the surface not merely as a bearer of form, but as a narrative field 

that co-constructs meaning alongside form. In this context, Richard Zakin describes 

the surface as a "visual skin," emphasizing its role as the primary carrier of 

expressive power. He argues that the surface conveys not only texture and color, but 

also attitude, rhythm, and conceptual direction. According to Zakin, every 

intervention on the surface determines the initial point of contact between the form 

and the viewer; the surface may be silent or aggressive, complex or simple—yet in 

every case, it constructs a language that makes the artist's intention visible (Zakin, 
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2001). From this perspective, crater glazes are applications that expose the narrative 

potential of the surface in its rawest form: shaped by chance, deconstructive yet 

simultaneously constructive, they transform the surface through a dynamic process. 

Zakin's expression-based interpretation of the surface allows deformation to be read 

not merely as an aesthetic effect, but as a deliberate strategy that reconfigures the 

relationship between form and content. Within this framework, crater glaze 

applications challenge the unified integrity of form through surface phenomena 

such as collapse, swelling, and dispersion—emerging through an interplay of 

chance and intention. The resulting surface is neither fully controlled nor entirely 

chaotic; this tension-filled in-between zone stretches the static nature of form, blurs 

its boundaries, and transforms the object into a multilayered field of interpretation 

rather than a fixed entity. The concept of formlessness (informe), as articulated by 

Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss in Formless: A User's Guide (1997), bears a 

strong theoretical resonance with such surface interventions. According to Bois and 

Krauss, formlessness is not a style but an operation that works against the structured 

order of form—an act that disrupts systems that aim to stabilize meaning. Similarly, 

the aesthetic language generated by crater glazes resists absolute order on the 

surface of form and instead activates transience, ambiguity, and polysemy. 

Crater glaze applications make it possible to reconsider the surface in contemporary 

ceramics not only as a formal layer but also as one with critical potential. Such 

surface interventions allow the ceramic object to be approached not as a finished, 

static, and predictable entity, but as a processual, ephemeral, and materially 

contingent presence. The textural diversity created through crater glaze techniques 

reveals the temporality of the material, its physical uncertainties, and the 

uncontrollable dynamics of the production process. Thus, the surface moves away 

from being a marker of the artist's dominance over form and instead becomes a 

reflective platform where the relationships between form, process, and material are 

actively questioned. In this regard, crater glazes can be evaluated not merely as a 

technical application but as a conceptual structure that generates multilayered 

inquiries into material reality, aesthetic perception, and artistic intent in 

contemporary ceramic art. 

Crater Glaze Applications in Contemporary Ceramic Art 

Different artists interpret crater glaze applications through diverse formal, material-

based, and conceptual approaches; this diversity directly influences both how the 

surface is perceived and the meanings it conveys. Some artists seek to control the 

unpredictable effects of the glaze, creating a tense order on the surface, while others 

consciously embrace the lack of control. These contrasting approaches demonstrate 

that crater glaze functions not merely as a surface effect but as a means of 

production that reveals the artist's aesthetic strategy and perception of materiality. 
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In this context, Danish contemporary ceramic artist Gitte Jungersen is known for 

her material- and process-oriented works that focus on the behavior of glaze on the 

surface. Her practice interrogates the boundary between aesthetic order and chance 

formations, positioning the surface not simply as a layer that coats form but as a 

conceptual zone of tension. As Jorunn Veiteberg states, Jungersen's works "explore 

an aesthetic balance between control and chaos" (Veiteberg & Dybdahl, 2018). For 

the artist, glaze is not a passive medium in service of form, but an active substance 

that carries its own movement, melting, bursting, and transformation. 

In the work shown in Figure 5, Jungersen constructs the surface as a "tension zone" 

where two opposing material behaviors collide. The contrast between the foamy, 

porous light-blue crater glaze and the gloopy glaze in red-orange hues reveals that 

glaze can be understood as both a visual and physical process. 

 

Figure 5. Gitte Jungersen, Little Hybrid series, 11 × 15 × 16 cm, 2015 (Jungersen, 2019). 

In Jungersen’s practice, although the glaze is initially applied in relation to the 

ceramic form, it asserts complete dominance over the surface during firing by 

rendering the form passive. While the form continues to exist as a structural base, it 

loses its visual and conceptual function; the unpredictable behavior of the glaze 

transforms the surface into an almost autonomous organism. In this scenario, the 

surface detaches from the form and establishes its own aesthetic order, while the 

form becomes a silent backdrop subordinated to that order. Thus, Jungersen’s work 

proposes a surface aesthetic in which the accidental energy of the material takes 

precedence over form itself. This approach offers a unique example of a 

contemporary ceramic language that prioritizes process over form and possibility 

over control. 

In traditional ceramic literature, glaze is typically defined as a coating that protects 

the form, provides color, and adds shine to the surface. As Linda Bloomfield notes, 

surface effects such as cracking, bubbling, or crater formation in glazes were long 

considered technical flaws (Bloomfield, 2012). However, in contemporary ceramic 
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art, these effects have been redefined as intentional choices aimed at generating 

meaning on the surface rather than being treated as formal imperfections. Tessa 

Eastman’s practice is a striking example of this approach. The artist treats glaze not 

merely as a surface finish but as a dynamic component that actively participates in 

the organization of form. Especially through cratered textures, she deliberately 

directs the physical behavior of the glaze, transforming it from a random effect into 

an element that reveals the inner rhythm of the structure. 

In her 2019 work Cocoon Cloud Blue Orange Fizz (Figure 6), the visual tension 

between the soft, cloud-like blue-gray form and the porous, cratered red glaze that 

spreads across the upper surface illustrates how glaze can activate the surface as a 

plastic field. Through this contrast, Eastman demonstrates how surface, far from 

being subordinate to form, can become its own generative force. 

 

Figure 6. Tessa Eastman, Cocoon Cloud Blue Orange Fizz, 43 × 35 × 38 cm, 2019. 

Photo: Juliet Sheath (Eastman, 2019). 

This work reveals how the inherently unpredictable effects of glaze are transformed 

into an aesthetic tension through a consciously controlled process. The cratered 

texture observed on the upper layer of the surface establishes a formal analogy with 

natural processes such as the proliferation of microscopic organisms or biological 

encrustations. This visual resemblance produces a conceptual parallel to the 

physical transformation that ceramic material undergoes during firing. Despite the 

seemingly random effects on the surface, Eastman’s surface organization is based 

on a pre-planned structural arrangement that considers the direction of glaze flow, 

its density, and modes of interaction. In this context, the surface can be understood 

not only as a layer that provides visual diversity, but also as the physical trace of a 

temporally unfolding process. 

In contemporary ceramic art, many artists are conducting experimental research to 

develop their own crater glaze formulas to achieve specific surface effects. Cory 
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Brown is one such artist, although his technique is technically defined as a foam 

glaze rather than a crater glaze. Nevertheless, the resulting surface deformation—

marked by porosity, swelling, and unpredictable morphology—closely resembles 

the visual language of crater glazes. 

In his significant work 'Flower Puff', the glaze not only creates a textural surface 

effect but also transforms the form volumetrically. Brown’s glaze expands six to 

seven times during the firing process, establishing an aesthetic in which the glaze is 

not merely applied onto the form, but structurally integrated with it. The porous, 

sponge-like texture produced by this controlled expansion enhances the amorphous 

nature of the form, rendering it more permeable and animate. Color gradients 

further emphasize this volumetric intensity, both physically and visually (Figure 7). 

 

Figure 7. Cory Brown, Flower Puff, foam glaze on ceramic form, dimensions and date unknown 

(Lameridiana, n.d.). 

Brown’s approach relies on utilizing the glaze’s natural fluidity and expansion 

potential without interfering with its surface behavior. As such, the glaze becomes 

not just a surface coating, but a medium through which the form reveals itself. His 

technique preserves the random nature of foamed glazes while turning it into a 

conscious aesthetic strategy. Flower Puff moves beyond pure visuality, offering the 

viewer a direct encounter with material transformation. 

Within the framework of Yve-Alain Bois and Rosalind Krauss’s theory of 

formlessness, base materialism advocates for the visibility of matter in its raw state, 

stripped of aesthetic hierarchies. In this approach, matter is no longer a passive 

medium that supports formal integrity; instead, it gains autonomy by dissolving, 

disrupting, or suppressing form. In this sense, base materialism challenges both the 

idea of mimetic representation and the ideological order inherent in functional 

forms. According to Krauss, formlessness is not merely ―shapelessness,‖ but an 

aesthetic tension that reveals the entropic nature of matter. The inclusion of the 
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ordinary, the discarded, or the abject into the artistic field is precisely part of this 

aesthetic resistance (Bois & Krauss, 1997). 

American ceramic artist Jolie Ngo constructs a new narrative not through traditional 

vase forms, but through dysfunctional and deformed objects. In doing so, she often 

bases her surfaces on ceramic shelf residues, mold remnants, and industrial waste—

developing a visual language that documents the collapse of form. The piece shown 

in Figure 8, while loosely reminiscent of a handled vase typology, replaces that 

classical structure with an almost entirely destabilized and irregular form that 

appears to collapse at the base. The tension between the glossy, orderly glaze layer 

on the upper section and the foaming glaze textures at the bottom not only creates a 

visual contrast but also a conceptual rupture. In this context, glaze is no longer a 

decorative coating that aestheticizes the form, but rather a vehicle of material 

dissolution and formal disobedience. Through a contemporary reading of base 

materialism, the work invites us to confront matter not as the bearer of form, but as 

that which actively dismantles it. 

 

Figure 8. Jolie Ngo, 2020, stoneware, mixed media, crater glaze, 20 × 20 cm (Budds, 2021). 

In contemporary ceramic art, the fragmentation of form and the opening of the 

surface to experimental interventions emerge not merely as aesthetic choices, but as 

critical modes of engaging with material. Particularly in recent years, the shift from 

the ceramic form as a symbol of unity toward a surface conceived as a dynamic 

field has brought about both structural and conceptual transformations. This shift 

deepens with the use of glaze not as a passive layer that coats the surface—as 
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traditionally understood—but as an active component that transforms form itself 

(Yıldırım & Tazeoğlu Filiz, 2023). 

In Tazeoğlu Filiz’s work shown in Figure 9, the simultaneous use of crater and 

gloopy glazes transforms the surface from a static shell into a dynamic field of 

reaction. The foamed metallic textures and inward-collapsing craters reveal that 

glaze operates not only on the surface, but also within the structural logic of the 

form. The volumetric interventions made with gloopy glazes generate the 

impression of a form internally ruptured by tension. However, it's the deliberate use 

of the glaze's fluidity that renders this rupture visible, not as a chance occurrence, 

but as a carefully planned and executed structural intervention. 

 

Figure 9. Ferda Tazeoğlu Filiz, Sır Haritası (Glaze Map), sculptural form with gloopy and crater 

glazes, 25.5 × 21 × 28 cm, 2025 (Tazeoğlu Filiz, 2025). 

Tazeoğlu Filiz's practice signals an alternative approach to conventional perceptions 

of the glaze–form relationship in contemporary ceramics. Her openness to the 

behavior of the material enables her to structure accidental surface effects in a 

controlled manner, presenting crater aesthetics as a site of tension intrinsic to the 

surface, placing it not as a mere formal variation, but at the very core of artistic 

expression. 
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Conclusion 

For many years, the ceramic surface was regarded as a passive layer that completed, 

protected, or merely decorated the form. However, since the second half of the 20th 

century, this perception has undergone a radical transformation. In modern and 

contemporary ceramic practices, the surface has been redefined as an active 

component that intervenes in form through the material's physical reactions and 

generates meaning. In this context, glaze is no longer interpreted as a passive 

coating that simply covers the surface, but rather as a site of reciprocal interaction 

between the artist's intervention and the behavior of the material. 

Crater glazes are among the most compelling indicators of this transformation on 

both technical and aesthetic levels. The physical transformations undergone by the 

glaze during firing—such as gas release, bubbling, bursting, and surface crater 

formation—generate not only a visual differentiation on the ceramic surface, but 

also a narrative layer that develops over time and influences the form itself. These 

technical outcomes do more than disrupt the integrity of form; they turn the surface 

into a vehicle for plastic thought. 

Nevertheless, systematic technical research on crater glazes remains limited both 

nationally and internationally. Due to their substantial aesthetic impact yet 

challenging technical control, there is a need for further in-depth investigations into 

glaze formulation, surface analysis, and application diversity. The sources 

examined in this study indicate that the combined use of silicon carbide (SiC) and 

iron oxide (Fe₂O₃) enhances foaming and crater effects. Accordingly, 

experimenting with local clays rich in iron oxide in combination with these 

additives could allow for the optimization of crater effects across different forms 

and surfaces. Evaluating local raw materials through such research aligns with the 

principles of sustainable production and provides a strong foundation for 

developing new surface languages in contemporary ceramic aesthetics. 

Future research may focus on glaze formulations enriched with alternative 

additives, industrial waste, and organic materials. Additionally, integrating thick 

glaze layers with digital fabrication techniques and architectural or interdisciplinary 

projects may not only expand the expressive capacity of crater glaze aesthetics but 

also inspire innovative applications in the field of contemporary ceramics. 
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Introduction 

The relationship between traditional arts and contemporary art offers not merely a 

formal or technical continuity, but also a hybrid ground in which cultural memory, 

identity construction, and aesthetic perception are rewritten. Within this framework, 

çini, with its centuries-old technical repertoire and ornamental language, has 

transformed from a historical legacy into a dynamic mode of production integrated 

into the plural narratives of contemporary art. In the 21st century, çini has 

transcended its classical forms, becoming embedded in parametric surfaces, 

assemblage objects, installations, and digital representations. This transformation 

extends beyond material or motif, encompassing a conceptual expansion as well. 

Indeed, the work of Burçak Bingöl, AyĢe Yerebakan, Emre Can, Hakan Ergun, 

Naile Çevik, and Kübra Boy is a testament to the visibility of this approach. Each 

artist's individual narrative, whether it's Bingöl’s deconstruction and reconfiguration 

of traditional motifs, Yerebakan’s surface interventions that merge architectural 

memory with red brick and çini fragments, Can’s reinterpretations using 3D 

printing, Ergun’s exploration of locality through the confrontation of çini and 

volcanic stone, Çevik’s combination of engraving and ceramics into a textual 

aesthetic, or Boy’s transformation of traditional çini into a metaphor for fragility, 

engages with the concept of transformation in a unique and compelling way. 

