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Is the ceramic avant-garde a contradiction in terms?
– Garth Clark

Godot

Lusting after equality with fine arts has, in fact, been
destructive to crafts… distinctly yourself, especially
where it means being unlike mainstream fine arts.
– Janet Koplos
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Waiting for Godot
installation view,
2018, variable sizes.
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n the late 20th Century, when there
was discussion on whether ceramic art
(which is closely linked to the practical
tradition of craftsmanship and history)
could accommodate the spirit of avantgarde modernism. Garth Clark, an art critic
from the United States, argues that the thesis
that it is only through the destruction of the old
that we can we find something new was a myth
and suggests that the destruction of tradition
is not something that is always necessary for
the avant-garde to prevail.1 Clark states that
“History can be a servant to the avant-garde
spirit”2, and notes that while it would be difficult
to be creative if one is limited to the traditional
and historical context in producing artworks,
it could become a major problem if the artist is
ignorant of their history. Others in the realm of
fine art, such as Hans Sedlmayr (1896~1984), an
art historian and critic from Austria, hold the
same views as Clark.
Sedlmayr witnessed the progress of
Modernism that began in the early 20th
Century, denying all traditional values and
constantly seeking something new, and saw
how this ended in aesthetic nihilism and an
anti-art of self-denial. As a cultural conservative
who was disheartened by the artistic nihilism
of modernist art, Sedlmayr said that it was
only “the strong mind linked to the past and
the ideology of art that withstood the trial
of time”3 and could therefore overcome the
nihilism of Modernism. Here, the word ‘past’
does not necessary mean the linear perspective
of the Renaissance or the Medieval canon of
craftsmanship. However, regarding Zombie
Formalism4 which recently gained attention in
the mid-late 20th century, there was an attempt
to return to the past in an effort to overcome
the nihilism witnessed throughout the history
of art. We are able, therefore, to conclude that
the spirit of avant-garde in modern art does not
exclude or isolate itself from the past.
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The movement became known as, Sodeisha, and
was initiated by Yagi Kazuo, Yamada Hikaru, and
Suzuki Osamu, and came into being at the same
time as the Otis artist group in the United States.

