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The Taiwanese artist Ting-Ju Shao
has been working in ceramics since
1991. She makes one-off pieces or
series, or small, individual sculp-
tures. Her work can mainly be seen
as installations that tell stories.
Stories that take up fundamental
themes affecting society.

Themes that show the individual in
his relationship to the group but
also in his/her integration on a cos-
mic dimension as well as his rela-
tionship to natural events.

Her work raises an admonitory fin-
ger at the arrogance of human
activities.

Her work has not only been shown
in Asia but also at exhibitions in
the USA and Europe.

by Hiroko Miura

for its body size. The prototypical figure ha:

no eyes, mouth, or nose on its face to shov
expression. Within the various spaces created b
Ting-Ju Shao, this large, powerful figure takes oi
the role of a messenger to our modern times
Regarding this figure, Shao says, “I show the toe
of my ceramic figures to show the innocence o
human being (when people take off their shoes, i
is as if there is nothing to hide), and I make th
heads so small to underscore the fact that moder
people are too smart and tricky for their own goo
- I shrink their heads to bring them down to size.’

B ig bulging shoulders and a rather small heac

When we go back and trace Shao's works in th
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past, we can see that she has been sending out
her own messages through a variety of scenes,
using these distinctive clay figures. Jo Lauria, the
former curator of Los Angeles County Museum,
describes Shao's works as resembling a visual
drama. As such, we can learn much about her suc-
cinct and experienced skills of scene construction
from the many illustrations she has worked on as
an illustrator. Her focus on the narrative, having
the figures serve as the main characters and con-
structing various settings around them is, in a
sense, a very characteristic style for a contempo-
rary ceramist. The centrality of the narrative style
as key tool of expression has been integral to
Shao’s work since her initial period as an artist,
her ubiquitous figures having appeared in the
early 1990's. These seemingly comical figures
weave out a broad range of issues that cast a
shadow on modern society, including the destruc-
tion of the natural environment; mass media and
society; the insatiable desires of mankind; life and
death; the relationship between individuals and
groups within society; and the isolation felt by
individuals. These themes represent some of the
many diametrically opposed forces that exist deep
within society and our daily lives.
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Various ceramic techniques and materials have
been used in her different pieces corresponding to
the theme addressed. For example, for the piece,
“Dream fragments between illusion and reality”,
the busts without the head are made using glass
and clay and are arranged in an alternating pat-
tern. The bust made of glass makes the soul seem
as if it were transparent, and the piece made of
clay portrays clearly the curves of a face and
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left -
“A Heart far flung in the corridor of time” - 1991
43 x 53 x 28 cm

top right and centre -

Solo-Exhibition at Taipei County Yingge Ceramic Museum -
Taiwan

“Universe - decoder of the Soul” - 2004

below right -

“Constructing a glorious ladder towards the sky, one that
could even be finished in just one second” - 2004

46 x 36 x 223 cm
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makes one think of a physical being. By arranging
these contrasting media next to each other, the
transparent glass expresses the inner side of
human beings, the mind, and the earthenware,
with its presence, gives an impression of the body.

Shao has also used many different kinds of
materials to create her own unique space. Those
spaces are made so that wood, metals, and strings
come together in such a way that the colors and
the texture of each material blend well with the
clay. In one of them, “Between freedom and con-
finement. Only the heart can free the mind from
mortality”, a human figure placed in the center

do we know who is near the finishing line?” - 2004 and below, inside the cage on which the figure 1s
360 x 360 x 180 cm - stoneware - metal sitting on, is a heart. The tension of the taut

strings precisely expresses the balance of the
strings. It shows that, in one life, true enrichment
of the mind will never be complete regardless of
which idea - “freedom” or “constraint” - prevails.
Capturing two extremes in a state of balance, such
“freedom” and “constraint,” is a central theme in
her unique construction of ideas.