This study aims to examine how çini experiences a conceptual rupture within 

contemporary ceramic art, how it engages with both continuity and discontinuity in 

relation to tradition, and how it becomes hybridized. It is through the unique 

aesthetic and narrative language of each artist that this transformation of çini is 

realized, adding a personal and unique aspect to the evolution of this art form. 

Çini in Contemporary Ceramic Art Narratives 

The art of çini, a significant part of the historical continuum from the Anatolian 

Seljuks to the Ottomans, has evolved primarily through architectural ornamentation 

and everyday utilitarian objects. Its technical and aesthetic pinnacle was reached in 

the 16th century within the Ġznik workshops. Advanced techniques such as 
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underglaze painting, combined with a variety of forms, significantly enriched the 

visual and functional diversity of çini. Despite its historical positioning as a 

decorative practice linked to architecture, çini is, in terms of its clay body formula, 

glaze structure, and firing techniques, an inseparable component of ceramic art. 

This historical continuity in the collective memory of ceramics makes çini not just a 

traditional craft, but a culturally embedded and aesthetically defining element. 

Today, the relationship contemporary ceramic artists establish with çini is grounded 

in these traditional foundations, yet it transcends mere repetition, entering a process 

of reinterpretation and transformation. While traditional çini production continues 

through the reproduction of classical motifs and forms, contemporary artists break 

this cycle, reinterpreting and even critiquing çini, reshaping it through the 

expressive possibilities of contemporary art. Thus, çini ceases to be merely a 

surface for ornamentation; it becomes a conceptual field, layered with material 

memory, cultural heritage, individual expression, and technological intervention—

emerging as one of the expressive grounds of contemporary art. In the 21st century, 

artists not only embrace material diversity but also integrate interdisciplinary 

interaction into their modes of production, uniting tradition and contemporaneity on 

a shared plane. Accordingly, çini is sometimes integrated into parametric digital 

surfaces, sometimes collaged with found objects, or merged with sculptural forms 

to generate new contextual meanings. The relationship artists forge with çini no 

longer positions it as a purely decorative element, but rather as a carrier of personal 

identity, cultural memory, and critical perspective. 

Burçak Bingöl’s approach exemplifies this transformation, in which çini is stripped 

from its conventional form and reconfigured into an unconventional synthesis. The 

artist combines ceramics with drawing, photography, found objects, and 

readymades to construct a multilayered visual language that reflects her artistic 

identity. In Bingöl’s work, çini is no longer a legacy to be preserved, imitated, or 

revered—it becomes a critical surface to be dismantled, reconstructed, and 

semantically subverted. Her deconstructivist methodology destabilizes traditional 

representational systems on both formal and conceptual levels, rendering çini a 

functional and intellectual material within contemporary art (Bingöl, 2025). In 

Bingöl’s artistic work, çini is not merely a motif or historical reference; it becomes 

a surface strategy where cultural memory, form, and spatial contact are 

renegotiated. Forms such as Ottoman-era ―Ģah‖ jars or tear bottles frequently appear 

in her work. Bingöl interprets these historical forms not just as aesthetic references 

but as metaphors revealing the fluidity of culture. The historical and cultural 

memory embedded in clay transforms, in her hands, into a mode of ―visual 

translation‖; thus, çini moves beyond being a direct representation of the past, 

attaining a layered language that interrogates the relationship between heritage and 

the present (Bingöl, 2023). 
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Her 2014 work Seyir (View) is particularly striking in this context (Figure 1). 

Produced by casting directly from an asphalt-paving truck in Istanbul, the piece 

generates a dramatic sense of estrangement both in scale and meaning. The 

application of traditional çini motifs onto the surface of an industrial, cumbersome 

object presents the viewer with a visual paradox. Bingöl describes the work as ―the 

last of the objects that estrange themselves,‖ a phrase that implies not only a formal 

intervention but also a critical commentary on identity, space, and cultural 

representation (Bingöl, 2014). 

 

Figure 1. Burçak Bingöl, glazed ceramic, Seyir (View), 200 × 200 × 35 cm, 2014 (Bingöl, 2014). 

Today, ceramic art has become a stage for hybrid narratives that reconstruct the 

visual repertoire of tradition through the lens of contemporary technology. In 

particular, the convergence of digital production methods with artistic practices 

offers new structural possibilities for reinterpreting the formal memory of 

traditional motifs. Within this context, Emre Can’s works, which transpose the 

aesthetic of çini onto contemporary surfaces, stand out as compelling examples. In 

his series titled Selçuklu Serisi (Seljuk Series), the artist transforms the star motif of 

Anatolian Seljuk ornamentation into a volumetric surface through 3D printing 

technology (Figure 2). The resulting lattice structure—produced using plastic 

ceramic clay and a colored slip containing cobalt oxide—represents both an 

aesthetic and structural rewriting (Can, 2019). The forms are first modeled digitally 

and then fabricated using a 3D printer; however, in order to convert this technical 

intervention into an artistic expression, the artist manually deforms the surfaces 

with hand tools. In doing so, the surface becomes not merely aesthetic, but also 

tactile and narrative. 



54 | CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE 

The dense and permeable forms—difficult to achieve by hand—are intentionally 

fractured to increase the visibility of the interior space, creating a dynamic 

encounter between form and void. Emre Can’s work is not simply a motif-based 

transfer, but an example of how the symbols of the past can be reimagined through 

the production techniques of the present. While uniting the traditional aesthetic of 

çini with a universal visual language, the artist also addresses issues of cultural 

memory, social context, and environmental concern. Thus, in his works, çini 

operates both as a cultural reference and as a vehicle for conceptual expression 

(Can, 2019). 

In contemporary ceramic art, çini is no longer confined to being a symbolic remnant 

of past motifs; it is being redefined as a medium for cultural transmission, memory, 

and sustainable artistic practices. One of the most original examples of this 

approach is seen in the work of AyĢe Yerebakan, who creates a hybrid surface 

language by combining traditional çini fragments with construction debris and 

industrial waste (Figure 3). The artist constructs surfaces using patterned tiles left 

behind in the çini production sites of Kütahya, alongside discarded bricks, 

incorporating traces of the past not merely as aesthetic elements but as indicators of 

cultural hybridity. 

 

Figure 2. Emre Can, plastic ceramic clay with cobalt oxide–pigmented slip, shaped using 3D printing 

technology, Selçuklu Serisi (Seljuk Series), 29 × 21 × 22 cm (Can, 2019). 

CNC waterjet cutting technology plays a key role in Yerebakan’s production 

process. Through this technique, she intervenes in the surfaces of çini and brick 

fragments by perforating, hollowing, or slicing them—reorganizing their forms to 

reposition traditional references within a contemporary context. Her assemblage-

based works are not only a physical convergence of materials but also a metaphor 

for the permeability between different cultural strata and between past and present. 
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Figure 3. AyĢe Yerebakan, assemblage, Kartlar Yeniden Dağıtılıyor (The Cards Are Being Redealt), 

2023, 40 × 35 × 15 cm (Yerebakan, 2024). 

AyĢe Yerebakan’s artistic work is rooted in the belief that cultural memory must not 

only be preserved but also transformed. Traditional textures—especially çini 

fragments—appear in her works as fragile yet resilient traces of cultural 

transmission. In her production, sustainability goes beyond material selection; it 

also serves the reconstruction of meaning. Thus, çini serves both as a conceptual 

tool and a contemporary expressive medium rich with material memory. 

One artist exploring the permeability between tradition and contemporaneity 

through material is Hakan Ergun, whose work frames the aesthetic of çini not just 

as a visual motif but as an active bearer of cultural memory. In Ergun’s works, 

symbols such as bird figures, Rumi motifs, and ornate borders—drawn from 

Central Asian, Seljuk, and Ottoman traditions—are directly and overtly employed, 

establishing a sense of historical continuity across the surface (Figure 4). Yet, this 

symbolism goes beyond simple visual references; it forms a new contextual 

narrative through the artist’s material engagement. 

A key feature of Ergun’s work is his use of andesite stone alongside ceramic clay. 

Formed by lava flows, this volcanic stone—native to Afyonkarahisar—is not only a 

physical material but also a mnemonic element, referencing local identity and 

belonging. The artist processes this material with advanced cutting techniques, 

integrating it into surfaces in different ways—sometimes embedding ceramic 

components into stone fragments, other times creating new surfaces with clay 

mixed with andesite (Serinsu, 2025). 
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Figure 4. Hakan Ergun, stoneware clay, andesite, mixed media, KFS I, 64 × 64 × 5 cm (Ergun, 2025). 

This multilayered technical structure offers both aesthetic diversity and conceptual 

tension. The differing physical reactions of ceramic and stone during the firing 

process introduce a structural tension to the works—one that can also be read as a 

material reflection of the conflict between tradition and modernity. Presenting 

andesite as the foundational substrate and ceramic as the attached components 

constructs a surface narrative that progresses from part to whole, simultaneously 

engaging with questions of identity, geography, and continuity. In Ergun’s practice, 

çini aesthetics generate a contemporary critical space through the presence of 

traditional traces on the surface, while the materials he employs function as carriers 

of both his personal past and the collective cultural memory. This multilayered 

approach reflects the artist’s profound inquiry into the relationship between the 

local and the universal, the past and the present, fostering a sense of global 

connection and understanding in the audience (Ünsal, 2019). 

Naile Çevik is a pioneer in developing an interdisciplinary aesthetic that combines 

ceramics with printmaking techniques. She reconfigures ancient motifs through 

contemporary modes of expression, integrating çini motifs from the Seljuk period 

with abstract textual imagery, embossed engravings, and ceramic surfaces (Figure 

5). The patterns are arranged on metal plates in whole, half, and quarter forms; the 

fragmented structure on the surface alludes both to the continuity of cultural 

memory and the fragility of personal experience. 
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Figure 5. Naile Çevik, mixed media, ceramic–engraving, Untitled, 35 × 50 cm 

(Çevik, 2018). 

Naile Çevik's preference for the engraving technique is driven explicitly by her aim 

to achieve an embossing (gofre) effect. Alongside her ceramic works shaped around 

themes of individuality and women's realities, the recurring motif of the staircase 

becomes apparent. Çevik explains that her artistic intention is to draw attention to 

the ancient process of ceramics and its transmission into the present, through 

culturally embedded processes that are conveyed by and for humans. She does this 

by using spirals and personal seals embedded within figurative, constructed spaces 

(Çevik, 2018). 

In Çevik's works, çini aesthetics go far beyond ornamentation or nostalgic 

reference; they form a conceptual bridge between feminine reality, personal 

memory, and cultural continuity. In this bridge, çini is no longer a historical relic, 

but a carrier of contemporary narrative. Her interdisciplinary approach 

refunctionalizes traditional symbols by contextualizing them within current 

sociocultural concerns. This refunctionalization opens up a field in which çini 

motifs are transformed not only in form but also in content. The transformation 

observed in her work deconstructs the fixed meanings that çini has acquired over 

time and incorporates them into the critical discourse of contemporary art. In this 

context, çini becomes, in Çevik's hands, both a language of expression and a 

conceptual foundation. Geometric divisions, personal seals, and multilayered 

surfaces found in her works emerge as components of a narrative in which cultural 

memory is rewritten through individual representations. In doing so, Naile Çevik's 

practice reveals the permeability between past and present, tradition and personal 

expression, while reinterpreting çini aesthetics within the conceptual domain of 

contemporary art. 
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When traditional çini aesthetics intersect with contemporary modes of expression, 

they move beyond the domain of decorative arts to form a multilayered language 

encompassing historical memory, cultural continuity, and personal interpretation. In 

works shaped by this perspective, the curvilinear compositions and dense 

ornamental structures of the saz yolu school are reanimated within a contemporary 

visual framework. Kübra Boy, whose artistic practice is built upon this conceptual 

foundation, reconfigures traditional çini through original motifs that nearly cover 

the entire surface. Through her technical choices and conceptual references, she 

invites the viewer into a deep and layered reading (Figure 6). 

In Boy's work, çini assumes a metaphorical meaning, referencing the vulnerability 

of nature and living beings through its inherent fragility. The delicate, crack-prone 

nature of the surface becomes both a physical quality and an existential tension. Her 

integration of modern materials such as acrylic further distances çini from being a 

repetition of the past, transforming it into a medium of contemporary expression. In 

her series titled Nightmare, animal figures, ornamental density, and the use of 

symbolic black grounds within the confined form of the çini surface produce not 

only an aesthetic construct but also a surface narrative rooted in emotion and 

reflection. In this regard, Kübra Boy presents a unique approach that transforms 

traditional çini into one of the expressive tools of contemporary art (Boy, 2025). 

 

Figure 6. Kübra Boy, çini, mixed media, acrylic, Nightmare, 50 × 50 cm (Boy, 2025). 

Kübra Boy’s unique artistic approach is characterized by her profound respect for 

traditional Turkish çini art, which she transforms into a personal visual language. 

Instead of simply replicating historical motifs for aesthetic reasons, she reinterprets 

them as a visual narrative intertwined with contemporary issues. By linking çini as 

a material with the concepts of fragility, memory, and identity, her surface 

compositions not only demonstrate technical mastery but also evoke a tangible 
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poetic tension. The fusion of modern materials with conceptual interpretations 

results in works that are both visually striking and emotionally resonant. Boy’s 

practice transcends çini from a static tradition of the past and integrates it into the 

intellectual and aesthetic realm of the contemporary artist. 

In today’s ceramic art, çini has evolved beyond a medium for reproducing 

traditional codes; it has become a complex narrative space where meaning, 

memory, and form are redefined. As demonstrated by the artists examined in this 

study, çini is undergoing a metamorphosis in the hands of contemporary 

practitioners. It is no longer just a technical legacy, but also a conceptual tool, 

adapting to the language of contemporary art. Emre Can’s integration of traditional 

motifs into parametric surfaces using digital fabrication technologies; AyĢe 

Yerebakan’s fusion of architectural memory with hybrid materials; Hakan Ergun’s 

invocation of cultural belonging through local stones like andesite; Naile Çevik’s 

engraved narratives shaped by themes of femininity and individual memory; and 

Kübra Boy’s recontextualization of çini through metaphors of fragility—all 

exemplify the diverse contemporary trajectories of çini aesthetics. 

