
An intellectual character is essential to CERAMICS
David Erban interviews Gustav Weiß at ninety

David Erban: I am very pleased to take on the task of interviewing you for the readers of New Ceramics 
/ Neue Keramik and discussing your work and your aims because from the start I have translated your 
articles and I have accompanied your journey with great interest for decades. Thus the term “translation” 
could take on a meaning something like “elucidation”.
In your book, Keramik - Materie und Geist (“Ceramics – Mind and Matter”), you described a striving for 
meaning as the human side of ceramics. 

Gustav Weiß: I was referring to a book by Viktor Frankl, The Will to Meaning, where the need to give 
meaning is explained in terms of psychology. He distinguishes between three ascending levels: experiential 
value, creative value and atitudinal value. The third stage is the one where experience is transformed into 
an achievement. It almost seems as if this idea had been created specifically with ceramics in mind.
The more I know about ceramics, the more frequently comparisons force themselves upon me in which 
human aspects are reflected in it. 

That sounds like anthropomorphizing animals.

The clay that we are dealing with has been accompanied by such metaphysical speculations right from the 
very beginnings. In distant times, this was also true of animals, until they turned into gods. But for humans 
in contrast to animals, sensory perception is not enough, but they use them for semiotic, symbolic repre-
sentations.
But these are not just metaphysical speculations. Real physical energy has a number of parallels in intellec-
tual energy as it is expressed in the intellectual character of a piece of ceramic art.

You have always insisted that an intellectual character is essential to ceramics. Does “intellectual” mean 
that everything must mean something, that is to say that it has to be symbolic?

Erté’s art déco is highly intellectual. It is a decorative kind of art without symbolism. It is also a kind of art 
that does not invite reflection. But no-one would deny that this kind of graphic art is enchanting. Everyone 
finds it intelligent. The same is true of the ceramics of Claudia Biehne, Marianne Réquéna, Daphné Cor-
regan, Chih Chi Hsu, Johan van Loon and many others. They don’t mean anything. They are simply what 
they are. And they are intellectual. If symbolism forces its way into the foreground, it is repellent in any 
medium. One is forced to come to the conclusion that there are many gradual degrees of difference. And 
people say so-and-so is highly intelligent. But this does not only apply to the artist but also to the observer. 
People also say, “How can they find that beautiful?” This is just as true of the judgement of a piece of art as 
it is for a judgement about a person. 

If you regard the observer’s judgement as decisive, this almost implies a dictatorship of popular opinion. 
The ceramist is familiar with this as a chance to make sales on the market. The potter is better off than an 
artist in this respect, who only becomes an artist through the art trade.

There is a difference that has developed over history. In Germany in the 16th and 17ht centuries, stoneware 
pottery was highly developed. It was disregarded by the rulers. They only accepted painted ceramics from 
the south. After an initial lack of acceptance, painted faience finally found recognition alongside silver 
tableware, after Louis XIV had all the silver confiscated to cover his debts at the end of the 17th century. 
Even today, there is still this discrepancy between the taste of the privileged classes and that of the “small 
man”, as August II the Strong said. Blue underglaze was good enough for them. Elaborate polychrome 



brushwork belonged to a different world. We say that painting is controlled by the art market as long as it 
corresponds to the taste of the elite. Even in modern art, ceramics painted by artists was worthy of a place 
in the galleries as long as the painter had a name. This kind of elitism stretches far back into history. The 
“liberal arts” in the Middle Ages included only rhetoric and intellectual arts. Elitism meant that naturally 
evolved pottery remained unseen. But this would not have helped with the invention of porcelain because 
there was no awareness that its close relationship to stoneware might be a path to the invention of porce-
lain. How far Tschirnhaus was from this realisation is shown by his experiments with burning glasses and 
mirrors. The whole matter was largely to do with royal prestige and acclaim for having alchemists in their 
employ, having borne the costs and having backed the right horse. And if this is the way things were, no 
blame attaches to anyone for it. That is the way things were, and no one had the ceramic knowledge we have 
today. Who knows if a potter who made white stoneware ever got to handle a valuable piece of porcelain. 
Being bound up in his world, he may not even have realised that it had anything to do with his stoneware. 
For the invention of hard past porcelain, we can only state that just like in China in an earlier era, white 
stoneware had existed before.