“I see the flashing light in the universe” - 2002 Furthermore, although Shao has made the fig-
60 x 41 x 21 cm - stoneware ures mostly by hand-building in the past, she
began experimenting with making figures with
molds from around the time she worked on her
pieces at the Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park in
Shiga Prefecture in the year 2002. She began
using this method in full scale in her most recent
works. In one of them, “What’s wrong?” a mgh
degree of precision is achieved by using molds. In
this work ten white figures have stopped for an
instant and have turned around to look back at a
lone figure in brown. This lone figure is looking up
at the sky in such a way that says, “What’s
wrong?” It is a message sent out to our modern
society, which condemns an individual who strays
from the group and does something different.
Also, in another of her recent works, in which a
human figure is placed inside a circular object that
looks like a Ferris wheel, “Your Majesty, where are
you going?”, all of the figures are created using
the molding method. The title speaks with full
irony to the made-in-a-mold human beings of
today who may, perhaps, be meaning to be moving
forward but are not reaching any certain destina-
tion. In ceramics, a “mold” is a tool that allows us
to mass produce things of the exact same shape.
By forming the shapes using molds, Shao depicts
those in our society who have lost their distinct
characteristics as individuals, as well as those
many people who have lost their vitality. Her mes-
sage regarding the uniformed indoctrination and
social tendencies of today is expressed strongly n
her recent works.

Moreover, in the installation piece exhibited at
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“Hearing the trotting sound of the horse, do we know just who is the

visitor in this univers?” - 2004
280 x 23 x 115 cm - stoneware - wood - metal

the Gallery Maronie in Japan in 2002, “The seven-
ty-seven gentle warnings”, she portrays- seventy
seven birds facing human beings. The birds are not
artificially but wood-fired in the manner of
Shigaraki ware - baptized by the natural flame and
shaped into powerful and strong birds. The birds
in this piece take on the role of nature and give
out a warning to the humans threatening nature.
’eople of today tend to think that there is noth-
ing they can not control, but her work shows us
the need to realize that we are living in and are
supported by nature. Furthermore, in her most
recent work, “Living in the generosity of time, do
we know who 1s near the finishing line?”, twelve
birds each hold a string in their mouths, which
leads to the spider-web-like shape in the center of
the piece, in the middle of which a human figure
lies. The 12 birds are balancing the strings and are,
together, supporting one human figure. The birds
represented in this work have wide beaks and
rather small wings, and their eyes are round and
have a cute appearance, perhaps to express the
inner kindness of birds since they are being used
as a symbol of nature. In contrast with the gentle
gaze of the birds, the human is represented as
being in a critical condition, in which it would suf-
fer grave consequences should the natural cycle be
disturbed even slightly. This work shows that
today our present condition vis-a-vis nature is
being maintained amidst an extremely fragile bal-

“77 times of gentle warnings” - 2002
360 x 360 x 15 cm - stoneware - wood - metal

“Meeting the beautifull green light of the universe” - 2002

68 X 32 X 42 cm - stoneware
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“Your Majesty, where are you going?” - 2004
150 x 195 x 22 cm - metal - stoneware

“What’s wrong?” - 2004
430 x 23 x 35 cm - stoneware

Photo Peter Lee
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“The mind dictates how the form undulates” - 1992
38 x 32 x 47 cm - stoneware - mixed media

ance. As the birds represent nature in her works, there are
other symbols that appear in her works. A chair represents
status and greed, and stairs, position. Furthermore, each
piece of work she creates in which the dwarf-like human fig-
ures are moving about on big, bulging hand and feet also
reminds us that we are only shuffling about in a place that is
truly beyond the power of human beings.

One of Shao’s impressive works, “A heart far flung in the
corridor of time”, is one of the early pieces among her ceram-
ic works. In this piece, a slightly red heart is embedded in the
body of a large human figure. Here we see the interlocking
themes of mind and soul beginning to take form in her works.
In the piece she created the following year in 1992, “The
mind dictates how the form undulates”, a big human figure is
manipulating a marionette. The marionette symbolizes the
body, and Shao is expressing through her work that humans
are driven by the mind. This piece of work was the one in
which she first started portraying the idea that the mind con-
trols the body, and that the balance between the two makes
up a human being.

Shao’s works, which seem to magically reenact a passage
from a story and have titles that are like an epic poem strewn
with polished words, first originated by revealing the twin
concepts of Body and Mind. She began portraying the inspi-
rational themes that delved into the inner aspects of human
beings through ceramics, all the while executing her work
with a humorous touch.

Hiroko MIURA is curator at The Museum of Contemporary Ceramic Art of The
Shigaraki Ceramic Cultural Park in Japan

Ting-Ju Shao is a ceramist, illustrator and author. She lives in Taiwan and
her work has been shown at more than 77 exhibitions in Asia, America and
Europe in recent years. She is a member of the IAC in Geneva. She writes
for international specialist art magazines.

Ting-Ju Shao
P.0.Box 101-26
Taipei 10599
Taiwan
shao36@mac.com

NEW CERAMICS MARCH / APRIL 3