These examples collectively illustrate that çini is not just a relic of the past, but a 

medium that engages with the present and prompts new questions for the future. In 

the hands of today’s artists, tradition has evolved from a static repetition into a 

dynamic narrative domain—one that is reshaped, restructured, and integrated into 

the language of the contemporary era. Within this context, çini is not just a visual 

reference in contemporary ceramic art, but a deeply explored vehicle of expression, 

rich with cultural, technical, and conceptual significance. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, çini aesthetics in contemporary ceramic art have evolved into more 

than just decorative elements; they have become core dynamics of meaning-

making, cultural memory, and formal transformation. Rooted in historical tradition, 

this mode of production now opens up entirely new narrative domains through the 

use of contemporary materials, hybrid techniques, digital fabrication technologies, 

and interdisciplinary approaches. This transformation shifts çini from being a mere 

representative object of the past into a vibrant medium embedded within the 

intellectual and aesthetic practices of the contemporary artist. Processes such as the 

deconstruction of traditional forms, the rewriting of surfaces, and the interrogation 

of material relationships redefine the position of çini within the field of ceramic art. 

Çini thus becomes not merely something to be viewed but something to be read; not 

simply applied, but restructured as a multilayered site of meaning. 

The analyses presented in this study reveal that within the polyphonic structure of 

contemporary art, çini aesthetics have become carriers not only of cultural 

continuity but also of personal narrative and critical thought. The formal 

compositions created on ceramic surfaces rise from a deeper conceptual foundation, 
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where the aesthetic memory of the past intersects with the conceptual language of 

the present, producing a temporal and spatial permeability. This permeability is 

continually reshaped by the artist’s relationship to their identity, geography, and 

contemporary concerns, transforming çini from a nostalgic reference into a dynamic 

and interrogative element of contemporary art. 

Within the context of these transformative processes, the reconstruction of tradition 

through the dynamics of the present enables not only the preservation of the past 

but also its amplification—rendering it more resonant, multilayered, and universal. 

Each new approach that fuses tradition with contemporary modes of making brings 

silenced, forgotten, or stagnated cultural narratives to light—keeping them alive by 

placing them in dialogue with the present. Such creative interventions enable the 

transmission of not only aesthetic values but also intellectual heritage. Therefore, 

when tradition is reshaped by the spirit of the age—without falling into repetition 

and without severing its roots—it opens a space in which the voice of the artist 

allows the past to speak anew. This voice is neither a mere echo of nostalgia nor a 

repetitive fixation on the past; rather, it is a forward-looking, multilayered 

contemporary discourse that transforms cultural memory. 
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Introduction 

In artistic production, the choice of material is more than just a technical tool; it 

reflects a conceptual preference that influences how the artist expresses themselves. 

The artist’s process of ―finding their way with the material‖ is therefore not just a 

practical decision; it embodies a subjective mode of engaging with the material and 

plays a role in shaping their identity within the creative process. Material is not 

simply a medium; it is often intertwined with the artist’s conceptual outlook, 

becoming one of the fundamental components of meaning-making. 

Throughout art history, the desire for permanence has shaped methods of creation 

and influenced the choice of materials. While the goal of artworks to ―resist time‖ 

has been particularly prominent in monumental art, this understanding has been 

seriously questioned in contemporary period. The artist’s relationship with the 

material may gravitate toward either permanence or ephemerality. Selecting the 

most appropriate material to enhance expressive power is not only a technical 

decision but also a reflection of a conceptual framework. As San (1979) notes, what 

matters is the ―form of expression‖; in other words, the choice of material is 

determined by how well it can most authentically communicate ideas, emotions, 

and imagery. 

Within this framework, material is not only a tangible instrument but also a signifier 

that reflects the social, technological, and aesthetic conditions of its time. Read 

(2014) emphasizes that what shapes artistic production is the zeitgeist and the 

society's meaning framework. According to him, the artist’s relationship with 

materials—from cave walls to churches, from canvases to digital screens—has 

changed in response to shifting eras. Lésper (2023) similarly assesses the meaning 

attributed to material in connection with the artist’s ideological stance, asserting that 

―a work gains meaning if it is grounded in an intellectual stance and the material 

aligns with that ideology.‖ 

Ceramic clay holds a distinctive position in this context. It simultaneously reflects 

both ancient craft practices and contemporary artistic approaches. Its chemical 

structure, malleability, and transformative nature allow for both technological 

mailto:morkocmehtap@gmail.com


64 | CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE 

intervention and traditional handcrafting. Today, its presence in a production 

spectrum ranging from three-dimensional printing to primitive hand modeling 

stands as tangible evidence of the transformations it has undergone as a material 

(Martinez & Can, 2016). 

This study aims to provide a material-political perspective on the rejection of 

permanence in contemporary ceramic art. Phoebe Cummings’ practice, which 

involves working with unfired clay, offers a valuable example for questioning the 

notion of permanence. Her exclusion of the firing stage and deliberate embrace of 

the ephemeral reflect a conscious engagement with the cyclical nature of the 

material. In Cummings’ relationship with clay, both process and concept are 

prioritized. Consequently, this paper examines the interplay between ceramic 

material and ephemerality through her works, prompting a discussion on the 

conceptual, aesthetic, and ecological aspects of moving away from permanence.  

Constructing The Ephemeral in Art 

The use of material in art can serve not only as a medium for form but also as an 

active element in a process that transforms and even disappears over time. This 

transformation has been intentionally embraced by certain artists, turning the 

transient nature of the artwork into an aesthetic and conceptual strategy. In such 

process-oriented approaches, the materials often come from nature and possess their 

own existential cycles. At times, nature itself becomes part of the work. 

The roots of this understanding can be traced to movements in the 20th century that 

triggered radical shifts in art. Arte Povera, for example, brought natural and 

everyday ―poor‖ materials to the center of artistic practice, foregrounding the 

beauty and transience of natural elements. As Germano Celant stated, this 

movement aimed to reveal the existential laws hidden in ―a plant’s growth, a 

stone’s fall, the snowfall‖ (Antmen, 2010). 

The theme of ephemerality extends beyond Arte Povera; it also appears in Land 

Art, performance art, happenings, and conceptual art. These movements often 

involve collaboration with nature, using natural materials to produce works that are 

frequently impermanent. What endures is mainly documentation—photographs or 

videos. Instead of asserting dominance over nature, the artist aligns with its rhythm, 

embracing the idea that the material will change or vanish over time alongside 

aesthetic considerations. As a result, elements like the sky, rivers, stones, and even 

the wind become direct artistic media (Girgin, 2014). 

Richard Long, one of the artists in this tradition, emphasized that he was concerned 

with ―real stones, real time, and real actions,‖ underscoring that art represented the 

connection with nature ―in that moment‖ (Antmen, 2010). For him, what mattered 

was not the visual documentation that followed but the production process itself, 

shaped within and alongside the laws of nature. This process was inherently 
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unpredictable; a single natural event could alter the planned structure of the work. 

Accepting nature’s timeline requires relinquishing control. 

This understanding of ephemerality also resonates in contemporary ceramic 

practice. While traditional ceramic art focuses on creating fired and permanent 

objects, contemporary artists have developed ways of working with clay in its raw, 

unfired state. Unfired clay can be shaped but will eventually dissolve back into its 

natural form. In this way, clay is not only a plastic sculptural material but also a 

bearer of concepts like cyclicality, impermanence, and reproducibility. 

In approaches that intentionally reject ceramics’ craft-based permanence, the firing 

process is omitted on purpose. The work thus emphasizes process over permanence. 

Such pieces are vulnerable to natural forces—gravity, moisture, or direct contact 

with water—and will eventually collapse, dissolve, or fall apart. However, this 

disappearance indicates a transformation both aesthetically and conceptually. The 

same clay can be reshaped, recontextualized, and given new layers of meaning. 

Here, the material becomes not just a tool but also ―the language, message, and 

organiser of the work‖ (Lésper, 2023).  

In this context, Phoebe Cummings’ artistic approach clearly demonstrates how 

ephemerality can be combined with material-centered transformation. Her unfired 

clay works are displayed as temporary, process-focused pieces that invite viewers to 

engage in real time. By rejecting traditional methods of working with clay, 

Cummings highlights the potential for creating a new dialogue with the material 

and explores the creative possibilities of the ephemeral in art. 

The Infinite Use of Material in Phoebe Cummings’ Practice 

Phoebe Cummings describes herself not as a ―ceramic artist‖ but as ―an artist 

working with ceramic clay.‖ This distinction clearly reflects her unique position at 

the intersection of craft and performance. Cummings’ works intentionally exclude 

the firing stage, disrupting the traditional ceramic method. The result is a process 

and ephemerality driven mode of expression that challenges conventional 

understandings of ceramic art. The artist hand-builds or molds intricate botanical 

forms but does not fire them, instead displaying them in their raw state within the 

exhibition space. From a classic ceramic standpoint, this mode of production could 

be deemed ―unfinished.‖ However, Cummings redefines the material’s identity, 

viewing clay’s potential not in stability but in transformation. This approach is not 

just an aesthetic choice but also a practical one. In her article Beyond the Studio, 

Cummings shares how, after graduation, financial constraints prevented her from 

setting up a permanent studio. She realized that firing clay into permanent objects 

would be a ―misuse‖ of her limited resources. Instead, she started producing 

temporary sculptures using nothing more than ―a bucket, a piece of wood, some 

clay, and time‖ (Cummings, 2018). Here, clay is not just a material to be shaped 

and discarded but an active participant in the process, acting in its own right. 
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Over time, Cummings’ work evolved into site-specific, temporary, and portable 

forms. Instead of working in a fixed studio, she transports her materials with her, 

creating wherever she goes. This mobile, nomadic approach offers, in her words, ―a 

personal space and freedom independent of physical location—a way of thinking 

through clay‖ (Cummings, 2018). This nomadic approach not only expands the 

practical boundaries of her work but also creates a narrative framework that 

matches the transient nature of clay.  

What stands out in Cummings’ work is not only her relationship with clay but also 

her fascination with botanical forms. Plant morphology frequently appear in her 

sculptures, yet these forms do not function as purely aesthetic references. The 

historical, cultural, and physical context of the site in which the work is produced 

also shapes its form. Cummings is not just focused on making visually appealing 

objects; she aims to create pieces that speak to the spaces they occupy, that embody 

multi-layered meanings, and that challenge the ideas of permanence and 

impermanence. 

 

 

Figure 1. Phoebe Cummings, Ornamental Chronology, unfired ceramic clay, string, and wire 

construction, 2019 (Cummings, 2019). 

Cummings’ Ornamental Chronology, created in 2019 at MeĢher Art Gallery as part 

of Beyond the Vessel—which also marked the gallery's opening exhibition 

(Cummings, 2019)—is one of the most compelling examples reflecting the artist’s 

characteristic mode of production. The work is a composition of numerous 

botanical forms, hand- and mold-shaped, supported by string, and deliberately left 

unfired, thus destined to perish over time. 

Structurally and conceptually, it bears similarities to her 2015 installation 

Production Line. In both works, a single taut string serves as the primary axis, with 

the exhibited forms created from five different clay bodies of varying colors and 

properties. By combining botanical and decorative elements, this linear 
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arrangement spatially articulates the idea of the linear flow of time. At the end of 

the exhibition, the string is cut, causing the work to collapse to the ground; in this 

way, the disappearance of the object a key part of the exhibition’s conceptual 

framework. 

Cummings situates the tension in the string in a position perceptible to viewers, 

connecting it to the ongoing possibility of the work collapsing. She also notes that 

the physical struggle of the string to bear the weight of the wet clay is an 

inseparable element of the piece (Canbolat, 2021). 

The artist remarks that within the academic system, the concept of the studio in 

ceramic production has been rendered almost a compulsory norm, with the 

perception—particularly in material-based disciplines such as ceramics—that 

producing without a studio is nearly impossible. She recalls that after graduation, 

she also aimed to set up a studio; however, after experiencing a severe financial 

collapse, this goal increasingly felt like an elitist and exclusionary privilege. The 

further she distancing herself from the idea of a fixed studio, the more her objects 

began to take on ―fugitive‖ qualities—becoming temporary, open to transformation, 

and quietly disappearing. 

This conceptual shift is most clearly articulated in her fountain installation for the 

Woman’s Hour Craft Prize exhibition at the Victoria and Albert Museum, which 

was gradually eroded over six-month period by water trickling for a few minutes 

each day. With this work, Cummings draws attention both to the inherent nature of 

the material and to the power of time in shaping form (Cummings, 2018). 

 

 

Figure 2. Phoebe Cummings, Triumph of the Immaterial, unfired ceramic clay, plastic water reservoir, 

2017 (Cummings, 2017). 

While participating in the artist-in-residence program at the V&A Museum in 2010, 

Cummings drew inspiration for her works from the museum’s collection. She 

explains that from the moment she encountered the Meissen Fountain in the 

collection, she started imagining creating a melting fountain. The Meissen Fountain 

is based on classical mythology, which in turn inspired the title of her work, 
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Triumph of the Immaterial (Cummings, 2017). The piece consists of intricately 

detailed botanical forms, shaped both by hand and with molds—elements 

characteristic of the artist’s practice—and looks like a real plant arrangement. To 

allow the dry clay form to completely dissolve, like in some of her other works, she 

avoided using any supporting internal structure.  

This was also her first work created using running water. A plinth was designed to 

hide the water and pump, and the dissolution process was documented with photos 

and video, enabling the work to be shown in future exhibitions (Laura, 2017). 

Nocturne holds an important place in revealing the processes and subtexts behind 

Cummings’ works. Although she usually constructs her pieces directly inside the 

exhibition space, she says that becoming a mother significantly changed her 

working method. At that time, unable to be away from home for long periods, she 

produced the molds and parts of Nocturne over a month at home, then assembled 

the work in the gallery over four days. 

 

Figure 3. Phoebe Cummings, Nocturne, unfired ceramic clay and wire construction, 2016. (Cummings, 

2016). 

Cummings’ installation Nocturne was presented in 2016 at Airspace Gallery in 

Stoke-on-Trent as part of the Women’s Work exhibition. The exhibition highlighted 

the often-invisible labor of women in pottery and in production spaces like the 

home and the factory. Cummings’ work provides a conceptual framework that 

references both the women’s labor in her own family history. and her personal 

periods of production. All components of the installation were produced at the 

artist’s home during nighttime hours while her children slept. The clay flowers 

symbolize night-blooming species from different regions, thereby forming a strong 
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symbolic connection between nocturnal creation and the biological cycles of these 

plants. Nocturne offers a multilayered narrative not only through its botanical 

references but also through its exploration of themes of time, labor, and invisibility. 

