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Zhang Yushan:

Born in Hunan, China in 1972. Graduated
from fine arts department of Jingdezhen ce—
ramics 1 itute, China in 1996. Attai MFA
{art design) degree in Jingdezhen cerami
institute in 3, Presently working in En-
vironment and art design school in Central
South Uni ity of Forestry and Technolc
He is the director of Hunan Province Ceramic
Art Association, member of Gaoling interna—
tional ceramic wdemic Society,

Mountain Sea clay Studio, dire

‘China environmental ceramic art’ website
(www. ceramicart. cn). Used to be appointed
the ¢ majordomo of Jingdezhen

ramic Art institute(Canada). He has partici-
pated in plan of big international ceramic
projects many times. He mainly engaged
in the public environment ceramic teachir
the research and the international exchange
in recent y s, Has participated in big
national and international ceramic exhibi-
tion many times, and many works are col-
lected art organizations and privates
countries such as USA, Italy, )T
Australia, Hungary, Japan, South Korea, Ma-
laysia ete. The works and the p 'S are
publised by the domestic and foreign more
than 30 specialized publications. Publica-
tion monographs: World Contemporary Public

The World Encyclopedia of Ce-
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Beyond Ob jectness

Off the pedestal and into the environment, beyond objectness, has
been the direction contemporary ceramic art has taken frequently in
the late 20™-early21°' century.Of course, there is historically noth-
ing new about ceramics in the space outside the household or confines
of court. Ceramic art has held forth magnificently in the realm beyond
the domestic. Its role in public and semi—public environments is part
of the great tradition of ceramics worldwide.

On a recent trip to Eastern Europe I was reminded of the time—
As 1

entered the center of the city of Budapest my eyes fixed on the

honored use of ceramics in the context of the architecture.
wonderfully eccentric Museum of Applied Art by Odon Lechner, circa
1900. The exterior of the museum is completely surfaced in ceramic
tile. Art Nouveau in inspiration it includes Indian, Islamic and local
Hungarian styles: red,blue, yellow tiles, tiles with floral patterns

and Byzantine columns. What was Lechner thinking? Certainly, he was
immersed in the nearly limitless possibilities of ceramics

Ceramics and architecture, the thought always reminds me of the
richness and variation of New York City terra—cotta facades. As the
result of a research project which began with exploring New York City
on a bicycle, ceramic artist and scholar Susan Tunick produced an

excellent book entitled: Terra—Cotta Skyline. She writes:“The idea

that New York was a ‘clay jungle’rather than the more familiar image
of a oncrete jungle? tantalized me.”

Of course, there is ceramic work all around us. We just often fail
to take serious notice. Bricks have provided a construction strategy
for building which dates back to the beginning of civilization. Bricks
have been used purely pragmatically as structure, but also with vast
artistic ingenuity. When I began envisioning my porcelain wall “Earth
Cloud”
from the magnificent Ishtar Gate, circa 600BC. This extraordinary
1899-1917, and brought to Berlin in 1926

is one of the singular wonders of the ceramic world

I paid a visit to the Pergamn Museum to gather inspiration
edifice excavated in Babylon

China certainly has her share of ceramic wonders. The Forbidden
City in Beijing is one of the truly great, stunning ménuments to the
use of ceramics in architecture. In Foshan City there is the delight—
ful Qing Dynasty Ancestral Temple with its myriad of figures carrying
on their daily rituals across the rooftops. During a visit to Chengdu
in 2000,
high

and disciples.

I visited the Baoguansi monastery where some 500, 2 meter
unfired clay figures were created to represent Buddhist saints
At this same monastery I also saw some remarkable
elaborately painted figures that moved in and out of two dimensional
space as they joined three dimensional sculpture space to the flat
plane of the wall extending figurative representation into illusion
These three examples, the Forbidden City, Foshan ancestors temple and
the figures of Chengdu are but a small sampling of the extensive