The elitist attitude of the consumer, hiding behind a privileged sense of taste, forms a contrast to the demo-
cratisation implied by Josef Beuys’ popular theory that everyone is an artist. 

Beuys’ works in wax, fat and felt were about the transformation of energy into object: this is also the case 
in ceramics. It was his declared intention to upset the rationality of our society and to liberate the mythical 
powers of the individual. To this extent, I find myself in complete agreement with him. 
But if we talk of democratisation, it has a different meaning in this context than it does in politics. I believe 
the privileged classes’ taste in art set the standard for popular art, where costumes and painting tried to emu-
lated the taste of the upper classes. This became so immutable over time that people here generally elevate 
smooth, refined objects into the pantheon of art. This is different in China, where ceramics was identified 
with philosophy from a very early stage. Confucius said that always desiring to have everything perfect was 
a sign of the common people. Only imperfection was refined. Seen in these terms, modern art, which has 
rejected artistic refinement, represents a democratic revolution. In the claws of aloof capital, which does not 
buy art but sells art, modern art as art for the fat cats is even more incomprehensible to the people. It was 
only with Josef Beuys that awareness of its democratic function was raised. 

You speak of an intellectual character. Wouldn’t it be enough to speak of intellectuality? 

Intellectuality can be unfeeling and humiliating to others. But character is hidden and must be discovered. 
You find a work beautiful, and only afterwards do you discover the beauty behind the beautiful. An intellec-
tual is considered to be someone governed by reason. “Character” implies a mature personality that among 
other things is able to develop. Like intelligence, traits of character have an inspiring effect on the gift of 
invention. 

If you see your works on your website under the heading of Neocraft, you get the impression that everything 
must have a meaning and that you tend towards symbolism. This is illustrated by the quotes from writers 
and philosophers with every piece.

Symbolism can be seen as a psychologically charged direction that is appropriate to ceramics in particular. 
Symbolists are said to forgo violent visual stimuli in the interests of spirituality. This can be seen in cera-
mics in many contemporary works of other artists that can be traced back to an intellectual principle. What 
is also evident to me in symbolist approaches is their sense of history, which makes one aware of more 
comprehensive historic complexes of meaning. And the endeavours of the Encyclopaedists in the 17th and 
18th centuries, those artistically minded lovers of knowledge, embodied the higher unity of the arts and the 
sciences. 



You call your work “Neocraft”. Isn’t that just another word for “arts and crafts”?

It expresses a movement for renewal and a gradual intensification of artistic aspirations. In many cases, for 
instance with Aysegül Eren, clay is an artistic means of expression with vestiges of myth. Or in the work of 
Canan Dagdelen, the material disolves into spirit. It is no longer “craft” but “Neocraft” – an artistic genre 
that does not deny its roots in craft. This has nothing to do with craftsmanship, which used to be of a higher 
standard. But it is because of the spirit of our age, which is ubiquitous, and can be described as a civilisation 
that is alienated from nature and organic production processes. Education, outside the family is directed 
towards drumming in knowledge in a way that kills or at least deadens aesthetic sensibility. In contrast, the 
development of sensibility requires direct sensation, emotional spontaneity and the ability to observe and 
contemplate, as well as holistic vision and receptivity. The task that Neocraft has set itself is to integrate in 
society in our rationalist age. But it is still uncertain whether the term “Neocraft” for our innovation, which 
was suggested at a congress in Canada, will gain general currency, because opinions and works are very 
different, even if a certain freedom is a common denominator. 

Is that the difference between applied art and Neocraft, then?

Applied art in the 20th century meant a kind of ceramics where skill was based on knowledge. This is really 
the essence of craft. But craft had prioritised throwing. Practice makes perfect, so knowledge went out of 
the window. And now technical knowledge is taking a back seat in every kind of creative ceramics, encou-
raging a counter movement. Thought is mainly directed towards the expressive potential of the material. 
But this also includes expressions of profoundly inner matters, where signs express what is meant. Many 
things stem from the imagination. But something new is always the aim, a new way of doing something, or 
merely of seeing something. A general tendency in Neocraft could be a trend towards a new self-confidence 
that could develop into a visionary sense of intuition. 