In her site-specific installations, Cummings tends to configure historical objects and 

images not just as visual material but as tools for conceptual inquiry. Her 

installation After the Death of the Bear (Cummings, 2013) was created for the 

British Ceramics Biennial, where she re-created—the use of temporary clay 

forms—the scene depicted on a blue-and-white porcelain plate produced by Spode 

(Andreoletti, 2019) inside the closed Spode factory. Designed on a scale that invited 

viewers to physically step into the space, the installation was housed in a 

polyethylene structure and placed alongside the original plate, forming a duality that 

was both material and conceptual (Cummings, 2015).  

In this piece, the artist reveals not only a reproduction of a historical image but also 

the breakdown of industrial production, the transformation of cultural memory, and 

the complex relationship between ceramic material and ephemerality. The unfired 

clay, which frustrates expectations of permanence, becomes a delicate symbol of 

both production and cultural representation. In doing so, Cummings treats material 

not just as a visual element but as a narrative medium interwoven with time, 

history, and place. 

 

Figure 4. Phoebe Cummings, After the Death of the Bear, unfired clay, string, wire, wood, and 

polyethylene construction, 2013 (Cummings, 2013). 

Figure 5. Spode Factory-produced porcelain plate, Death of a Bear, 1819–1822 (Andreolettı ,           2019). 

 

The large-scale reconstruction of the scene depicted on the plate posed a new 

challenge for Cummings’ practice, both technically and conceptually. After the 

Death of the Bear offers multilayered content not only through its realization within 

the premises of a closed factory but also through staging, in temporary clay forms, 

the narrative from one of that factory’s historical productions—the porcelain plate. 
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The work forges a connection between the void left behind by industrialization, the 

cultural legacy of colonial representations, and tragic events that have left their 

mark on local memory. In this context, the association of the plate’s imagery with 

the deaths of bears and elephants belonging to traveling circuses visiting the region 

in the 19th century situates the work within a framework of historical critique. In 

the artist’s own words, ―the closed factory is like the bear and the elephant: they are 

all fallen giants‖ (Cummings, 2015)—a metaphor that signifies both a critique of 

industrial decline and of the objectified representations of animals. 

 

Figure 6. Phoebe Cummings, After the Death of the Bear, unfired ceramic clay construction and glaze 

sieve, 2010 (Cummings. 2010). 

Cummings first encountered the design of the porcelain plate in the collection of the 

Victoria & Albert Museum during her residency there. This encounter led her to 

produce a small-scale reproduction on a glaze sieve she found in her studio—about 

the size of the plate (Cummings, 2010). She explains that the six months she spent 

at the V&A not only allowed her to examine objects but also to interpret their 

historical and cultural layers. The surface textures of the objects she studied in the 

museum’s collections, along with the pattern arrangements on ceramic plates, 

served as starting points for her later work in form-making. During this process, her 

initial experimental explorations began to develop—seeking ways to create surface 

effects that resembled grass or fur by shaping clay passed through a sieve 

(Cummings, 2015). 
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One of the most extensive projects Cummings has completed with these hand-

crafted textures was a nine-meter installation exhibited in 2013 at the University of 

Hawaii Art Gallery (Cummings, 2013). In this work, she also maintained her usual 

process, attaching small handmade clay pieces to a string-and-wire structure. This, 

her largest work to date, was produced collaboratively over a three-week period, 

involving not only ceramics students but also a diverse group of students from 

various disciplines across the university. Throughout this process, the gallery 

became more than just an exhibition space—it turned into an accessible production 

area for everyone. As a result, the traditional assumptions of the studio as an 

isolated place for art-making, the artist as the sole authority, and the gallery as only 

a place to show finished works were actively challenged in practice (Cummings, 

2018). 

 

Figure 7. Phoebe Cummings, Cella, unfired ceramic clay, string, and wire construction, 2013 

(Cummings. 2013). 

In her Cella installation, the artist states that she aimed to evoke in the viewer a 

sensation of ―being within the material.‖ This intention is encapsulated in the 

question: ―What does it feel like to have one and a half tons of clay above your 

head?‖ For Cummings, this scale provided not only a physical experience but also a 

psychological one. The dimensions of the work and the fact that its production was 
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carried out collectively meant she could not directly oversee every stage; however, 

this process gave her a different kind of awareness and a richer experience of 

production. The installation’s surface was covered with textures created by passing 

ceramic clay through fine wire mesh, resulting in over 250,000 individual 

handmade texture pieces. Cummings describes this process as ―something like 

insect activity or industrial production‖ because it was both collective and highly 

labor-intensive. She notes that the time spent making the work, along with its 

physical mass, created a sort of ―transfer of energy‖ and a ―sense of weight‖ 

(Preece, 2013).  

Furthermore, Cella materialized, through the viewer’s experience, the concept of 

gravity that had drawn Cummings’ attention in previous projects. In this context, 

the artist created an environment where the audience could physically interact with 

the work: the space, made from locally sourced, iron-rich red clay, not only 

referenced the earth but also heightened bodily awareness by positioning the viewer 

beneath the mass (Cummings, 2015). 

Conclusion 

Phoebe Cummings’ artistic practice transcends the notion of a craft that only shapes 

ceramic clay, evolving instead into an intellectual dialogue with the material’s 

transience. She positions herself not just as a ―ceramic artist‖ but as a person who 

thinks and produces with clay. This approach brings with it a process-oriented, 

layered, and conceptually rich mode of production that is not solely about achieving 

visual perfection. When considering the full stages of planning, construction, 

recording, and documenting, Cummings’ works stand out as integrated structures in 

which time and effort are just as visible as surface appearance. 

As the artist has emphasized in her writings, her ambivalence toward visual 

permanence also brings forward alternative strategies of memory in relation to her 

works. Her consideration of recording her pieces not only through visual 

documentation but also through written texts reflects a quest to leave a more 

personal and subjective impression in the viewer’s memory. By presenting forms 

that dissolve and disappear within gallery spaces, she takes a critical stance toward 

the boundaries between what is visible and what is lost in art. This approach 

redefines not only the material but also the boundaries of the relationships between 

the artist, the artwork, and the audience. Texts describing a non-visual practice can 

evoke different fictions in each reader’s mind, emphasizing the subjective and 

diverse nature of the art experience. 

Cummings’ practice poses significant questions about the role of unfired clay in 

ceramic art. The use of clay without firing directly conflicts with established 

academic and technical norms Cummings’ practice poses significant questions 

about the role of unfired clay in ceramic art. Using clay without firing directly 

conflicts with established academic and technical standards in the field. Unlike the 
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traditional approach to ceramic education—defined by formal integrity, technical 

precision, and permanence—her method, which embraces transience, highlights the 

delicate nature of clay both aesthetically and conceptually. Unfired clay, with its 

ability to be reshaped, its openness to endless transformation, and formal integrity, 

technical precision, and permanence—her method, which embraces transience, 

reveals the fragile nature of clay both aesthetically and conceptually. Unfired clay, 

with its capacity for reshaping, its openness to infinite transformation, and its 

material impermanence, functions not only as a medium but also as a tool for 

thinking. This perspective redefines ceramic material not just as a technical element 

but as a sustainable, ecological, and interdisciplinary artistic environment. The 

untransportable or uncommodifiable nature of unfired forms situates them outside 

the realms of collecting and the art market, emphasizing the experiential aspect of 

the artwork. Therefore, Cummings’ practice centers on the temporary and fragile 

relationship established with the viewer rather than the economic circulation of the 

art object. 

In conclusion, Phoebe Cummings’ practice provides a framework for rethinking 

entrenched concepts in ceramic art such as permanence, visuality, and objecthood. 

By moving beyond the act of firing, this mode of production—open to time, 

transformation, and disappearance—presents a radical, visionary example of the 

possible future paths’ ceramics might take. 
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Introduction 

Since the late 20th century, the relationship between art and nature has undergone a 

significant transformation, both thematically and materially. Influenced by 

approaches such as eco-art, bio-art, and sustainable art, this transformation has 

paved the way for production methods that are more integrated with nature, 

temporary, and environmentally conscious. These new methods, which question the 

permanence of the art object, place processes, transformation, and susceptibility to 

decay. In this context, seeking materials that establish a symbiotic relationship with 

nature has become an expression of ecological sensitivity and a new aesthetic 

understanding (Weintraub, 2012). 

Ceramic art has also been influenced by this transformation; with its historical 

connection to the earth and its inherent openness to processes of transformation, it 

offers significant potential for ecological art. The development of biodegradable 

materials in disciplines such as medicine and engineering has paved the way for 

new material research in ceramic art that focuses on temporary and nature-

integrated forms. In the context of the 21st-century environmental crisis, climate 

change, and sustainability debates, clays that are unfired or stabilized at low 

temperatures and enriched with organic additives such as starch, fungi, paper fiber, 

algae, and flax have emerged as a unique artistic language. These works question 

the materiality and permanence of ceramics while enabling the creation of forms 

that are temporary, transformable, and in active harmony with nature. 

This chapter examines the role, material characteristics, and aesthetic potential of 

biodegradable ceramics in contemporary art through a review of literature, artist 

case studies, and selected exhibition projects. The study aims to analyze temporary 

and symbiotic material approaches in ceramic art in a multi-layered way, addressing 

both technical and conceptual dimensions. 
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Temporality, Solubility and Material Approaches Engaging with Nature in 

Art 

In contemporary art practices, the reinterpretation of technical terms has become 

increasingly common. In this context, a technical material property such as 

biodegradability is viewed not just as a chemical process but also as a shared 

metaphor for temporality, transformation, dissolution over time, and integration into 

nature. However, in such conceptual shifts, the most important point is to avoid 

reducing the technical meaning of terms to their artistic use, and instead to examine 

them alongside their critical differences. 

Within the scope of this study, the term ―biodegradability‖ is discussed not through 

examples adhering strictly to its scientific definition, but within the context of 

process-oriented production practices rooted in the artist’s ethical and material 

relationship with nature. The proposed conceptual framework may sometimes be 

expressed with terms like ―aesthetics of dissolution‖ or ―aesthetics of temporality,‖ 

centered around structures that can dissolve in nature or physically deteriorate over 

time. 

At a technical level, the concept of biodegradability refers to the capacity of a 

material to be broken down by naturally occurring microorganisms, such as bacteria 

or fungi, into environmentally harmless components (Tian & Bilal, 2020; Joutey et 

al., 2013). The speed and manner of this process can vary depending on the 

chemical composition of the material, temperature, humidity, and other 

environmental conditions. International organizations like the European Union state 

that for a material to be considered biodegradable, it must decompose by 90% 

within six months under natural conditions. However, this definition is not 

applicable to high-fired ceramic materials. 

Indeed, in the realm of ceramic art, most structures referred to as ―biodegradable‖ 

are technically biosoluble rather than truly biodegradable. Most ceramics, 

particularly traditional porcelain or stoneware types, are resistant to microbial 

breakdown in nature. In contrast, unfired or low-temperature-stabilized clays 

enriched with natural binders such as starch, lignin, and cellulose have structures 

that are open to dissolution and gradual deterioration. Artists working with these 

materials reveal not only environmental awareness but also an intent to create a 

temporary, symbiotic relationship with nature. 

Such productions establish strong connections with contemporary art theories such 

as Process Art, Ecological Aesthetics, and New Materialism. In particular, Jane 

Bennett’s concept of ―vibrant matter‖ enables the art object to be considered not as 

a static entity, but as something that moves, changes, and lives over time (Bennett, 

2010). The cracking of clay, its resistance to drying, or its dissolution are not merely 

physical transformations; they also reflect the artist’s ethical relationship with the 

material.  



CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE | 79 

Therefore, the aesthetic approach focused on dissolution and temporality discussed 

here is based not on strict technical classification, but on the material’s potential to 

integrate into nature during production, on a form that embraces eventual 

disappearance, and on an ethical understanding attentive to material processes. The 

concept is considered less as a property of the material itself than as a conceptual 

proposal that art can establish a symbiotic relationship with nature. 

This transformation-oriented aesthetic understanding encompasses not only a visual 

connection with nature but also an ontological approach in which nature actively 

participates as a collaborator in the art-making process. At this point, Baruch 

Spinoza’s conception of nature offers deeper insight. According to Spinoza, nature 

is identical with God and constitutes an infinite system of existence composed of 

different modes of a single substance (Balanuye, 2019). This perspective positions 

the artist not as a subject separate from nature but as part of nature itself. Biosoluble 

ceramic practices, in this context, can be seen as artistic processes that align with 

the principles of spontaneity and continuity inherent in nature, beyond human 

control. The cracking, dissolving, or deterioration of the material over time is not 

due to the artist’s dominance over nature, but rather a result of creating in harmony 

with it. Spinoza’s perspective of individual beings as modes of a whole makes the 

boundaries between clay and natural processes permeable. Therefore, clay becomes 

more than just a material capable of being transformed into an aesthetic form; it 

becomes an expression of a collaborative process involving nature, time, and 

existence. 

In conclusion, approaches examined within the framework of the aesthetics of 

temporality and dissolution highlight not only formal exploration but also the 

ethical aspects of production processes, environmental awareness, and the material 

dialogue established with nature. These ceramics should be understood as part of an 

artistic perspective that values perishability over permanence, process over finality, 

and dynamism over objecthood. 

Soluble Structures and Temporary Forms: The Search for Nature-Compatible 

Materials in Ceramic Art 

In recent years, the use of ceramic materials that embrace temporality, interaction 

with nature, and openness to transformation has garnered increasing interest in both 

the fields of art and materials science. This approach represents a shift from 

traditional ceramic production processes toward practices that prioritize 

impermanence over permanence, establish symbiotic relationships with nature, and 

align with sustainable modes of production. In the literature, this transformation is 

discussed under headings such as ―sustainable art,‖ ―ephemeral art,‖ and 

―environmentally compatible material explorations.‖ 

Contemporary ceramic practices developed at the intersection of art, technology, 

and ecology have become a multidimensional field of production that encompasses 
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not only aesthetics but also functional, environmental, and ethical considerations. 

