
Ceramics and Experience
In 1905, Wihelm Dilthey wrote Poetry and Experience. Experience becomes comprehension. It does in ceramics too. 
What could we say about this phenomenon when we mean understanding clay? 
Wilhelm Dilthey, Professor in Basel, Kiel, Breslau and Berlin, could be designated as the father of the philosophy of un-
derstanding through experience in ceramics because “understanding” comes from “experience”. The science of under-
standing that he represented is called hermeneutics.  

Some elements of his work can be applied to ceramics, for instance when he says that natural science with its order 
stepped between reality and poetry, but that scientific thinking was not firmly anchored in the art of poetry. Causal 
connections in reality, inasmuch as they are described in science, did not become a habit. That is precisely our situation 
if we substitute “ceramics” for “literature” and “imagination” for “poetry”. Even the study of glazes, which is most close-
ly related to a knowledge of natural things, has never got beyond the level of alchemy. A victory for imagination. 
Understanding instead of explaining can also be applied entirely to us. We need to explain in our practical work. We 
need it to solve problems, which are nothing other than resistance, which when overcome becomes experience. But for 
a ceramic artist, this alone is not the source of understanding that Dilthey meant when he claimed it for literature in the 
sense of making something from the depths of the writer’s personality come alive again to the reader. As ceramists, we 
also believe that the material has a property that can involve emotion and as experience it can have a subjective signi-
ficance as an unlocking force. Even on an associative level, what is expressed by the material is significant as meaning. 
And sense has a goal and a purpose. In psychology, the highly charged term “sense world” corresponds to an “effect 
world”, where sense is realised as a value. 

The sense of clay and the way it is understood are predetermined in the historicity of cultural achievements. Mythologi-
cal elements can be found there of which reason demands that they be recognised as such and then overcome. Even in 
Ancient Greece, myths and even Homer’s epics were interpreted allegorically in order to justify them towards the awa-
kenings of critical thought as disguised representations of natural forces and natural processes. 

But orientating comprehension on science is precisely what we are not talking about, and equally we are not talking 
about grasping the sense of a work, i.e. about semantics, but what is common to all ceramics, comparable to the com-
monality of all literature: the pure and lasting, irrespective of the diversity of individual manifestations. When you pick 
up a lump of clay, it is no longer just a piece of sedimentary rock but it challenges you to make something of it with 
your hands. Clay exercises a subliminal stimulus on your mood. You conjecture, and you interpret it less as sense and 
more as meaning, as a psychological phenomenon and you are prepared to draw human conclusions as human analogies. 
But it is not identification, it is empathy. You might say it is a becoming aware of an abstract meaning.

The stimulative nature of clay might also serve as an explanation for the simple case of a child enjoying the experience 
of forming something. Later, from this unconscious experience, conscious experience and understanding may develop 
(as a baby or a puppy find the mother’s breast). As Dilthey says, “We understand more than we know”. It could have been 
a ceramist who said that.

We like some things so much that we would like to adopt them as our own. But this is like harvesting fruit from some-
one else’s tree: a hundred years ago when Dilthey was alive, the mineral world of clay did not in the remotest come into 
consideration for philosophical reflection. Especially with regard to the materiality of nature, there was no point that was 
comparable with current knowledge. Nature, for Dilthey something observed, was an insignificant object and only recei-
ved a meaningful existence through the subject. In contrast, we are concerned by the question of the extent to which the 
material, the clay is itself a bearer of meaning, which, to in recognising it, is an experience from which comprehension 
develops.We do not want to content ourselves with this subjectively sensed stimulative character alone, as there is also 
an objective reason for an additional subjective level of comprehension. It is embedded in the fact that plastic clay re-
presents a system in which water is present in various forms: the water used for mixing, sheath water, capillary water, 
intermediate layer water – which all behave differently. Scientists in the USA and Japan have also discovered that water 
has extraordinary properties, some of which had preciously only been observed in living creatures. It reacts to the oscil-
lations of music and spoken language by forming crystals of different kinds that  vary according to the type of wave, 
and that depending on its molecular structure water influences health and life expectancy. Humans, who consist of 
between 60 and 70% of water, can also sense music when they are deaf. Even if all of this is not known and cannot be 
used consciously, the system clay-mineral/water is subconsciously perceived as related to life. This may be a psycholo-
gical experience that is burdened with a cultic/historical symbolic value, without it being recognised as such.



Additionally, this “experiencing and understanding” can lead to knowledge of the world and eschatology that we cannot 
explain. This is what Dilthey means too when he says, “Comprehension presupposes experience, and experience only 
becomes wisdom when comprehension leads it out of confined space and subjectivity into the realm of the whole and 
the general”. 
In our lives, knowledge and comprehension are comparable to measured and subjective time. We are familiar with this 
difference in perceptions with temperature, our own performance and many other things. But even if we appreciate ful-
ly that time moves evenly and implacably forward, we have the feeling that when it lies before us or when we are bored 
that it is long and when it is past that it is short. And especially if we transpose ourselves so far into the past that we 
believe we understood people back then as if we were to live among them, when they imagined nature to be animate, or 
when they decided upon a superhuman god in order to explain the inexplicable or when they were defeated by the psy-
chological constraints of power. Stephen Hawking has described his “brief” history of (long) time as a search for the 
elemental force of the universe1, and one becomes aware that there infinity and eternity really exist. We do not need to 
know that to come to terms with life. Experiencing this knowledge is both smaller and less than what is given in com-
prehension. Experience leads to comprehension that goes far beyond experience. It leads to an area of the soul whose 
laws you cannot discover.  You cannot explain it, you can merely understand it. 
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“Knowledge” with the ancient Japanese character for water. 
Human knowledge, especially that of each individual, is only 
able to encompass a small part of reality. 
Glaze painting  66 x 66 cm.