Your latest work, “To the Stars with Zero and One” seems to me to be art that is applied to an idea and not 
to a functional object, which has its purpose in symbolising something.

This could be a definition of Neocraft, to distinguish it from small batch production in craft and from in-
dustrial design, which are both forms of applied art. The title refers to the idea, but only for people who 
realise that one and zero is the way a computer calculates. If you study it more closely, you will find that 
in the green wings, between which the rocket made of ones and zeroes sets out to explore space, hands are 
grasping for the stars. They have wings. Like Icarus. It is like the present fulfilling a dream from the past. 
Philosophically, one and zero are the basic principles of all being: mind and matter. Leibniz, a portrait me-
dallion of whom stands above three ones in this piece, explained to his prince in a famous New Year’s letter 
that on the first day of creation, only “one” was there, i.e. God. And when everything had been created, on 
the seventh day, there was seven, which in its simple monadic notation is written 111, that is to say with 
divine ones without a zero, and he saw this as a symbol of the Christian Holy Trinity. The dyadic or dual 
numeric system is the basis for every computer. 
And with regard to space and space exploration, Teilhard de Chardin wrote in his book The Human Phe-
nomenon that when humankind became aware of the cosmos, an evolutionary phase began for humanity in 
which mind and matter ceaselessly work together leading to increasing complexity and internalisation in 
the course of which the liberation and expansion of the mind advances. It is not difficult to find a parallel 
to this in ceramics. 
 
How can this development continue?
 
With time, pottery as a profession in the sense of making objects for daily use will scarcely be adequate to 
earn a living, which is already becoming visible today. Combining a vessel with intellectuality has not been 
achieved in the western world in the same way as by the shino potters of the Momoyama potters in Japan, or 
in the modern era by Miwa Ky in Hagi. But it cannot be our goal to imitate the Japanese. With experiments 
in multi-media, people wanted to achieve this by other means. But it cannot be said that ceramics is keeping 



To the stars with zero and one. 2012. Height 2.2 mtr. Thrown elements by Ingeborg Pape. photos: Olaf Bruhn



abreast of the times just by this approach. It develops in various directions. But there is no alternative to 
adopting an intellectual character. In contrast to science, which entered ceramics, intellectuality nowadays 
aims to define categories of aesthetic value that can be thought about without the aid of mathematics. 

Doesn’t this mean the end of the art of glazing?

There is a difference between whether it merely serves utility or it expresses meaning. In contrast to Chi-
na, Korea or Japan, it was never an aristocratic kind of art here. In the West, there are a number of things 
preventing this, especially public recognition, but also the heavy demands placed on time and knowledge. 
There are companies that have specialised in it. If someone seeks something and finds it himself, he finds 
fulfilment in a gain in knowledge and in practical success. Then he will find the pathway to art.

Will there not always be people who appreciate and take pleasure in craft?

That will certainly be the case, and it is often mentioned that it counterbalances a soulless civilisation. The 
craftsman knows that it is to his advantage that     he is closer to nature to knowledge of nature, cultivating 
the material and the firing techniques and being more individualistic than an industrial designer. Hitherto 
he saw the quality of his craft in the ethic of his profession and his duty to society, in the world of art-and-
craft, the benefit lies in the addition of an artistic element. Harmony with nature and individuality make 
great demands on knowledge and skill, both of which are inexhaustible but which one can penetrate with 
learning and experience. Art on the other hand is not so easy to describe. Its task is more complex and ma-
kes different demands to craft and technology. 

What demands would these be, and doesn’t this mean excluding craft from art? 

An intellectually conceived piece of craft may be considered to be art. The historical example is the Korean 
“Unknown Craftsman”, to whom a museum is dedicated in Tokyo: the potter at one with the object with all 
its imperfections and faults. Craft insists on its technique and all the latitude of production, in which there 
is a degree of perfection during a lifetime but in the course of history a decline. This is not a natural fate that 

The portrait medallion of Leibniz is set above three vertically 
arranged ones. As it moves forward, the mind adopts various 
positions, whereas the material, which comes to the fore to a 
greater or lesser extent, always stands upright.