New-generation ceramic material approaches within this framework focus on 

nature-compatible compositions and are rethought to address the artist’s 

environmental and social responsibilities. In particular, interdisciplinary approaches 

within the concept of ―functional ceramics‖ make it possible for art to produce both 

aesthetic and social value in its connection with everyday life (Aytepe Serinsu, 

2024). 

The use of temporary and naturally soluble materials in ceramic art is evaluated not 

only from the perspective of environmental sustainability but also for its aesthetic, 

conceptual, and experimental potential. Artists employ such materials to create 

visual responses to concepts such as ―dissolution,‖ ―incompleteness,‖ 

―disappearance,‖ and ―decay over time.‖ In this view, the process is just as 

important as the outcome. The cracking, disintegration, or dissolution of the work 

over time becomes an integral part of the artistic practice. This approach aligns 

closely with the concept of slow art, which structures the interaction with the viewer 

not around speed but around attention, awareness, and an experience extended over 

time. Soluble ceramic structures, in this sense, offer the viewer not only an aesthetic 

impression but also the opportunity to observe the cycles of nature. 

This transformation in ceramic art also interacts with technical fields. In disciplines 

such as medicine, packaging, and construction, ceramic parts that can dissolve 

naturally are being developed with goals of biocompatibility, renewability, and low 

environmental impact. For example, calcium phosphate ceramics are used in 

biomedical settings such as bone and tissue regeneration, where their gradual 

dissolution enables a form transformation compatible with the human body (Hench, 

1991; Al-Kattan et al., 2021). Similarly, in packaging, soluble ceramic coatings 

developed as alternatives to single-use plastics provide innovative solutions for food 

storage (Jamshidian et al., 2010). In construction, ceramic-based materials with a 

small carbon footprint are used in areas such as wall panels, insulation, and water 

purification systems (AktaĢ & Aras, 2020). 

Although these technical advancements are not directly connected to artistic 

production, they open new ways for artists to think about materials. Traditionally 

seen as permanent, ceramics are being reinterpreted through these new material 

explorations in relation to temporality, transformation, and decay. For ceramic 

artists, this is more than just choosing materials; it’s about building an ethical 

relationship with nature—an understanding in which the process rather than the 

object, is aestheticized. 

In this context, temporary, nature-soluble, or time-transforming ceramic structures 

shift art from an object-making practice toward a processual experience, a state of 

witnessing transformation. The following section will discuss artist examples and 
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projects that reflect this understanding, within the framework of the aesthetics of 

dissolution and temporality. 

Dissolution And Non-Interventional Processes: The Aesthetic Potential of Clay 

The ceramic-based art practices discussed in this section involve works created 

using only the natural dissolving and fragile qualities of unfired clay, without any 

additives. In this approach, the material is used in a way that remains faithful to its 

inherent nature, without chemical transformation. The form is left open to crack 

over time, drying into fragments, and eventually dissolve back into the nature. 

Therefore, these pieces represent one of the least interventionists and most open 

relationships between ceramics and nature. 

 

Figure 1. Danijela Pivašević-Tenner, Do You Know What’s Behind?, 2018. Unfired red clay, found 

objects, variable dimensions. Indian Ceramics Triennale, Jaipur, India. (Pivašević-Tenner, 2018). 

Danijela Pivašević-Tenner’s installation Do You Know What’s Behind? (2018) is 

one of the most direct examples of temporary form strategies developed in 

contemporary ceramic art, serving as a counterpoint to permanence (Figure 1). 

Exhibited at the Indian Ceramics Triennale, the work begins with arranging 

everyday objects into a living room setting. The artist collected furniture and objects 

from local residents and assembled them into this constructed scene; she then 

covered the entire arrangement with unfired local red clay slip. 

This thin, unfired clay layer applied to the surface gradually cracks, flakes, and 

disintegrates over time. However, this ―decay‖ is not a random process of 

deterioration but a consciously planned aesthetic strategy. In this work, Pivašević-

Tenner uses ceramics not as a coating in the conventional sense, but as a skin 

oriented toward dissolution. The transformation of the surface involves not only a 

physical change but also a conceptual shift: this room is no longer a fixed space but 

has become a structure intertwined with time, dissolving and gradually erasing its 

own visual memory. Through this approach, the artist questions not only the 

transience of form but also the high energy consumption and fetishization of 
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permanence associated with industrial ceramic production. There is no firing; there 

is no energy input; there is no finished product. What remains is only a structure left 

to disintegrate over time, along with the sense of witnessing this process that it 

evokes in the viewer. In this sense, Do You Know What’s Behind? is one of the rare 

works in which decay operates not as a formal flaw but as an ethical choice. 

Pivašević-Tenner’s practice is not just nature-focused but rooted in an 

understanding that evolves with nature, creating permeability between the work and 

its environment. She redefines ceramics not as fixed objects, but as layers open to 

dissolution. With technical restraint and conceptual subtlety, this work stands as one 

of the key examples in contemporary ceramics that turn temporality and dissolution 

into an aesthetic strategy. 

 

Figure 2. Walter McConnell, Regarding the Curved Earth, 2019. Raw terracotta, plastic sheeting, 

variable dimensions. Benyamini Contemporary Ceramics Center, Tel Aviv, Israel (McConnell, 2019). 

American artist Walter McConnell focuses on how unfired clay responds naturally 

to environmental processes, making this the core of his experimental approach to 

ceramic material. His 2019 installation, Regarding the Curved Earth, exhibited at 

the Benyamini Contemporary Ceramics Center in Tel Aviv, treats clay not just as a 

visual element but also as an ecological and temporal actor (Figure 2). 

In this project, McConnell covers large-scale terracotta forms with transparent 

plastic sheeting, creating an artificial microclimate that retains moisture inside. This 

causes the clay to behave as it would in a natural environment—cracking over time, 

resisting drying, and gradually dissolving. However, this deterioration isn’t 

uncontrolled disintegration; it’s a slowed, visible, and aesthetic process of 

transformation. The artist’s goal isn’t to produce a fixed, fired ceramic form but to 

showcase the vital dynamism of the material in contact with nature. 

The unfired clay McConnell employs offers a counter-proposal to high-fired, fixed 

traditional ceramics. Here, the material is open to change; it moves with 

environmental conditions, loses its formal boundaries, and ultimately ceases to be 



CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE | 83 

an art object, becoming instead a processual organism. The transparent covering 

creates an interface that physically illustrates the permeability between nature and 

the artwork—simultaneously protecting and exposing, containing and revealing. 

Regarding The Curved Earth, it invites the viewer not to witness a finished form but 

to observe the slow choreography of dissolution. In this way, McConnell reverses 

the conventional understanding of ceramic form, aestheticizing not permanence but 

the inevitability of change. This work stands as a powerful example of 

ephemerality, in which the energy of the material is brought to the surface and time, 

moisture, cracking, and resistance become active agents in the work. 

Dissolution and Non-Interventional Processes: The Aesthetic Potential of 

Organically Modified Clay 

American artist Rebecca Hutchinson creates her ceramic language from temporary, 

lightweight, and soluble structures inspired by natural growth, decay, and 

regeneration processes. Using processed, locally sourced materials like paper clay, 

recycled fibers, plant fibers, and natural waste, she creates site-specific installations 

that gradually deteriorate over time. These structures embrace impermanence not 

only in their formal qualities but also as an expression of admiration for the 

dynamic functioning of ecosystems, embodying both biological and aesthetic 

transience. 

Hutchinson’s creative process does not imitate nature; instead, it references its 

structural logic and rhythms of transformation. The materials she employs are left 

unfired; the forms dry at room temperature, gradually cracking, collapsing, and 

disappearing. In this approach, the material is regarded not just as a carrier of form 

but as a living component that changes over time. Each structure produces meaning 

not only in its state of existence but also throughout its process of disappearance. 

Her approach inverts the concepts traditionally dominant in ceramic aesthetics—

permanence, durability, and the wholeness of form. In her works, the structures are 

not fixed; they resemble organisms capable of dissolving, releasing themselves, and 

reintegrating into nature, much like ecological behaviors. Particularly in her site-

specific installations, the boundary between the work and its environment becomes 

blurred; the art object becomes not only something to be looked at but also an 

element actively participating in an environmental process. 

Her installation Re-Generation exemplifies this approach. Composed of paper clay, 

recycled book pages, willow branches, and various organic materials, the work 

reflects the cyclical balance inherent in nature at both a formal and processual level. 

Here, Hutchinson develops an artistic language that incorporates disappearance as 

part of its vocabulary. As the work transforms over time, it dissolves both 

physically and conceptually, offering viewers not only an aesthetic image but also 

the opportunity to witness the cyclical nature of the natural world. 
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Figure 3. Rebecca Hutchinson, Re-Generation installation and detail, 2022. Everson Museum of Art, 

Syracuse, NY. Unfired paper clay, recycled book pages, willow branch, India ink, organic materials, 

488 × 1006 × 366 cm. Photo: Rebecca Hutchinson. (Hutchinson, 2022). 

Rebecca Hutchinson’s installation Re-Generation (2022) is a striking ceramic 

interpretation that explores nature’s cyclical structure and the processes of growth 

and renewal through site-specific, temporary forms (Figure 3). Exhibited at the 

Everson Museum of Art, this large-scale work is composed of unfired paper clay, 

recycled book pages, willow branches, India ink, and various organic materials. The 

cocoon-like suspended forms that Hutchinson creates resemble an organism with 

the potential for transformation on both physical and conceptual levels. 

The materials used here were selected not only to create an aesthetic form but also 

to develop a surface logic that is open to dissolution and gradual change over time. 

The artist creates a language of making that rejects the permanence of traditional 

high-fired ceramics, instead embracing the transience of form and its integration 

with natural processes. The intentional combination of industrial waste and natural 

fibers ensures that the work is not only environmentally conscious but also attuned 

to the cyclical rhythms of nature. 

Re-Generation resembles an aesthetic organism based on disappearance rather than 

a fixed form. In this sense, Hutchinson’s approach positions ceramic material not 

just as a tool for object-making, but objects as a carrier of a process-driven way of 

thinking. The decay or disintegration of the work does not signal the loss of 

meaning; rather, it continues to generate meaning. This perspective offers a 

compelling example of contemporary ceramic aesthetics that regard nature not 

merely as a source of inspiration but as a simultaneous collaborator. 
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Figure 4. Bioceramics process: Ground eggshell – mold forming – raw material (Nudel, 2023). 

Cynthia Nudel’s project Biocerámica represents a critical approach to traditional 

ceramics on both technical and ethical issues (Figure 4). The material developed by 

the artist includes natural elements such as waste eggshells sourced from local 

producers and algae, which serve as a substitute for clay. This mixture dries at room 

temperature through a kiln-free, using a low-energy process; in doing so, it not only 

minimizes the carbon footprint during production but also holds the potential for 

complete biological integration with nature. 

According to the artist, this production process was ―born out of the conflict 

between a love for craftsmanship and environmental responsibility‖ and has 

evolved into a tangible solution space through eco-friendly biomaterial research 

(Nudel, 2023). In this sense, Biocerámica is significant not only for its material 

innovation but also for the ethical transformation in the relationship established with 

the material. Although the material Nudel uses differs technically from classical 

ceramic bodies, the production method, formal language, and conceptual 

background place these works among examples that expand ceramic thinking 

beyond clay. Here, the main concern is not what the material is, but how it is 

sourced, what it represents, and how it relates to nature.  

Biocerámica demonstrates that in contemporary ceramic art, the relationship with 

matter can constitute an ethical inquiry that precedes form. Due to its conceptual 

strength and practical application, Nudel’s work has been selected as a case study 

within the scope of this research. 

Conclusion 

Ceramic practices that engage with nature represent a powerful transformation in 

contemporary art, aiming to address urgent issues such as sustainability and 

environmental consciousness. The examples discussed in this article challenge 

traditional understanding of permanence in ceramics by emphasizing process, 

transformation, and symbiotic relationships with nature as key elements of artistic 

value. 
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The natural solubility of unfired clay or kiln-free biomaterials developed with 

organic additives not only reduces environmental impact but also redefines the life 

cycle of the artwork. Artists such as Danijela Pivašević-Tenner and Walter 

McConnell create temporary forms that change over time using materials open to 

dissolution in nature, while artists like Rebecca Hutchinson and Cynthia Nudel 

transform waste materials, such as paper, eggshells, and algae— into artistic media, 

embracing zero-waste and circular production principles. These practices should be 

regarded not only as technical innovations but also as ethical and political positions.  

Such approaches invite the viewer not to encounter a completed ―work‖ but to 

witness a process of transformation. In doing so, art becomes not merely a form but 

a process that changes over time, dissolves, disappears, and moves in harmony with 

nature. This aligns with the concept of slow art, enabling the viewer to engage with 

the work in a more conscious, prolonged, and reflective manner. In conclusion, the 

biodegradable approaches examined in this study go beyond technique, enabling a 

reconsideration of the material, aesthetic, and ethical boundaries of ceramics. 

Ceramics are thus redefined not just as a production method of shaping form, but as 

a creative practice intertwined with nature, oriented toward transformation, and 

attentive to environmental responsibility. When viewed ontologically, these 

practices become not only about the solubility of materials but also about a 

philosophical gesture toward coexisting with nature. In the future, the broader 

adoption of such materials in both artistic and industrial applications will further 

highlight the role of art in ecological transformation. This reminds us that artistic 

expression should serve not only beauty but also the responsibilities of life itself. 
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Introduction 

The concept of form in art history holds a profound significance, not merely as a 

visual element, but as a fundamental pillar in ontological, epistemological, and 

aesthetic realms. In the Ancient Greek philosophy, Plato viewed form as the 

embodiment of unchanging ideas, while Aristotle linked it to the inherent essence of 

matter. The Renaissance era saw form as a conduit for a human-centric 

comprehension, symbolizing order, proportion, and harmony. The 20th century 

witnessed form gaining independent value within modernist aesthetics, a notion that 

was later challenged and dismantled by postmodern discourses. 

Georges Bataille’s concept of formlessness, introduced in 1929, dissolved the 

categories that define form and meaning, subverting the classificatory systems of 

order. His approach disrupted the coherence of thought systems and posed a critical 

stance against conventional structures of meaning, challenging us to rethink our 

understanding of form. In their seminal work Formless: A User’s Guide (1997), 

Rosalind Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois revisited the notion of formlessness within the 

context of contemporary art theory. They redefined the concept through four 

theoretical operations—horizontality, base materialism, pulse, and entropy—thus 

transforming formlessness into a conceptual tool that allows for the reinterpretation 

of contemporary artistic practices. 