The avant-garde in ceramic art began with
the birth of ceramic sculpture. If Modernism
produced a new form of art by denying
traditional forms, colors, and perspectives,
ceramic art denied the practicality and massproduction of the ceramic industry and created
new forms that had not been seen within the
history of ceramics. Resistance to traditional
values was common between the avant-garde
spirit of Fine Art and ceramic art, and the
first thing ceramic artists did as ceramic art
took on the avant-garde spirit was to deny its
usefulness’’. This is because the aesthetics of
Modernism defined the opposite of beauty as
‘useful’ rather than ‘ugly’.
The origin of avant-garde art in Japanese
ceramics can be found in the revolt against the
Folk Craft movement initiated by the Japanese
aesthetist Yanagi Muneyoshi, and the Japanese
ceramic artist Shoji Hamada. The movement
became known as Sodeisha and was initiated by
Yagi Kazuo, Yamada Hikaru, and Suzuki Osamu,
and came into being at the same time as the
Otis artist group in the United States, which
included Peter Voulkos (1924-2002) among
its members. It is an astounding coincidence
that the two isolated groups of artists, who
were never in contact with each other, started
an avant-garde movement around the same
time, on two different continents. They both
shared their sources of inspiration, which
included the paintings and ceramic arts of Pablo
Picasso (1881-1973) and Joan Miro (1893-1983).
However, they differed significantly in that
the artists in the United States embraced the
artists of Japan, such as Kaneshige Toyo and
Arakawa Toyozo, who sought the revival of the
Bizen or Shino ceramics of the Momoyama era
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of Japan, while the Sodeisha artists tried to walk
away from such influences.6 During this time,
the Sodeisha artists of Japan created nonpractical, purely abstract ceramic works that
abandoned any practical value, and were known
as objet-yaki (non-functional ceramic objects).
At the same time, under the influence of
American abstract expressionism, Peter Voulkos
translated and further developed the abstract
expressionist techniques of Kaneshige Toyo or
Arakawa Toyozo, who used glazing, dripping,
or making marks using sculpting knives on the
surface of the ceramics, in order to create a more
contemporary style.
It is pertinent to ask, has the avant-garde
spirit evolved in the 21st Century ceramic art?
This question can be interpreted as identifying
the position of the actual domain of ceramic
sculpture, which has been around for the
past seven or eight decades, within today’s
mainstream art. If the avant-garde spirit of
ceramics has been part of a creed to convert
ceramic craft into a type of sculpture, this
questions whether such an idea is still valid in
the 21st Century. Unfortunately, the expansion
of ceramic craft has brought down the boundary
with Fine Art and it doing so it has erased its
own name, although it may still be limited to a
sub-category as a minor art in the 21st Century
due to the emphasis on material and process.
In the meantime, ceramic sculptures (which
became abstract by discarding functionality or
ignoring the symbolism of clay and the historical
value of ceramics) could not draw much
attention outside the domain of ceramic art which was the reality of the past in the history
of ceramics 7. For this, Bruce Metcalf, a studio
jeweler and craft critic, said:
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“Craft-based sculpture tends to be more
decorative, more richly visual, more
respectful of material and process, but also
less cognizant of the history of sculpture and
art world issues. I can only conclude that
craft constitutes a different class of objects
and also springs from a different set of values
and a separate historical consciousness.” 8
The message from Sejin Bae, a South Korean
ceramic artist, has a significant impact on this
debate. As one observes Bae’s works, they see
small units of rectangular bars, which form a
vessel or an abstract sculpture, thereby making
them a typical craft sculpture/fine craft. The
works appear to have turned Yayoi Kusama’s
Accumulation of Stamps and Donald Judd’s
Untitled (Stack) into a craft, and expose any
formality as merely a reference to modernist
sculpture. However, upon closer inspection,
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there is a six-digit serial number on the side of
each unit. On closer inspection there are other
serial numbers indicating that the units are
not the anonymous forms used by minimalists.
Instead, the units are like the face of every
human being, and through these numbers, their
individuality can be recognized. In other words,
while the minimalists created tautology and
self-referencing objects via repetition of the
anonymous objects, Sejin Bae iterated the units
with a unique serial number that expresses the
flow of time, evoking a linear sense in the viewer.
The number of units created by the artist over
the last 10 years is more than 250,000. Such a
method usurps existing craft forms that aim for
integrity; it also makes the work impossible to
complete. That is, while the work is shaped as an
abstract sculpture, it is still being completed as a
floating signifier, nothing more than that.
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The title Waiting for Godot maximizes Sejin
Bae’s interest in temporality. The artist says
he loved the play of the same name, written
by Samuel Beckett who is one of the great
absurdist playwrights of the 20th Century. Since
completing graduate school, Bae has tried to
express the meaning of this play with clay. The
reason he chose the title is because it symbolizes
the “flow of time and the subjective experience
of time”. Therefore, Bae expresses the classical
and historical view of time, written about
by Beckett, through increasing incremental
numbers, highlighting the existential situation
of here-now. By way of contrast to the uniform
and fixed concept of numbers, the work also
symbolizes the indeterminable or shapeless
concept of time, a considerable feature in Sejin
Bae’s work.
“I saw time as the essence of the clay and
used it as the material for showing time in
my work. We need to work continuously
and repeatedly in order to transform the
limitless time visually, while we only live
on for a limited amount of time. Stamping
and stacking thousands of small blocks with
numbers will lead to a state of selflessness
and a timeless experience.” 9
As the above statement of the artist
demonstrates, the time in Sejin Bae’s works is
linear, but crosses the line of formlessness that
takes one into oblivion.
The labour associated with Bae’s work goes
beyond the fusion between art and labour, as
idealized by William Morris (1834-1896).
It is of a different level showing the “repetition

of actions that are close to self-training”.
For an artist, the creation of art is likened
to Zen training. It is only a part of a process
through which the artist expects to achieve a
higher level of mentality. The artist eventually
reaches a state of selflessness and experiences
timelessness. This gives a new meaning to the
physical pain that comes with labor; this is the
recovery of the nature of the art of craft and
that many have forgotten. As such, Bae’s work
goes beyond being supplemental 10, in which
the craft annihilates itself as mentioned by
Glenn Adamson, a craft critic from the United
States. The process of making the work has
an autonomous aspect and it is Garth Clark
who claims that the reason why Fine Art views
ceramic art as a minor art is their obsession with
their making process.
How can the 21st Century ceramic art
maintain its own name and express its own
identity in the field of mainstream art? Janet
Koplos states that the result can only be
destructive if the craft seeks to reach the state
of Fine Art. This is because ceramic artists are
likely to abandon the historical and symbolic
meanings in clay and ceramics, and imitate
only the forms of Fine Art. If the 20th Century
ceramic avant-garde are ashamed of the past
history of pursuing usefulness, and instead
create works through fusion, 21st Century
ceramic avant-gardists may have the boring
process of raking over shameful history and
recovering the craft that was lost. Maybe the
answer can be found in the work of Sejin Bae. n
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