In the green side areas, hands grasp for the stars. The hands 
have wings and throw their shadows on the rocket. 



it is impossible to oppose. Both for art and craft, what I have called “experiments in art and technology” 
apply. I adopted these words from a group of artists around Billy Kluver in the 1960s. Their technology 
was so fantastic and sensationally good that it sounds presumptuous if you compare it to the means achie-
vable for ourselves. But nevertheless it applies to something of the meaning we are talking about here. If it 
is about experiments, it cannot be a matter of holding on to what tradition gives us, but it must be about a 
search for something going beyond that. But this alone does not fully explain what I mean, nor does it touch 
the essence: whether from experiment or not, what is produced must move us. And here again we see it all 
depends on the observer. The public at a pottery market is looking purely for what fulfils its expectations. 
But an art gallery could not live from that, because the demand for functional ware is already covered by 
industry. And there are no galleries of design, just department stores for design. 

So what is the difference between art and craft?

There is no answer to that in terms of black and white because there are many borderline areas, especially 
with regard to the spirit of research and invention. It is more a question of what direction it is going in. 
Originally craft had its purpose in functionality. So did industrial design and the highly successful field of 
technical ceramics. If this purpose is no longer there, then art that only has the aim of beautifying function 
is primarily useless. Now it is recalling its values, which are of great rarity, and which in the course of ci-
vilisation have been buried.

Art galleries specialising in ceramics are very thin on the ground. And Garth Clark in New york has closed 
completely, as has Renate Wunderle in Munich. The Agora Gallery in New York, which is looking in Germa-
ny for artists it can present, wants no truck with craft. Doesn’t this prove that ceramics is limited to a more 
modest role from which it cannot free itself? 

The art business is only one way to artistic recognition. It is in its very nature that it is only interested in 
what it can sell at a profit. And then there are the art academies. For most people, ceramics is either sculp-
ture or design without a life of its own. They pursue economic interests too, which is their duty when using 
public resources within a social market economy. This also applies to museums. Both have their reputation 
in mind, which is easier to enhance with big canvases than it is with ceramics. Size does matter when you 
are trying to impress. And then there is academic research. Hitherto ceramics has only been of interest as a 
subject for ethnological or ethnographic studies. But that it could make a contribution to knowledge about 
the nature of the production of art has not penetrated the awareness of the academics. But for ceramics, this 
could be a route for it to be recognised as art. 



The public haven’t heard about this yet. We tend to see rather that ceramics is undervalued. You have seen 
this yourself with your books, which are addressed not the general public but to ceramists.

For someone to whom historical background means something, the book “Materie und Geist” that we spoke 
about at the beginning is a milestone, where mind gains the upper hand. This condition for recognition as 
art has not changed since the Renaissance. Back then, Leonardo da Vinci was fighting for the recognition 
of painting. 
In “Materie und Geist”, Clay is not merely sedimentary rock, but with the water it contains, which is known 
as an elixir of life, it is a habitat that attracts bacterial life, which on the one hand produces the scent of clay, 
and as a “biological method of preparation” increases plasticity, permitting us to throw egg-shell porcelain, 
and on the other hand it reminds us of the serch for life in space. Where life can gain a foothold, the mind 
can also gain a foothold. The relationship between mind and matter in ceramics is very special, and it ext-
ends from the physical to the metaphysical, from natural science to the humanities. 
My last three books have as their motto a haiku by Hans Faber, a ceramist from Cologne and also an ike-
bana master:

Urelemente 
auf der Spur des Lebens 
– nur du beherrschst sie. 

Primal elements
on the track of life itself
– you alone control

This is an encouragement to make something of the abilities that are given to us: in the technology of art, 
the history of art and the philosophy of art. “Art” stands for the realisation of an ideal. But if you think 
about it it is more than that. Professor Rudolf Schnyder, who as the president of the International Academy 
of Ceramics in Geneva wrote a foreword to Materie und Geist, wrote to me that this book had made him 
wonder how his own thinking was indebted to clay as a material. And then he wrote something that goes 
to all of our hearts: “Are we not privileged to have dedicated ourselves to ceramics!” He admits that this 
realisation was the result of having worked with ceramics “nearly all his life, so fairly comprehensively”. 

www.gustav-weiss.de