Ceramic art, with its unique ability to express formlessness, provides a rich ground 

for exploring the relationships between form, material, and process. This study aims 

to examine how the notion of formlessness manifests in contemporary ceramic art 

by focusing on the four operational categories proposed by Krauss and Bois, based 

on Georges Bataille’s philosophical framework. In this context, selected works 

from contemporary ceramic art are analyzed through the lens of Krauss and Bois’s 

theoretical model, thereby reassessing the relationship between ceramic practices 

and critical contemporary discourses. 
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The Theoretical Background of The Concept of “Formlessness” 

French writer, sociologist, anthropologist, and philosopher Georges Bataille (1897–

1962) garnered significant attention in the early 20th century for his 

interdisciplinary work spanning philosophy, sociology, economics, art history, and 

literary criticism. His intellectual trajectory—centered on concepts such as 

irrationality, violence, the sacred, and transgression—distinguished him as a unique 

figure, diverging from both the intellectual climate of his time and the Surrealist 

movement. One of the key platforms where this philosophical rupture took form 

was the journal Documents, published between 1929 and 1931 in collaboration with 

dissident Surrealists such as Michel Leiris (Ades & Baker, 2006). Bringing together 

poetry, sociology, photography, sculpture, music, archaeology, and painting, 

Documents served as an experimental site where Bataille developed his 

―paradoxical philosophy,‖ particularly through the production of subversive 

imagery that deliberately unsettled viewers and disrupted aesthetic and social norms 

(Noys, 2000). 

Bataille’s distancing from the Surrealist movement—especially from its rationalist 

thought structure and aesthetic norms—became apparent not only at the level of 

imagery but also within conceptual domains. This stance materialized most notably 

in the Critical Dictionary (Dictionnaire Critique), which he co-edited with Leiris 

for Documents. Subverting the definitional and stabilizing function of the classical 

dictionary, this experimental lexicon treated concepts in relation to their cultural 

functions and effects. A central focus of this approach was the notion of 

formlessness (l’informe). For Bataille, formlessness is a concept that displaces 

things from their established positions, dragging them downward and dismantling 

fixed, hierarchical systems of meaning. Rather than being something that can be 

clearly defined, formlessness operates as a force that disrupts classificatory 

structures and dissolves order (Ades & Baker, 2006). In this sense, it stands in 

opposition to the sublime, the ideal, and the formed—aligning instead with the 

lowly, the chaotic, and the disordered. 
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Figure 1. Édouard Manet, Olympia, oil on canvas, 130.5 × 191 cm, 1863, Musée d'Orsay, Paris 

(Zaczek & Zelazko, 2023). 

Bataille’s understanding of formlessness was not confined to the philosophical 

realm; he himself concretized the concept through specific examples from art 

history. In this context, he interpreted Édouard Manet’s Olympia (1863) as an early 

and disruptive representation of formlessness in the history of modern art (Figure 

1). According to Bataille, this work deliberately disrupted the harmony traditionally 

established between form and content in classical art, thereby overturning the 

viewer’s aesthetic expectations. Rather than depicting mythological or idealized 

forms of nudity, the composition features a realist female figure with a direct gaze, 

referencing not the sacred or the transcendent, but the ordinary and every day. The 

painting evokes a sense of discomfort and disorder rather than visual pleasure, 

harmony, or wholeness. In doing so, it elicits a feeling of formlessness both 

thematically and perceptually (Bataille, 1955). Through this approach, Bataille 

positioned formlessness not merely as an aesthetic degradation but as a critical 

stance against modernist idealism. 

Bataille’s interpretation of Olympia reveals that aesthetic perception is shaped not 

only by visual arrangement but also by ideological and cultural representations. In 

this sense, formlessness refers not only to the dissolution of form, but also to the 

injection of a ―disruptive‖ reality into representation itself. The classical distance 

between the viewer and the artwork collapses; what is considered sublime, sacred, 

or outside of history is displaced by the immediate and the everyday. Thus, 

Olympia demonstrates that formlessness is not merely an aesthetic disintegration, 

but a conceptual tool for questioning normative values. Bataille’s theorization 

transforms art from a domain of pure aestheticization into a critical field where the 

abject, the marginal, and the unsettling gain visibility at an aesthetic level. 
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Modes of Operation of Formlessness in Contemporary Ceramic Art: Through 

the Approach of Rosalind E. Krauss and Yve-Alain  

Georges Bataille left a profound impact not only on the art and intellectual world of 

his time but also on successive generations of artists, critics, and theorists. Traces of 

this influence are clearly evident in how cultural theorists Rosalind E. Krauss and 

Yve-Alain Bois revived Bataille’s concept of formlessness through the exhibition 

L’Informe: Mode d’Emploi (Formless: A User’s Guide), held at the Centre 

Pompidou in Paris in 1996. In the accompanying exhibition catalogue, Krauss and 

Bois, drawing on Bataille’s ideas, re-theorized the concept of formlessness within 

the context of modern art by identifying four primary modes of operation: 

horizontality, base materialism, pulse, and entropy (Krauss & Bois, 1997). 

Horizontality: According to Krauss and Bois, horizontality is one of the most 

distinct operational modes of formlessness. It is defined as an intervention that 

seeks to displace traditional vertical representational structures—long associated 

with notions of the sublime and elevation (Krauss & Bois, 1997). Within this 

theoretical framework, Georges Bataille’s reflections on the body and abjection 

serve as a central reference point. In his 1929 text Le gros orteil (The Big Toe), 

Bataille develops a critical stance against the idealized notion of verticality by 

focusing on the body’s lowest part—the big toe. This ugly, functional, yet non-

sublime organ is interpreted as the symbolic trace of the repressed—of earth, mud, 

and bodily abjection—within the body (Bataille, 1985). Thus, horizontality 

represents not only a literal shift in orientation but also a symbolic, aesthetic, and 

ideological ―lowering.‖ Bataille’s image of the toe becomes a powerful metaphor 

for formlessness, functioning as a radical intervention against the verticality of 

modernist ideals. 

Krauss and Bois link this conceptual frame to the ruptures of spatial unity in 

modernist art, as seen in Paul Cézanne’s still lifes and Pablo Picasso’s 

transformation of pictorial space into a horizontal writing plane (Krauss & Bois, 

1997). In parallel with this approach, the horizontal orientation of formlessness 

reappears in contemporary ceramic art through distinct aesthetic strategies. In this 

regard, Bouke de Vries and Adrián Villar Rojas exemplify this mode of operation 

through their practices, which challenge both material hierarchy and the stability of 

form, offering contemporary articulations of horizontality within the formless. 
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Figure 2. Bouke de Vries, Dutch Chair, 19th-century Dutch oak chair and porcelain, 540 × 580 × 860 

mm, 2016 (de Vries, n.d.). 

Bouke de Vries’s installation, Dutch Chair, transforms the notion of horizontality 

from a mere physical reorientation into a strategy that operates through the 

ideological dissolution of representation (Figure 2). The artist appropriates a 

massive 19th-century Dutch oak chair—a symbol historically associated with 

authority and vertical power—as a found object. Scattered across this vertical 

emblem are fragments of broken porcelain, which not only expose the fragile nature 

of formal grandeur, prompting reflection, but also subvert cultural hierarchies of 

value. The dispersion of porcelain—typically regarded as a material of high 

worth—across a mundane and utilitarian surface links aesthetically charged objects 

to themes of transience, fragmentation, and dysfunction. De Vries’s intervention, 

which collapses vertical representation and diffuses meaning across a horizontal 

plane, can be interpreted within the framework of Krauss and Bois’s operational 

category of horizontality. 
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Figure 3. Adrián Villar Rojas, El fin de la imaginación (The End of Imagination), 2022. A layered 

composite installation including organic, inorganic, human-made, and machine-made materials; a 

replica of Michelangelo’s David in unfired clay and cement; two sculptures by Mariana Telleria; 

broken LED TV screens displaying the French Republican Calendar; and replicas of Apollo 11 artifacts 

placed on a metal pedestal. Bass Museum of Art, Miami (Blidaru, n.d.). 

The installation El fin de la imaginación (The End of Imagination), featuring 

Argentine artists Adrián Villar Rojas and Mariana Telleria, stands as another 

powerful example of the operation of horizontality, as defined by Krauss and Bois 

within the conceptual framework of Georges Bataille’s theory of formlessness 

(Figure 3). 

While questioning the myth of technological progress, the installation symbolically 

stages the dissolution of human-centered systems of meaning. Rojas’s decayed 

replica of Michelangelo’s David, rendered in unfired clay and cement, physically 

and conceptually pulls down the idealized representation of the human body central 

to Western art. The structure, composed of layered combinations of organic and 

inorganic materials, both human- and machine-made, disrupts historical and 

cultural meaning systems through the use of decayed LED screens, replicas of the 

French Republican Calendar, and Apollo 11 artifacts (Blidaru, n.d.). The collapse of 

the composition onto the floor, rather than its elevation on a plinth, suggests not 

only a formal horizontality but also a symbolic disintegration of representational 

order. This visual narrative displaces the ideal form, replacing it with one that is 

transient, decomposing, dispersed, and uncontrolled. Rojas’s work thus reactivates 

Bataille’s imagery of abjection and decay in a contemporary context, powerfully 

enacting the operation of horizontality within the language of contemporary 

ceramic aesthetics. 

Base Materialism: The concept of base materialism, introduced by Georges 

Bataille, expresses a radical intellectual orientation that opposes idealist tendencies 

to transform matter into ordered, comprehensible, and sublime form. Instead, it 

highlights matter in its lowly, fragmented, and decomposed states. In this view, 

base matter refers to a level of being that resists conceptual structures, remains 

external to human ideals, and destabilizes ontological foundations. Bataille defines 

this materiality as an active force that not only undermines meaning and collapses 
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order but also disrupts the very fabric of traditional aesthetic values, erasing the 

distinction between the ―high‖ and the ―low‖ (Dean, 2025). His position is not 

merely a philosophical critique of materialism but also a stance against aesthetic 

understandings that privilege ideal form. Bataille interprets certain plastic 

representations as material-driven expressions that mock formal domination, disrupt 

traditional meaning through grotesque imagery, and subvert conventional aesthetic 

values (Bataille, 1985). 

Rosalind E. Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois play a crucial role in bringing Bataille's 

concept of base materialism into contemporary art theory. They link Bataille’s 

understanding of base materialism to the concept of formlessness, framing it as a 

strategy that overturns modernist aesthetic order and cultural hierarchies. The 

elevation of the dirty, the transient, the unstable, and the decomposed serves to 

dissolve aesthetic codes and detach the art object from idealized form. In this 

context, base materialism emerges as a distinct mode of operation, particularly 

evident in artistic practices that involve waste, the body, and perishable materials 

(Krauss & Bois, 1997). 

 

Figure 4. Linda Swanson, Templum of a Precious Thing of No Value, A Shapeless Thing of Many 

Shapes, installation, 2020, Gardiner Museum, Toronto (Swanson, 2020). 

One representative example of this approach in contemporary ceramic art is Linda 

Swanson’s installation, Templum of a Precious Thing of No Value, A Shapeless 

Thing of Many Shapes (2020) (Figure 4). In this process-based work, bentonite clay 

interacts with water, gradually cracking, collapsing, and losing its form. Rather than 

engaging with aesthetic value, the piece operates through themes of transience, 

decay, and loss of control. Swanson stages the transformation of a material often 
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considered ―worthless‖ as if it were a sacred ritual—an enactment of what Bataille 

described as ―the exaltation of the base.‖ This artistic strategy aligns closely with 

the operation of base materialism as defined by Krauss and Bois, functioning as a 

direct challenge to modernist aesthetic order through the embrace of material 

instability and devaluation. 

 

Figure 5. Ronghui Wang, Break the Situation, porcelain, 30 × 20 × 90 cm, 2024, 

China (Huasheng, 2025). 

Another manifestation of formlessness aesthetics in contemporary ceramics can be 

observed in Ronghui Wang’s work Break the Situation (2024) (Figure 5). In this 

piece, Wang juxtaposes human-shaped ceramic surfaces with spontaneously 

crystallized salts formed during the firing process, making the tension between 

nature and culture visually explicit. The unpredictable and uncontrollable forms of 

the salt crystals symbolize nature’s inherent resistance and its autonomy, while the 

ceramic form represents humanity’s attempt to dominate and reshape nature. This 

opposition not only functions on an aesthetic level but also offers a conceptual 

critique of anthropocentric perspectives. The ―low‖ and decomposable materials 

Wang employs celebrate, in line with Bataille’s definition, a materiality that is far 

from ideal—temporary and unstable—thus challenging established cultural 

hierarchies of value. In this way, the work emphasizes nature’s resistance to human 

intervention while providing a contemporary and ecological interpretation of the 

idea of formlessness through materiality. 

Pulse: The concept of pulse, as defined by Rosalind E. Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois, 

is one of the four primary modes of operation derived—albeit indirectly—from 

Georges Bataille’s theory of formlessness (l’informe). The initial traces of this 

theoretical framework can be found in Krauss’s earlier works, such as The Optical 

Unconscious (1996) and The Im/Pulse to See (1988), in which vision is approached 

not as a stable, retinal phenomenon, but as a discontinuous process governed by 
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neural and bodily rhythms (Krauss, 1988, 1996). In Formless: A User’s Guide, 

pulse is redefined as an aesthetic strategy that destabilizes form and disrupts the 

continuity of representation through unconscious neurological and bodily responses 

triggered in the viewer (Krauss & Bois, 1997). Conceptually, pulse is not limited to 

a visual element; it can also be understood as a sensorial and temporal field of 

interaction between the artwork and the viewer. 

In contemporary ceramic art, this concept materializes in works shaped at the 

intersection of body, perception, and material—especially in examples where the 

boundaries of form are pushed, and material appears to ―vibrate‖ or dissolve like a 

living organism. 

Colby Parsons’ Materiality of Light series offers a visual and material experience 

based on the interaction between digital imagery and physical matter in 

contemporary ceramic practice (Figure 6). In the work Landscape #1, the artist 

designs the form specifically to interact with a single video projector. The 

projection falls onto the clay surface at various angles, producing distortions in the 

pixel grid. Parsons approaches this pixel texture—an inherent feature of digital 

structure—not merely as a technical artifact but as an aesthetic indicator of 

materiality. In doing so, the convergence of digital image and clay body generates a 

surface effect that is both optically and tactilely pulsating and impenetrable 

(Linnemann, 2015). 

