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T wo clay bodies resembling symbiotic inner organs touch and keep each other standing. One

is smooth and white, like a bone or an inner ear; the other is a deep, textured gray-brown.
The light one, its sides flaring outward like the wings of a stingray, rests softly atop the dark one,
which is bent over in a painful curve close to the earth. The stoneware and earthenware bodies
are being transformed into two figures of flesh, which convey feelings of calm and comfort as
well as the pathos of self-loss and tragedy.

This work is part of a remarkable series of abstract ceramic sculptures, titled Mother and
Child, by Taiwanese-born, New England-based artist Ray Chen. Since 1997, Chen has produced
thirty works in the series out of his studio in rural Falmouth, Maine. Each piece combines Eastern
and Western influences and is a meditation on the universal idea of the bond between mother
and child. The series narrates the history of Chen’s relationship with his mother, who he says is

a “constant influence” in his life. As an opera singer, she steered him toward a rigorous classi- Ray Chen, Mother and Child, stoneware and earthenware, 23 x 16 x 18",

cal education in music; as a floral designer, she taught him about esthetics and encouraged him
to try ceramics. Tragically, the end of her life was marked by a long struggle with Parkinson’s disease. Chen says, “The impact of [my mother’s ill-
ness] on me has been tremendous, and my artwork has become an emotional expression of my relationship. with my mother.”

Chen learned ceramics during a traditional seven-year apprenticeship in Taiwan. He was trained in wheel throwing, traditional decoration, and
reduction firing as well as in carving, designing, and glazing. Chen eventually ran a professional studio perfecting traditional techniques of Chinese
vessel reproductions. With high ambitions for his art, Chen immigrated to the United States to experience a “freedom of ideas” in the context of
Western society. In the world of ceramics this “freedom” is the legacy of Peter Voulkos and the Otis Group (which also includes Kenneth Price and
Jun Kaneko, among others), a circle of California ceramic artists who in the 1950s helped change attitudes toward ceramics, repositioning it as a
viable medium for individual expression. This inspired a major revitalization in the field and has led to its acceptance in today’s contemporary art
world, as evidenced by the successful careers of artists such as Daisy Youngblood, Grayson Perry, Saint Clair Clemin, and Anthony Caro.

Upon his arrival to America, Chen began experimenting for the first time with asymmetrical abstract forms. Liberated from the functionalism tra-
ditionally associated with ceramics, Chen attempted to go beyond formal and technical aspects of his work, to give ceramic sculptures the power of
ideas. Eventually the challenges of confronting an American environment gave way to realities of assimilation to a cosmopolitan community. In that
sense, his work gives an account of the transformation that has taken place in his life and his art.

The works begin as small maquettes; Chen makes models about the size of a fist in which he works out the three-dimensional design concepts
of the composition, the touching points, the balance between the elements, and the
space in between them. Chen states: “In the maquette, | try to describe an idea. When
the piece is finished, | want the work to speak for itself. The title of mother-child leads
the direction; it is about feelings and emotions.”

Once the initial ideas have been formularized, the slow journey—Iasting about a year
and a half—of transforming the concepts into a finished piece begins. First, an 80-inch
cylinder of clay is thrown on the wheel, and the composition starts to take shape when
the clay is'removed and reconstructed. As the structure emerges, Chen begins to hand-
form the clay.

Ceramics involves solving a compiex set of problems. Clay

needs to be kept moist enough to prevent cracking, and sub-
stances such as silt and grog are added to increase plasticity.

Chen feels it is essential to control the aspects of color and tex- E&lC}) PZE’CE

ture, so he mixes his own glazes and tests them on smaller mod- .

els. He uses low-temperature firing for his pieces, which can be CO??’ZblﬂeS Edstern

as large as 60 centimeters wide. .

The works hover somewhere between figuration and abstrac- 657’1617 W‘?Sf@?’ﬂ

tion. Some forms suggest parts of the body—a hand on a shoul- . )

der, a twisted spine, a folding waist. Highly textured glazes give Zﬂfl%@ﬂCé‘S dnd A
Ray Chen, Mother and Child, stoneware and earthenware, 51 x 34 x 56", the clay’s surface a look of crusted or mutilated skin, indicating ] .

trauma. The agony implied by these tortured forms is not acci- a WEdZZdZZOﬂ o7
dental. Chen explains, “A curved shape represents the internal and external form of my mother's sickly body; it contrasts her ) .
spoiled body with the love and warmth of her heart.” In their physicality, the sculptures project a deeper psychological sig- tbe Z/lﬂl‘U(:‘TSdZ Zd64
nificance.

Chen’s technical mastery produces characteristics not normally associated with clay. Finished pieces often appear to be Of t}]t’f bO?’ld

made of materials such as stone or bronze. Clay itself is fragile, perishable, and tactile, and.it conveys allusiveness, self-con-
sciousness, and temporality; stone and bronze communicate sureness, permanence, force, and even brutality. By playing with between mother
illusions of materiality, Chen suggests coexistence among previously incompatible associations; the sculptures communicate .
varied, sometimes contradictory messages. On an autobiographical level, the body is ever present in the two forms that phys- dﬂd C}]Zld.

ically support each other, one representing the mother, and the other, the son. Gender and power attributes engraved into

(continued on page 55)

Kate Farrington is a freelance writer based in Cambridge, MA.
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