Chinese tradition of ceramics beyond objectness

The rise of Installation Art in the late 20" —early 21° century
has given new impetus to environmental ceramic work. Installation
Art’ s drive toward activating the viewer has a place in history
where the role of public or semi-public art was to center the viewer
in the context of an organizing principle such as religion or politi-
cal order. Today, however, we are experiencing in museums, galleries
and other public space works of Installation Art which reflect the
decentered nature of contemporary life. Nevertheless, some contempo—
rary ceramic artists at work in the public arena are attempting to
revive and celebrate the possibility of a new-renewed centering of the
viewer within an extended community of share secular connections
informed by pure aesthetic phenomena. Zhang Yushan timely new book,
World Contemporary Public ceramic Art, brings to us this artistic
practice by highlighting examples from across the globe. This public
ceramic art differs in many ways from its historical predecessors. One
obvious way, in particular, stands out. Today such works of ceramic
art are recognized as the product of named individuals. We acknowledge
the work and also recognize the artist who created it. Zhang Yushan
offers to us the artist and a brilliant array of ceramic art that has
grown from the roots of architecture and community to contextualize
and challenge contemporary experience. With a refreshing view of the
public arena these artists fold the well known into the unknown while
retaining the ancient, potent ceramic metaphors associated with earth,
fire and transformation which have provoked the human imagination for
millennia.

Beyond objectness as Zhang Yushan book so clearly illustrates, is
a dynamic statement of relevance for ceramic art in an extended post
the Forbidden City and New York’ s

terra—cotta skyline have never been simply history. They live free

modern world. The Ishtar Gate
beyond the confines of time, to effect the artistic re—imagining of
our present and our future. Thank you Yushan for providing a unique
book on ceramic art that offers a window into the landscape of

possibility.

Wayne Higby
November 2005
Robert G. Turner Chair Of GCeramic Art. Alfred Universsty

Vice President of International Academy of Ceramics
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A Public Art Fable

Imaginary conversations with Emperor Qin Shihuangdi

—— written by Nancy Selvage from her 21st century perspective

Most Loyal Minister:What is the matter, Huangdi? You seem troubled

Qin Shihuangdi:I am worried about how to protect myself in the
after—-life for all of eternity

Minister:But nearly a million of your loyal subjects are building
an enormous underground city for your immortal pleasure and nearly a
million more are building a great wall to keep your enemies out of the
empire.

Huangdi:But the wall could be breached, and the tomb might be
invaded.

Minister:Why not bury trusted warriors and faithful servants with
you as your ancestors did? 1 always assumed that [ would continue to
serve you for eternity

Huangdi : Thanks, Minister, but I cannot rely on old traditions and
a pile of dusty bones for protection. My dynasty has no precedent. It
encompasses everyone under the sun and will last forever. [ need a new
strategy to insure my immortality

Minister:You are right. We must consult our wise counselors

Huangdi:They are only good for practical solutions to earthly
problems. We need visionaries.

Minister:How about the artists? Your favorite sculptor can invent
almost anything.

Huangdi:Yes, but he is only focused on making beautiful objects
I need something more. [ am not sure what. His skills will be great
after I decide what to do.

Minister:1 know, we could issue an empire-wide call for ideas.
That way we would surely find the answer to your dilemma.

Huangdi:I do not want anyone to know that I have a dilemma, but
I could solicit proposals for grand projects that would eternally
impress all of the empire with my eternal supremacy

Minister:Unfortunately everyone is very busy building the great
wall and your mausoleum. You may not get much response without some
sort of incentive

Huangdi:A possible commission from me should be incentive enough
All T want is the initial idea. After that I will pay the winner a
design and construction fee

Minister:But that is not fair. Coming up with a good idea is the
most important part of the process. You will have a stronger group of
proposals if you pay a group of interested applicants for their idea—
generation time, but unfortunately I do not know which group would
generate the best ideas since nothing like this has ever been done
before.

Huangdi:1 will promise an award for the top ten proposals. That
should generate enough interest. Then we can create a directory of
proposals submitted for this project that we can consult for future
projects. In the future we can be more fair and pay selected individu—

als and teams to develop proposals, but since each public project is

unique it will still be difficult to imagine who might address the
problem most creatively

Minister:I will send out a call for proposals immediately. Do you
have any idea of where this project might be located and how much money
you might want to spend building it? Those considering this request
might need some practical parameters.

Huangdi:Practicality is irrelevant for my needs. Nothing should
limit the potential scope of the greatest public art project in the
history of mankind

Minister:What is public art?

