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JAPANESE CERAMICS IN THE GOLDEN AGE

Cultural curmudgeons may deery the decline of civilization, but walk into Boston's Muscum ol e

Arts (MFA) exhibition, “Contemporary Clay: Japanese Ceramics for the New Century,” and even the

most dyspeptic enitic is bound to be humblod before this pinnacle of Japanese ceramic artistny
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decoration and Kohyama Yasuhisa's Wind (2004) emulates the look
of medieval natural ash stoneware while suggesting the sweeping
wings of the ancient Greek Winged Victory of Samothrace. Con-
V\"\;HI.H\ |.x]>.||||'\<' ceramics are never I]l']ll"‘l'.xll'l\ ll;;ll\ even
Mishima Kimivo's discarded newspaper and battered cardboard
box are done with consummate skill. The heirs of Sadeisha retain a
respect for discipline and fine craftsmanship even as they jettison
traditional forms and processes. For Halsey North, contemporary
artists have reached the summit of creative expression because
they have “the technical basis from which to fly and soar.”

While mingei potters hew to traditional techniques, contem-
porary artists are constantly experimenting. Over the past 20
years Fukami has adapted an industrial technique of slip casting
that uses a compressor to inject liquid clay into moulds. Through
multiple firings, glazing with a spray gun and repeated smooth-
ing with \.III(“D.IIN‘X. cloths and brushes, he has tried to erase all

traces of the potter’s hand from his razor-sharp celadon forms.

In works totally opposite in appearance to Fukami’s, Akiyama Yo
also hides his hand behind a virtuoso veil of technical skill. A
student of Yagi Kazuo, he blowtorches flat rings of clay, turns
them inside out, treats their cracked and scoured surfaces with
vinegar and iron filings and fires them in a gas kiln: his pieces
appear to be the product of cataclysmic nature—the ruins ol
some ancient or alien civilization.

Despite rebellious manifestos and the primacy of the abstract
contemporary Japanese ceramic masters display an intriguing rey
erence for the forms and forces of nature. However fascinating
these artistic influences, in the end you return to the work. From

humble clav comes work that elicits the awe and “ahs” of great art
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