 

Figure 6. Colby Parsons, Landscape #1, video installation (Linnemann, 2015). 

This interaction contains a destabilizing potential that aligns closely with the 

concept of pulse as defined by Krauss and Bois. In the work, the projection 

rhythmically and continuously shifts across the surface, producing a vibrating effect 

on the viewer’s visual perception and interrupting the continuity of form. The 

pixelated textures moving across the fixed clay surface evoke a sense of temporal 

flow and generate bodily awareness. In this respect, Landscape #1 offers a 

contemporary example of pulse as an aesthetic strategy based not only on motion 

but also on neurological and somatic resonance. 

An example that demonstrates how pulse can be understood not only optically but 

also as a tactile and volumetric experience can be found in the works of Anton 

Alvarez. Using The Extruder—a large-scale clay press he co-designed with Jakob 



98 | CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE 

Öhman in 2016—the artist allows clay to find its own form under directed pressure. 

The monumental ceramic structures that emerge from this process blur the 

boundaries between machine-made and handmade production while also breaking 

formal unity and generating a rhythmic yet unstable energy across the surface 

(Tazeoğlu Filiz, 2023). 

 

Figure 7. Anton Alvarez, works titled (1) 0311201510, (2) 1504211739, and (3) 1105211532 from the 

Tight Squeeze exhibition (left to right): glazed stoneware, 153.7 × 14 × 41.9 cm; glazed stoneware, 78.1 

× 38.1 × 43.2 cm; high-fired earthenware, 50.2 × 29.8 × 35.6 cm (Anton Alvarez: Tight Squeeze, 2021). 

The large-scale ceramic works featured in Anton Alvarez’s exhibition Tight 

Squeeze (2023), when viewed through the lens of Krauss and Bois’s concept of 

pulse, generate a powerful effect that destabilizes the perception of form at an 

unconscious level. The rhythmic yet irregular surface movements undermine the 

viewer’s attempt to fix the form. In contrast, the impression of an inner energy 

vibrating through the surface presents form as something processual and transient. 

These structures appeal not only to the retina but also to the nervous system and the 

body, evoking both visual and somatic responses in the viewer. In doing so, they 

create an aesthetic experience that interrupts the continuity of form and erodes the 

boundaries of representation. 

Entropy: The concept of entropy originates from the second law of 

thermodynamics, where it denotes the degree of disorder within a system or the 

measure of the system’s unavailable energy. In the 20th century, Claude Shannon 

incorporated the notion of entropy into information theory, transforming it into a 

tool for measuring uncertainty or information density within transmitted messages 

(Bahadır & Türkmençalıkoğlu, 2021). In Formless: A User’s Guide, Rosalind E. 

Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois adapt the concept of entropy to the field of art, defining 

it as an aesthetic process in which meaning and formal order progressively dissolve, 

and visual systems are drawn toward internal collapse (Krauss & Bois, 1997). In 
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this context, entropy refers not only to the structural disintegration of the art object 

but also to its conceptual decomposition. 

Although the term entropy does not derive directly from Georges Bataille’s 

terminology, it shares a strong intellectual affinity with his concept of formlessness. 

Bataille views artistic practice as a form of play—a play that operates through 

destruction (as cited in Artun, 2022). This destructive and deconstructive approach 

lies at the core of his notion of formlessness. In this respect, entropy offers an 

―aesthetics of dissolution‖ that aligns with the logic of formlessness: a critical 

ground in which visual systems consume themselves, meaning drifts away from the 

center, and form is conceived as being in a constant state of erosion. 

 

Figure 8. Alissa Volchkova, The Beautiful Unperfect, porcelain and plaster, 2016, United Kingdom 

(Rodgers, 2016). 

The dissolution strategy, as defined by Krauss and Bois under the rubric of 

formlessness, finds a strong resonance within contemporary ceramic art. A striking 

example of this transformative approach can be observed in Alissa Volchkova’s 

series The Beautiful Unperfect (2016) (Figure 8). In this work, the artist 

progressively carves into the mold of a classical ceramic form—a vase—with each 

successive casting. As a result, she produces objects that gradually erase the original 

form and become increasingly unrecognizable over time. These works question the 

fixity and reproducibility of form while simultaneously making visible the 

processes of visual disintegration and semantic ambiguity. In this sense, the series 

can be directly associated with what Krauss and Bois describe as the operation of 

entropy. 

Volchkova’s approach to formlessness, as seen in The Beautiful Unperfect, is not 

just about the dissolution of structure. It also paves the way for a new and 

unexpected visuality through the loss of form. This conceptual space, opened up by 

the Beautiful Unperfect, not only points to the process of formal dissolution but also 

to the generative potential of formlessness. The objects in the series, through their 

formal breakdown, semantic dispersion, and structural dysfunction, exemplify an 

entropic aesthetic. These objects and interventions, distanced from functional 

production and stable meaning, make visible the unraveling of the art object from 

coherent formal and content structures. In doing so, they suspend the conditions that 
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render form defined, unified, and representable—revealing the aesthetic impact of 

formlessness. 

This aesthetic of dissolution based on formlessness also manifests in Adam 

Knoche’s series Bleached, in which the artist presents a critical perspective on 

contemporary culture (Figure 9). According to Knoche, the human desire to 

regulate nature and impose control on the environment fundamentally contradicts 

the natural flow of existence (Knoche, 2022). One of the key works in the series, 

Rebrum Entropy, exemplifies a deliberate breakdown of formal stability through 

surface disintegration and structural collapse. Thick glaze flows, deformed textures, 

and incidental cracking disrupt the surface integrity of the piece while 

simultaneously undermining the fixity of meaning. Knoche transforms the 

uncontrollable behavior of the material into a mode of expression: in the process of 

pouring dry ceramic powders into molds and firing them without compaction, the 

object becomes a structure that disintegrates from within—seemingly by its own 

volition. 

 

Figure 9. Adam Knoche, Rebrum Entropy (from the Bleached series), pressed porcelain, pigments, 

glaze; oxidation firing at approx. 1220–1240 °C, 35 × 30 × 30 cm, 2022 

(Knoche, n.d.). 

This processual disintegration corresponds with the concept of ―entropy‖ as defined 

by Krauss and Bois: form dissolves over time, visual order fragments, and meaning 

loses its center. Knoche’s approach constitutes a direct opposition to the modernist 

aesthetic understanding based on pure and ideal form; at the same time, it reveals 
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how formlessness can function as a contemporary aesthetic strategy. Rebrum 

Entropy represents a collapse and dispersal not only on a physical but also on a 

conceptual level. With this feature, it becomes an example that concretizes Georges 

Bataille’s notion of formlessness within the context of contemporary ceramics, in 

which the dissolution of form leads to the destabilization of meaning. 

Conclusion 

The concept of formless (l’informe), developed by Georges Bataille, is more than 

just an aesthetic category; it is a radical critique of established systems of meaning, 

cultural norms, and modernist ideals of art. This approach—which cannot be 

defined, classified, or contained within hierarchical structures—has enabled a 

rethinking of the boundaries of artistic representation. Rather than reducing the 

aesthetic to an exalted and ideal form, Bataille proposes thinking about meaning 

through what is low, repressed, and disorderly. This intellectual foundation has 

resurfaced, particularly in contemporary art theory from the late 20th century 

onwards. 

Formlessness has become an important point of intellectual reference not only in 

artistic practices but also in fields such as poststructuralism, postmodernism, 

contemporary art theory, and body politics—challenging established systems of 

meaning and normative structures. Drawing on Georges Bataille, Rosalind E. 

Krauss and Yve-Alain Bois re-theorized the concept of formlessness in their book 

Formless: A User’s Guide, by categorizing it under four modes of operation—

horizontality, base materialism, pulse, and entropy—thus providing a theoretical 

basis for the critical directions contemporary art has taken on both formal and 

semantic levels. 

Ceramic art, with its historical associations with decoration, functionality, and 

fragility, naturally intersects with the conceptual framework of formlessness. The 

ontological relationship ceramics maintains with ―form‖ reinforces its openness to 

formlessness. Before it takes shape, ceramics is clay; before it is fired, it is 

decomposable, breakable, and unstable. These structural characteristics reveal its 

potential to be ―formless‖ not only visually but also conceptually. In this context, 

the notion of formlessness in contemporary ceramic art functions not merely as an 

aesthetic strategy but also as a profound mode of inquiry at ideological, ontological, 

and material levels. The displacement of form’s central position in Western 

aesthetic history—through material, body, and meaning in contemporary 

ceramics—demonstrates that formlessness remains a relevant, generative, and 

political concept today. 
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Introduction 

Artistic production is a dynamic process without a fixed formula, where inspiration 

intersects with personal experiences, cultural heritage, and the prevailing social 

context. This process is shaped by each artist’s unique historical, geographical, and 

individual circumstances. Contemporary ceramic artists combine the technical skills 

of traditional craft techniques with contemporary material knowledge, experimental 

practices, and conceptual approaches, creating new forms of expression both 

visually and thematically. Figurative ceramics, in particular, have emerged as a 

significant narrative domain, merging the iconographic legacy of the past with the 

critical and pluralistic language of contemporary art. 

Within this framework, Gerit Grimm stands out as an original artist who reinterprets 

fairy tales, myths, and historical narratives within the scope of contemporary 

figurative ceramic practice. Her pottery training in Germany provided a solid 

foundation in traditional form and surface knowledge, while her experiences in the 

United States extended this foundation into sculptural and conceptual dimensions. 

Grimm’s works attract attention for transforming the classical forms of the potter’s 

wheel into sculptures that abandon functionality in favor of an aesthetic staging. 

The multilayered relationships she constructs among mythology, religion, folk art, 

and personal memory create visual narratives that evoke nostalgia, irony, and an 

uncanny sensibility all at once. In doing so, Grimm builds a critical bridge between 

tradition and modernity, marked by both technical mastery and conceptual depth. 

The aim of this study is to examine Gerit Grimm’s figurative productions in 

contemporary ceramic art from technical, formal, and thematic perspectives, 

revealing the unique aesthetic language she creates through fairy-tale narratives and 

historical references. 

Intersection of the Potter’s Wheel and Figurative Narrative 

The potter’s wheel is a shaping tool that rotates horizontally around its own axis. 

Originally developed to improve the production and quality of ceramic goods in 

prehistoric times, the earliest models were hand-operated wheels used while sitting 

on the ground. The more advanced kick wheel appeared in later historical periods, 

while wheels with pedal-controlled speed were first used in England. Electrically 

powered wheels were created in the 20th century (Çobanlı & Canbolat, 2014). 
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Originally used solely for producing cylindrical forms, this method requires a high 

level of technical skill. Wheel throwing demands a series of precise abilities such as 

centering the clay, balancing wall thickness, and maintaining symmetry. For this 

reason, when it comes to building figurative structures, it is less commonly 

preferred than other forming methods. Incorporating organic forms of human or 

animal anatomy into the wheel’s naturally symmetrical structure requires a high 

degree of control and planning regarding both form and proportion. This challenge 

renders the figurative approach in wheel throwing both a limitation and a creative 

opportunity. 

Forms obtained on the potter’s wheel can be transformed through cutting, appliqué, 

carving, joining, and deformation, connecting them to contemporary artistic 

practices. Such interventions transform wheel-thrown cylindrical or conical shapes 

into organic, asymmetrical, and narrative-driven structures. Traditionally valued for 

perfect symmetry and repeated production, the wheel-thrown form is intentionally 

disrupted in this process; the irregularities introduced in the surface and structure 

become aesthetic elements that reinforce the conceptual content of the work. Thus, 

the potter’s wheel ceases to be just a technical tool and evolves into a creative 

platform for figurative, sculptural, and conceptual approaches. 

Gerit Grimm is a distinctive representative of this approach. She transforms wheel-

formed parts into figurative compositions constructed with a sense of staging. The 

rhythmic texture of the throwing lines blends with the gestures of the figures, 

generating both plastic and narrative movement on the surface. In Grimm’s work, 

the potter’s wheel is not merely a tool for formal production but serves as the 

structural backbone of figurative narratives imbued with fairy tales, myths, and 

historical references. As a result, in her works, the potter’s wheel retains its 

technical roots while functioning as a conceptual medium in contemporary 

ceramics. 

Her interest in art history, fairy tales, stories, and mythology, combined with her 

technical skill, has inspired her to create figurative ceramic sculptures from wheel-

thrown forms. While Grimm often creates works measuring between 20 and 80 

centimeters, she also produces monumental sculptures up to 3 meters tall. All parts 

of these sculptures are wheel-thrown, dried to the leather-hard stage, and—if 

needed—deformed and assembled by hand or using various tools. To ensure that all 

components reach the same degree of dryness, she stores all components in airtight 

plastic containers. During assembly, she employs support sponges and wooden 

pieces of different sizes to reduce the risk of collapse or deformation; and to avoid 

rapid drying, cracking, or slumping, she covers non-working areas with plastic 

sheets (Yıldırım, 2020). 
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Figure 1. Gerit Grimm (Grimm, n.d.). 

In Grimm’s works, surface effects are as decisive as form. The linear traces created 

during wheel throwing accompany the movement of the figures on unglazed, 

colorless surfaces. In 2010, the artist accidentally achieved a bronze hue and stone-

like surface texture, which she subsequently adopted in all her subsequent works 

(Reid, 2017). High-temperature reduction firing, without using glaze or coloring 

agents, produces a stony bronze-colored surface that stays true to the raw nature of 

the material. Grimm’s use of unglazed surfaces contrasts with her fairy-tale visual 

language, while also heightening the viewer’s sense of curiosity (Clark, 2014). 

These technical and aesthetic choices establish the foundation of Grimm’s narrative 

language. Her figurative sculptures are inspired by children’s books, mythology, 

religious narratives, and folk tales. At first glance, these figures seem naïve, ornate, 

and nostalgic; however, beneath the surface, there is humor, melancholy, and a keen 

intellect. The theatrical gestures of the Baroque, the elegance of Meissen porcelain 

figurines, and the bold interrogative stance of contemporary art converge in her 

work. Figures constructed from the stony texture of natural clay—vases 

transformed into torsos, wheel-thrown surfaces that behave like fabric, and 

installations reminiscent of theatrical stages—forge a silent yet intense bond with 

the viewer. Grimm’s art can be defined as a multilayered visual narrative practice 

that extracts complex stories from the formless nature of clay, balancing the 

classical and the contemporary, the delicate and the resilient. 

