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A Chinese proverb says, “When the winds of change are blowing,
some people build walls, others windmills.” The wind of digitality has
to change ceramics if it is to continue to develop.
What did people need to know in the Stone Age to model a
Venus figurine? They had to know that they could only do it with
clay and, later (from about 8000 BCE), that it hardened if it was
fired. This was what had always been given. Everything that came
later was what had never been. And what had always been
given did not disappear the world of things became more and
more diverse. That is the way of the world, and of opinions. Is this
tendency to cease in digitality?
We can only wonder at how things have turned out and are
turning out. Now, after millennia of the evolution of the brain,
during which more and more new things have emerged that
had not previously existed, digitalization is a major step. Its roots
go back a long way. With two characters, the ancient Chinese
prophesied the future, written down in the I Ching, The Book of
Changes, from the 3rd millennium BCE. Then zero had to be invented. It was discovered in an 1,800 year-old text from India. It
enabled Leibniz to do calculations with only two numbers, zero
and one. He interpreted one as a symbol for God or the spirit and
zero as representing matter, nature. In 1697 he wrote in a “New
Year’s letter” to his duke that on the first day of creation only one
existed, i.e. God, and on the seventh day, when everything had
been created, there was seven, written as 111, thus only with
three divine ones. He described this as a symbol for the Christian
Holy Trinity.
This numerical system made computers possible. And it made
the achievements of physics possible leading into the digital age.
With zeroes and ones, humans conquered space. With the exploration of space, a new evolutionary phase of human development began with increasing complexity, allowing the liberation
and unfolding of intellectuality to progress. It is not hard to find
parallels to ceramics in this.
The numerical system hardly interested anyone. Something
visible had to be found. Industry 4.0 did that in the shape of the
computer. Now it was possible for anyone to communicate with
everyone, even at the other end of the earth, using these massproduced appliances, cars can drive themselves without human
error. The internet has become an everyday thing. Among people
under forty, internet use lay at over 97% in 2014. Technical intelligence is within reach, face recognition makes ID cards unnecessary, nursing the aged can be left to robots. This is all “digital
transformation”, all of this never existed before.
And what about ceramics? Peter Voulkos showed the way with
a youthful approach, as lovely as the morning. Klaus *) hurried
to see it from close up. He saw it with great joy. Not a school, not
an apprenticeship for the many who rest on the laurels of previous achievement whilst the winds of change are driving all the
windmills. This time light was not coming from the east. What
comes next?

Zero and One. In Greek antiquity, letters were used as numerals: D for
deka, H for hekaton, X for khilioi, M for myrioi and a “gap character”

The description of digitality was a depiction of its first phase
with its physical achievements that today shape our everyday
lives. The second phase now follows, known as “post-digitality”,
and dominated by society and by culture, where more and more
people participate in questions of societal importance in more
and more areas and with the aid of increasingly complex technologies. They are reacting to the overwhelming flow of information with political consequences. We do not want to live in a
surveillance culture or in one where knowledge belongs to an
elite but in a culture of participation and sharing. From the periphery towards the centre of society. Again, we recognise ourselves
in this.
What is Digitality?
It is an increased use of computers. The benefit is primarily
that it is quicker to do calculations with two numbers than with
ten. Pocket calculators have been available cheaply since 1972.
But not many people know that current scientific technical calculators are able to solve equations. Since the 1990s, sophisticated computational systems in the form of smartphones (with
android, i.e. human-like capabilities) have offered a range of
possibilities for communication via the social networks Facebook
or Twitter and deliver comprehensive knowledge to social encyclopaedias like Wikipedia, which are “social” because thy cover

the whole of society with the network of a new life. As ceramists
we are included in this, and it makes us aware that what we have
always done and always learned is not enough, by being subjected to the coincidences of the quality of learning. With a sense
of satisfaction, we look upon our own development, and the
digitality of societal life allows us to make our mark with new
ideas.
The Swiss culture and media scientist Felix Stalder **) defines
three conditions for culture in digitality. They may be regarded
as answers to the question of ceramics and digitality, where it is
about the producer and the product. The first is communality,
where the individual does not withdraw into themselves and
isolate themselves but participates in the whole. They must also
make use of the global information that digital computational
systems provide. And thirdly they must be aware that their product participates in the cultural process.
The enormous multiplication of material culture through
digitality not only finds approval but also sets off waves of nostalgia in which the potter, the craftsperson and the applied artist
see a societal responsibility. But the production of the useful is
limited. Who needs a teapot in which the tea gets colder and
colder, but a vase or cachepot is always needed. New ideas for
new techniques of the useful are flourishing but fundamentally
there is no change. This only becomes the case when intellectuality is involved. It is a delicate flower that is supported by a society that is becoming more intellectual. Who would ever have
thought that ceramics could advance into the spheres of intellectuality.
If one has to earn one’s success, it is not enough to reduce
oneself to oneself. For this one has to move one’s mind in the
world. World means diversity of opinions, of belief and of knowledge from yesterday and today. The winds of change that the
new century brought us are blowing in all areas. This is not a
comfortable state but depends on being interested and curious.
The digital age is young. The wave raises us up, allows us to explore
and invent. Whether as a potter or an artist, the ceramist must
be an explorer and inventor.

*) Nikolaus Steindlmüller: Peter Voulkos, exhibition in New York. New
Ceramics No. 6/2017, p. 56/57.
**) Felix Stalder: Kultur der Digitalität. Edition Suhrkamp 2017.

With Zero and One to the Stars. A rocket on which zero (matter)
consistently stands upright and one (the spirit) takes up various
positions. In the green wings on either side of the rocket, hands reach
for the stars. They have wings. Like Icarus.
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