Huangdi:I am not exactly sure, but I think that it somehow engages
a community in a shared vision

Everyone in the empire should be inspired and motivated to con—
tribute to a project that ensures my immortality

Minister:0f course, Huangdi.

Months later hundreds of models and drawings cover all of the

tables in the great hall.

Minister:What a great response.We have proposals from all the
best artists and architects in the empire. The models are easy to
understand, but some of the drawings and written proposals are hard to
imagine. How are we going to find time to evaluate them all?

Huangdi:We should have asked everyone to submit proposals in the
same format.We need a committee to look at everything carefully and
screen out the best for me to sider

Minister:You will be the final judge?

Huangdi:Of course, this is my project!

Minister:But what about engaging the public?Whatever inspires a
representative sample of humanity to honor your immortal supremacy
will most likely inspire all of manity to do the same.

Huangdi:Oh, I guess you might be right, wise attendant. We could
select a committee of representatives to review all of the applica-
tions and select a few of the best, but I want to make the final
decision. This is my immortality and my budget. I am afraid that if a
it will just be the choice that has the

most popular appeal.l want something new, bold, and awesome to subdue

committee selects the winner

current as well as future generations.Perhaps each committee member
can vote for a personal favorite to keep a wider selection of proposals
in the final cut.

Minister:OK, OK. How much should we pay the jury?

Huangdi:Oh, whatever you think will compensate them fairly for
whatever time it takes,but damn it, they should be honored to be

consulted.

Weeks later the committee has narrowed their selection and inter—
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viewed several of the applicants

Minister:Here are twenty final proposals selected by the committee
Their top four recommendations include a gold statue of you riding on
the back of a dragon placed in every city throughout the empire, a
large public gate at the entrance to each provincial capital decorated
with bronze relief portrayals all of your accomplishments, an endless
procession of yellow arches for your eternal journey throughout the
land, and a perpetual garden fountain fed by legions of beautiful
young children carrying pitchers of elixir from all the corners of the
empire.

Huangdi:Rubbish! Emperors are always flattering themselves with
heroic statues and triumphal gates. The endless yellow arches are too
conceptual for my practical nature.As for the fountain of youth, it
sounds like more of an enjoyable dalliance than an immortal 1ife
insurance policy. I need something bigger and bolder.Let me see the

other proposals.

After glancing through the other recommended proposals, Huangdi
studies the rejects

Huangdi:I found it! This is great! Whose idea was this?

Minister:Oh, that one! It is much too labor intensive. We do not
have the resources to replicate your entire army in clay. The idea was
submitted by Lu Wei, the wife of one of your soldiers, who thought that
she could save her husband’s 1ife by substituting him with a terracotta
statue. Perhaps we could commission a few hundred of them if you really
like the idea.

Huangdi:A few hundred! 1 do not need a symbolic gesture. I need
a full army of thousands to protect me forever. This is much better
than killing and burying all of my soldiers with me. I can now have two
armies, one that will never decay, and one that can live on to protect
my heirs.

Minister:But that would require years of labor and thousands of
workers. Hundreds of thousands are already working to replicate your
entire palace complex for the mausoleum

Huangdi:But think of what a great public project it would be! It
will unite thousands of laborers in a common cause. The army will be
thrilled with the effort to substitute their flesh for clay. Lu Wei’s
idea of having each soldier portrayed with individualized facial
features and military uniforms is brilliant. Each soldier and his
family will take great pride in this personalized attention, and for
generations to come warriors will honor their ancestor’ s immortal duty
with obeisance to my descendants. The racial and social diversity of
my army will be celebrated by the personal modeling of each individual
and inspire a loyal sense of community throughout the empire

Minister:But clay is such a commonplace material.

Huangdi:Clay is the ideal material for my army. There are count—
less myths about supreme beings creating man from clay. Now T will join
that pantheon. On a more practical level, the artisans will enjoy
working with a material that is so responsive to touch and transfor-
mation during the creative process. Clay can be quickly modeled as
warriors pose for portraits, and sections can be cast in molds to speed
production. Slips and pigments can be fired and painted onto the
surface for realistic coloring

Minister:But the clay figures could be smashed

Huangdi:No one will want to smash those figures. The masterful
modeling, sensitive portraits, exquisite attention to detail, and
slightly larger—than-life scale of these figures will imbue them with
human dignity and a noble presence that will inspire awe, not aggression.
The overwhelming impact of the seemingly endless array of soldiers
will deflate any plans to challenge my supremacy. Besides the broad
public involvement in this project will be the best strategy for
preventing vandalism.

