APPLIED ART
. . . as food for thought
Gustav Weiß
The kind of art that by definition sees
its task in being applied to an object is
emancipating itself from this limitation.
It is surrendering functionality to the
field of design, and thus the responsibility for functionality too. Its specific
abilities, with which its journey began,
are becoming more spiritual and issue
into fine art.
Fine art is a goal that many applied
artists have adopted and contribute
to. This goal has one particular cause,
known in business studies as diversification, i.e. the transition from onesidedness to diversity. When production is based on one product, which
experiences a slump in the marketplace,
this setback is balanced by other products. Accordingly, the Federal Ministry
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of Education and Research finances a
foundation course at Berlin University
of the Arts entitled “Diversity in Dialogue” with lectures including the future
of capitalism.
The capitalist signs of the times
are targeted at market value, displacing artistic value in importance. Art is
defined in terms of market value, and
this is dominated by influences alien to
art. The results of artistic and technical
experiments are subjected to a decision
as to whether a piece can be sold. This
is true of all art. The applied artist experimentally discovers a technique with
which they can produce fundamentally
the same item with insignificant variations because they have learned that
it sells. They build their own cage that

they dare not escape from. Not only
their sense of inventiveness flags but so
does the development of their personality.
In the evolutionary development of
culture, the tools become ever more refined. At the Eunique Fair for Applied
Arts in Karlsruhe in June this year, an
artist was awarded the first prize for
applied art who used a computer controlled apparatus (not her own invention) to automatically produce rings
from several layers of various materials
that were then offered for sale as bangles. It was her achievement to be able to
work with this technique. She produced
rings that nobody needs, which themselves need a demand to be stimulated
for them as a speciality. This element
of speciality is their value. The public
applauds (“democracy”) someone else’s
technical achievement that is sold as an
artistic achievement. Beauty is swept
aside, which hides as the meaning behind the beautiful, beauty which needs
to be discovered. Applied art becomes
applied technology, previously brought
forth by the artisan, of which traces remained. More than two hundred years
ago, Immanuel Kant in the Metaphysics of Morals, 1785, said of this disharmony that in the realm of purpose,
everything either has value or dignity.
Anything with value can be replaced by
something else of equal value; anything
above value however, which thus does
not permit anything of similar value to
exist, possesses dignity.
The rise of modern art a hundred
years ago happened in an atmosphere
euphoria for technology. Artists did not
want art to evolve; they wanted instead a transformation both with regard
to means and to ends. They discussed
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artistic ideas and techniques, thought
about sense and meaning. Along side
Impressionism, the Symbolists strove
for a fundamental renewal of the language of images so as to be able to express new and different content. But this
technical mood ended in automatism. If
this still pervades applied art, it means
that it is technically advanced but it is
a continuation of the kind of technical
art from the 20th century that might be
described as technoid constructivism.
The transition from craft to handicrafts to applied art began with the
emergence of the first Modernism, Classical Modernism. One can go as far as
to say that without it, it would not have
happened. It was only through Modernism that the art market developed. And

since then, art can be redefined and one
could say that “art is what sells”. And
selling is a skill that must be learned.
In the pioneering spirit of Modernism, handicrafts were no longer content
to be handicrafts, for handicrafts are
still craft. It called itself applied art and
museums in Gera, Cologne and Leipzig
followed these terms. The French call
both things, handicrafts and applied
art, art décoratif. In Germany however,
we still distinguish between the predecessor, handicraft, which is identified by decorative brushwork on functional items, and the successor, applied
art. Handicrafts were decorative. It still
bore craft’s responsibility for function
whereas applied art had relinquished
this responsibility to industrial design.
Applied art scorned the term “decoration”. It saw a meaning in form and colour. Design, i.e. industrial design, lacks
deeper meaning. Its meaning is success
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in the marketplace, achieved via its purpose. It really is applied art but is not
considered so because of its business
orientated priorities. It is quoted separate from the latter. In order to appreciate the two different kinds of applied
art, it is necessary to be familiar with
the history of their separate fields.
Neither of these areas has such a long
history or has witnessed so many events
as pottery. This is because the malleability of the material has from time immemorial given rise to the idea that life
was created from it. But the material is
not only out of the ordinary geologically speaking. No other material has
the same scope and versatility. It can be
earthy or stony, it can express roughness or archaic wildness just as well as
it can a light-coloured, cultivated refinement and spirituality. It can also
do something not customary in the art
of sculpture: it can symbolise sensuality through colour, or diversity through
colourfulness. Forms can express constancy or a forward urge. The material
has characteristics only found in humans – in human nature.
With regard to applied art, ceramics
is its most representative area. In the
western world up to the times of the ancient Greeks and thereafter, it was only
considered to be craft pottery, and the
great artistic achievements of the Middle East only became known through
archaeology at a much later date. Where
pottery aspired to art, from the Middle
Ages on it followed eastern models. In
the 15th and 16th century, the Florentine sculptor family Della Robbia used

white tin glazes from 9th century Samarra. Bernard Palissy’s coloured glazes
in 16th century Saintes derived from
early Abbasidic ceramics from the 9th
century. And above all, in the early industrial age, European handicrafts drew
inspiration from the Sefewids in the
16th century. Subsequently, applied art
drew inspiration from China. China was
followed by Japan. These were highlights of applied art, which have subsequently been superseded without all
possibilities that are offered by technology having been exhausted.
Looking back, we can see what was
produced in a transitional period. But
the orverarching movement is the way
of skill and ability that leads to fine art.
Scarcely regarded by art history, this
pathway for ceramics was hitherto more
an object of study for early history and
cultural sociology than of art history.
The final stage of the transition into
art began in 1954 when young Californian ceramists, all academically trained
artists, decided to turn away from tradition. They replaced it with curiosity,
risk-taking and the courage to experiment. They opened the door to overcoming the prison of the eternally same.
The first of these freely conceived pieces
were categorised as abstract expressionism, which revived after the Second World War. This is art of subjective expression. Because it stands for
subjectivity, it excludes nothing and
allows everything to be valid. Technical knowledge and skill take a back seat
and ceramics increasingly turns into an
art form that lends metaphysical life to

mineral nature.
What distinguishes it from fine art?
After overcoming the academic art of
the 19th century, fine art went through
a development that started as Classical
Modernism. Contemporary fine art, the
second Modernism, is different. It aims
for the destruction of boundaries and to
achieve this aim it tears down all previous boundaries in material art. Where
it becomes immaterial, ceramics cannot
follow: its result is the material; its result is the object. But the Viennese art
historian Werner Hofmann, who was
director of the Kunsthalle in Hamburg
from 1969 – 1990, claims for the new
fine art “constructive tendencies that
are realised in two or three-dimensional
structures which do not reproduce the
objects of perception but which challenge the observer to experiment with
various ways of perception” (Meyers
enzyklopädisches Lexikon Vol. 4). This
applies perfectly to ceramics, which is
emerging application, and what Jean
Bazain called for in contemporary art
applies to it: “One does not make the art
that one wants, but it is rather a question of desiring to the utmost the art
that the age is able to make.” (in “Notes
sur la peinture d’aujourd’hui“. German
: „Notizen zur Malerei der Gegenwart“.
Frankfurt a.M.: Fischer 1959; new English translation here).
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