The Narrative of Gerit Grimm 

Gerit Grimm's art emerges at the intersection of technical skill and storytelling. Her 

figurative ceramic sculptures use formal unity not just for aesthetic purposes but as 
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a narrative space. Grimm’s staging aesthetic confronts viewers not with a solitary 

object but with a ―moment‖ constructed by characters, gestures, and spatial 

relationships. These moments are often supported by elements drawn from fairy 

tales and mythology; however, the artist presents these sources not as nostalgic 

repetitions but as reconfigured fragments of stories within a contemporary context. 

Grimm’s narrative language combines theatrical mise-en-scènes with silent 

tensions. The opulent gestures of the Baroque, the refinement of Meissen porcelain 

figurines, and the intimacy of folk tales coexist in her works. The viewer can 

perceive the dramatic structure within her work through the gestures and gazes of 

the figures. Grimm’s stories often start with familiar settings and characters; yet 

beneath the surface, layers of humor, irony, and melancholy come forth. Within this 

narrative universe, the female figure holds a special place. Grimm portrays female 

characters not just as aesthetic elements but as carriers of themes like motherhood, 

fertility, resilience, mourning, and freedom. At the same time, the female figure 

diverges from fairy tale archetypes, becoming a symbol of contemporary quests for 

individual identity. In this way, Grimm creates a narrative space that oscillates 

between past and present, tradition and modernity, innocence and fragility. 

Her work Fountain (Figure 2) was wheel-thrown using stoneware clay, with all 

components left unglazed and fired in a high-temperature reduction atmosphere. 

The composition consists of 13 female figures, 8 male figures, and numerous fish, 

arranged on a two-tiered fountain form. The figures hold or stand beside jars. All 

elements were dried to the leather-hard stage, equalized to the same moisture level 

before assembly, and supported with sponges and wooden pieces during 

construction to minimize the risk of collapse or distortion. In this multi-component 

figurative arrangement, the linear marks characteristic of the throwing process were 

preserved on the surface, integrating seamlessly with the natural texture of the 

unglazed material. 

At first glance, Fountain recalls ornamental public fountains and civic sculptures 

commonly found in city squares. However, Grimm’s fountain is more than a 

decorative urban feature; it serves as a stage for historical and collective memory. 

The artist drew inspiration from Staffordshire figurative ceramics of England and 

Meissen porcelain figurines of Germany, which she encountered during her 

residency in Long Beach in 2011. In these traditional figures, the colorful and 

charming surface often conceals underlying layers of melancholy and social 

critique.  

Building on this dual structure, Grimm positioned water nymphs playing and joking 

atop the fountain; their nudity and dynamism of the figures generate a tension 

between sculpture and living beings. This tension echoes Bachelard’s (2006) 

concept of the ―water image,‖ which has a dual nature—both life-giving and 

dangerous. The fountain reflects the idea that public squares are not only spaces for 
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commerce but also sites of shared experiences, dramatic events, and everyday 

interactions. Historical moments, like public executions during the French 

Revolution turning marketplaces into spectacles, transform Grimm’s fountain into a 

narrative space that appears joyful on the surface yet harbors contradictory 

emotions underneath. 

 

Figure 2. Gerit Grimm, “Fountain”, stoneware, wheel thrown, 104 x 66 x 66 cm, 2011 (Grimm, n.d.). 

Gerit Grimm’s works Tree of Happiness and Tree of Sorrow explore contrasting 

emotional states through figurative compositions. Both pieces were wheel-thrown 

in stoneware clay, left unglazed, and fired in a high-temperature reduction 

atmosphere. In Tree of Happiness, seven female figures are positioned around and 

atop a blooming tree; in Tree of Sorrow, two male figures are placed on a bare, 

drooping tree. The figures were created by assembling wheel-thrown components, 

with the throwing lines preserved to highlight the natural texture of the material. 

The proportions of height and width accentuate both the vertical impact of the tree 

and the rhythm established by the placement of the figures. In the Tree series, 

Grimm explores concepts such as self-respect, self-confidence, and interpersonal 

affection from both optimistic and pessimistic perspectives. Tree of Happiness 

presents an exuberant and life-affirming scene in which female figures interact with 

one another. With an eclectic reference to Jean-Baptiste Carpeaux’s Dance, the 

gestures and facial expressions of the figures merge with the blooming form of the 

tree, reinforcing feelings of joy and vitality. Conversely, Tree of Sorrow features 

only male figures on a bent, flowerless tree; its static composition amplifies a sense 

of melancholy and isolation (Reid, 2017). 

This juxtaposition reveals the emotional reflections of both interpersonal 

relationships and the human–nature connection. The female figures in Tree of 
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Happiness evoke cultural archetypes of fertility, nurture, and continuity, while the 

male figures in Tree of Sorrow may be interpreted through metaphors of dissolution 

and disconnection. In this way, Grimm’s work can be interpreted as a visual 

counterpart to the ―life-giving mother‖ and ―privation/lack‖ images within Jung’s 

archetype theory (Jung, 1969). 

 

Figure 3. Gerit Grimm, ―Tree of Happiness, Tree of Sorrow”, stoneware, wheel thrown, 

137 × 53 × 53 cm, 2015 (Grimm, n.d.). 

The composition, consisting of six female figures, features two standing and four 

sitting figures. The wheel-thrown stoneware components were left unglazed and 

fired in a high-temperature reduction atmosphere. The bodies of the figures are 

wrapped in voluminous forms reminiscent of fabric folds; these forms create a 

sense of visual movement on the surface through rhythmic, diagonal lines from the 

throwing process. Faces and hands, rendered with high detail, serve as the focal 

points of the composition. 

The work draws inspiration from the siren myth in Homer’s Odyssey and from the 

fabric-integrated performances of modern dance pioneer Martha Graham. In 

mythology, sirens are described as half-bird, half-woman creatures who lure sailors 

to their doom with enchanting songs (Homer, 2006). In Grimm’s interpretation, 

however, the sirens are partially trapped within fabric-like forms, yet convey 

powerful emotions through their facial expressions and gestures (Reid, 2017). 

This visual arrangement becomes a multi-layered metaphor for the pursuit of 

individual freedom and the reconstruction of identity. As Judith Butler (2008) 

argues in her theory of gender performativity, gender is not a fixed identity but a 

process that is continuously redefined through repeated bodily gestures, behavioral 

patterns, and cultural rituals. In this context, Grimm’s sirens—struggling to break 
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free from the constraints of fabric-like forms—visually represent the dissolution 

and reconfiguration of cultural norms through bodily expression. Therefore, the 

work transcends a simple mythological reference, evolving into a narrative that 

explores contemporary representations of women, the processes of subjectivation, 

and forms of individual resistance. 

 

Figure 4.  Gerit Grimm, “The Sirens”, stoneware, wheel thrown, 83 x 30 x 127 cm, 2016 (Grimm, 

n.d.). 

Gerit Grimm’s Pieta is a powerful example of the artist’s multilayered narrative on 

death, mourning, and the existential struggles of the human condition. The 

composition consists of two figures: a seated female figure holding a reclining male 

figure across her lap. Wheel-thrown in stoneware and left unglazed, the work was 

fired in a high-temperature reduction atmosphere. The surface is covered with 

Grimm’s characteristic stony bronze tones, while the restrained formal arrangement 

provides a setting that emphasizes the emotional intensity of the figures. The male 

figure is nude, while the female figure is clothed but with her breasts exposed. The 

proportional placement of the figures along the vertical axis creates both sculptural 

balance and a dramatic sense of weight. 

In Western art, the Pieta is a well-established iconography depicting the Virgin 

Mary cradling the body of Christ after the Crucifixion, representing themes like 

mercy, compassion, and mourning (Yüzgüller & Yavuz, 2016). Grimm reinterprets 

this theme through her personal experience—her father’s passing in 2016. The 

nudity of the male figure symbolizes the idea of ―departing the world as one entered 

it,‖ while the exposed breasts of the female figure refer to motherhood, 

nourishment, and the cycle of life and death. These symbolic elements transform 

the work from a purely religious representation into one intertwined with personal 

grief and the universal theme of loss.  



112 | CONTEMPORARY PARADIGMS IN CERAMIC ART: FORM MATERIAL AND NARRATIVE 

Following her father’s death in 2016, Grimm explored themes of death, its stages, 

love, and loss through numerous biblical scenes. Among the works produced during 

this period, Pieta stands out as a figurative embodiment of concepts such as love, 

pain, death, mourning, sacrifice, injustice, knowledge, fate, and freedom. In 

Grimm’s interpretation, death is presented as an event that leaves behind a mask-

like face and a puppet-like, motionless body, while the soul continues its journey. 

This approach reflects the artist’s attempt to examine the layered nature of death, 

the inconsistency of life in the face of tragedy, and the despair born of loss (Reid, 

2017). 

Grimm’s composition retains the recognizable iconography of the Pieta yet infuses 

it with new layers of meaning through the emotional intensity and symbolic details 

assigned to the figures. The male figure’s nudity alludes to the notion of leaving the 

world as one entered it, while the clothed but bare-breasted female figure becomes a 

potent metaphor for the knowledge that the one experiencing the pain and loss is a 

mother. 

Pieta brings together the formal simplicity, stony bronze surface tones, and 

figurative intensity that characterize Grimm’s broader practice. The work offers a 

personal interpretation of a deeply rooted theme in Western art history while 

revealing the depth of the artist’s narrative universe, which unfolds at the 

intersection of death, love, and existence. 

 

Figure 5. Gerit Grimm, ―Pieta”, stoneware, wheel thrown, 73 × 48 × 43 cm, 2017 

(Grimm, n.d.). 

Contemporary ceramic artist Gerit Grimm has developed a distinctive aesthetic 

language by integrating the technical mastery acquired through her extensive 
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training in pottery with her pursuit of personal narratives and conceptual 

approaches. Her figures evoke feelings that are at once familiar and uncanny; while 

each appears as an individual character, together they create a cohesive sense of 

scene or community. Moving beyond the static and distant demeanor often found in 

traditional figures, Grimm imbues each of her characters with individual 

personalities that inspire empathy. Some seem frozen in a particular moment, while 

others appear poised in preparation for the passage of time or the afterlife. These 

faces, marked by sorrow, mourning, and grief, also establish a connection with 

historical and cultural memory. 

Drawing inspiration from the Bible, mythology, fairy tales, and folk narratives, 

Grimm masterfully interweaves past and present, tradition and contemporaneity, 

personal experience and collective memory. Her ceramics serve as three-

dimensional stories that replace words, blending the physical qualities of the 

material with the conceptual depth of figurative narrative. In this way, Grimm 

positions herself as an artist in contemporary ceramic art who combines technical 

mastery, emotional depth, historical references, and contemporary interpretation 

within a unique and original narrative practice. 

Conclusion 

Gerit Grimm’s art showcases a unique approach that combines traditional pottery 

techniques with the aesthetics of figurative narrative, melting technical mastery and 

conceptual depth seamlessly. Forms shaped on the potter’s wheel, stony bronze 

surface textures, and theatrical compositions transform myth, fairy tales, history, 

and personal memories into multilayered narratives. Her works extend the 

expressive power of contemporary ceramic art, not only through their visual impact 

but also through their exploration of universal themes like gender, identity, 

memory, and existence. 

Grimm’s approach frees ceramics from being purely functional objects, 

transforming them into vessels for both individual and collective stories. With fairy-

tale atmospheres, ironic undertones, and emotional richness, she demonstrates how 

technical mastery can be combined with critical dialogue within contemporary 

ceramics. 

One of the most remarkable aspects of the artist’s practice is her transformation of 

the potter’s wheel—traditionally associated with functional production—into a 

medium for figurative and conceptual expression. The integration of traditional 

techniques into contemporary art not only preserves material and formal knowledge 

but also allows it to expand into new aesthetic and narrative horizons. Technical 

mastery is thus reinterpreted within a contemporary art context; traditional methods, 

instead of remaining as static legacies, become dynamic and adaptable tools for 

current creation. As Grimm’s work illustrates, this approach empowers artists to 
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stay rooted while innovating, offering viewers the chance to see how tradition can 

take on new meanings through modern modes of expression.  

In all these respects, Gerit Grimm redefines her artistic language and challenges the 

boundaries of contemporary figurative ceramic narrative. Her works attract viewers 

with familiar imagery while inviting them to confront the uncanniness beneath that 

familiarity. In doing so, the artist serves as a powerful bridge between the material-

based potential of ceramics and the conceptual opportunities of contemporary art. 
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FINAL REMARKS 

 

Contemporary Paradigms in Ceramic Art: Form, Material, and Narrative marks the 

start of an exploration into the aesthetic and conceptual world of ceramics, an 

intellectually stimulating world. This journey is not limited to figures shaped from 

material or to purely aesthetic objects. Despite being one of humanity’s oldest art 

forms, ceramics continues to undergo constant innovation and transformation in the 

contemporary world. Each work—once shaped clay—becomes a storytelling 

medium and a form of intellectual expression. 

The analyses of contemporary paradigms presented in this book help us better 

understand the multilayered structure of ceramic art as it has developed over time. 

The mutual relationship between form, material, and narrative transforms ceramics 

into more than just a technical process, opening new intellectual horizons for 

viewers. The dynamic interaction among these three elements enables 

contemporary artists to take on more creative, innovative, and multi-layered 

approaches to their work. Ultimately, understanding contemporary ceramic practice 

requires not only examining new techniques or material uses but also 

comprehending the cultural, social, and individual meanings of this art form. 

Artworks do not merely create a visual impact; they also offer viewers opportunities 

for meaning-making, intellectual engagement, and emotional connection. This book 

redefines ceramics not just as a material, but as a mode of expression, allowing a 

deeper appreciation of this creative world where each artist shares their own story. 

At the end of this journey, we find ourselves moving toward a more profound and 

multifaceted understanding of contemporary ceramic art. As the technical and 

aesthetic potential of ceramics continues to expand, this book succeeds in offering 

both theoretical and practical insights into the field. In this regard, it presents an 

optimistic view of the future of ceramic art by [insert explanation of the optimistic 

view]. This encourages viewers, artists, researchers, and students to continue asking 

new questions and exploring further. 
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