Minister:But what about the prophesies about those rebellious Han
peasants?

Huangdi :Every material including stone can be smashed. Wood de-
cays and burns; metals corrode and melt: but fired clay will last
forever and can be repaired. Ceramics is the primary window through
which we study ancient civilizations, and it will also represent the
power of my legacy for millennia to come

Minister:What about maintenance? Terracotta is porous enough to
be damaged by the freezing of absorbed moisture. Unfortunately the
much stronger, denser, and higher fired stoneware clay bodies have not
yet been developed

Huangdi:Terracotta will last forever if it is properly installed
My army will be placed well below the frost line in dry underground
chambers under rot-resistant timber ceilings that will support thick
protective layers of earth

Minister:You are going to put them underground?

Huangdi:0Of course, their community—bonding role in this world
will be over after the long fabrication process is finished. Then they
will need to function as my protectors in the immortal realm. The
peasants will appreciate getting that ground-level space back for
farming.

Minister:What about the environmental impact of mining and firing
all that clay?

Huangdi:The workers are already digging up large quantities of
clay as they excavate my mausoleum. Firewood is a bit scarce, but we
can always tax the territories for more fuel. The heat from the kilns
could be recycled for cooking and heating, but I do not know how to
deal with the air pollution




Minister:How will you protect the river from pollution by the
pigments used to paint the figures?

Huangdi:All the artisans will be required to wash their brushes
in a rinse bucket designated for each color. Only when the pigments
have settled enough for the water above to be crystal clear, will the
rinse water be recycled. The settled pigments will be safely stored
and reused.

Minister:Wait a minute, we have not yet considered two of the most
important issues. What about site location and arrangement of all of
these terracotta figures? Their placement within the landscape or city
will be crucial for realizing their expressive potential.

Huangdi:Wei Lu recommended placing some of the soldiers in a
command post and positioning the rest in two large battalions with
sets of square battle arrays. Coincidentally the square array has been
my favorite battle formation ever since I used it so effectively in my
defeat of the Han. Instead of crowding the armies close to the walls
she thought that they should be placed a kilometer

beyond where they could command a view of the entire river plain. She

of my mausoleum,

wrote something about the aesthetic composition of elements in the
landscape. Perhaps she also consulted a Feng Shui expert. Somehow her
confident and expansive use of space in a strategic location makes me
feel much safer as I contemplate my immortality

Minister:Perhaps Wei Lu does have some innate talent and skill

beyond that of saving her husband. [ guess we should include her in the

list of people to consult for future projects even though she is not
what I would normally consider an artist.

Huangdi :She was a bit literal in her approach to this project, but
she added a mythic dimension to the concept and an intimate human touch
to the details. We should just pay her design fee because I will not
hire her to oversee and participate in the construction.

Minister:Why not? With her compelling vision as a guide, she might

be the best choice

Addendum:

Huangdi died before the entire terracotta army was finished, but
over 7000 clay soldiers and some token human ones accompanied him to
the afterlife. Wei Lu’s husband was represented by one of the finest
terracotta figures, and he enjoyed a long life in his wife’ s company.

Not long after Huangdi’s death Han rebels penetrated one of the
terracotta army trench with torches. The timbered ceilings burned and
the earth fell through to crush the soldiers

Two thousand years later, a peasant was astonished to find a
handsome statue of his ancestor when digging a well. Awe-struck
citizens throughout the land gathered to excavate and repair the
broken soldiers. They built a new and much larger chamber to protect
the army so that it could impress the entire world with Qin Shihuangdi’ s

supremacy forever.

NGO seNoup

Nancy Selvage
December 2005
Director of Ceramics Program, Office for the Arts at Harvard, USA

r

Ceramics Program
Office for the Arts at Harvard

Translator: Wei Lu (Dr. of University of Massachusetts USA)
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