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Still Life from a Distant Memory (2019), made from raw clay, raw porcelain and a found object. Photos: Mikhail Zenon, Eleanor Megna, Tzu-Chun Fan

Delicate creations crumble into dust

Ruth Li's ephemeral raw clay sculptures are a reflection of the cycle of life

OliverGiles

life@scmp.com

In 2023, Taiwanese-Australian
ceramicist Ruth Ju-shih Li
unveiled her largest work yet: a
ceramic sculpture of blooms of
flowers measuring 15 metres long
and three metres wide. The work
was the latest iteration of Still Life
from a Distant Memary: a Winter
Study Before Dawn, a piece she
debuted three years earlier.

Intricate flower arrangements
were balanced on a series of
platforms, some of which were
connected by tendrils of clay that
stretched like vines across the
room in a gallery in Sydney,
Australia.

Soon after Li's exhibition
opened, the work began to
collapse. Tendrils snapped.
Leaves disintegrated. Flowers fell
to the ground. For the remainder
of the show, visitors walked
through the ruins of Li's installa-
tion, sometimes watching it
crumble in front of their eyes.

Thiswas exactly what Li hoped
would happen.

Like much of Li's art, the
installation was an ephemeral
wark made from unfired clay,

Li's sculptures are so complex,
and raw clay is so soft, that her
installations often begin to disin-
tegrate while she is building them
and before anyone has had a
chance to see the complete work.

Nevertheless, Li's unusual take
on ceramics has captured the
attention of curators: her work has
been exhibited widely in Australia,
as well as in New Zealand, South
Korea, Japan, China, India,
Thailand and Taiwan,

Li has also run ceramics
classes around Asia and tomor-
row, and from February 4 to 6, will
lead workshops at The Living
Light Art Studio in Hong Kong.

Li began working with
ceramics at university, where she
began making small sculptures of
flowers out of raw clay as a tool to
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help hermeditate. She considered
these to be separate from her art,
which at the time was focused
on more conventional fired
ceramics, until her life was rocked
by a series of losses,

“I lost a close friend 10 years
ago to leukaemia, and then my
father to multiple myeloma in
2020, He'd been battling cancer
for six years. At the same time, |
was also primary caretaker for
my brother, who was also going
through chemo," says Li, whose
brother is now in remission.

As Li was navigating her grief,
she began to reconsider her work
with unfired clay. She realised
that her ephemeral sculptures of
plants embodied ideas of the cycle
of life, the passage of time, death
and renewal, because much of
the clay can be recycled after Li
has used it.

“l merged my spiritual
practice with my art practice, It
to what [ want to

Although her inspiration came
from such a personal and painful
place, theideas are fundamentally
universal ones,

“That is something that is
important in my practice: a search
for a universal language. | try to
take away as many unnecessary
elements as possible, so that
people can reach the ideas more
easily," she says.

To this end, all the flowers that
Li sculpts are her own creations,
rather than copies of real-life
plants, She invents them to avoid
addingany flower symbalisminto
her work, especially as the same
flower can mean contrasting
things in different cultures: in
China, for example, the lily is a
symbol of good fortune, while
in the West it is commonly
associated with funerals,

Similariy, Lileaves the raw clay
with its natural colour, rather than
painting it, so as not to send any
unintentional messages. While Li
says she is “focusing more and
more” on her ephemeral work,

she still makes fired porcelain
sculptures.

She has studios in Sydney
and Jingdezhen - the historic
parcelain capital of China, where
she makes most ofher fired works
because the porcelain there is of
such high quality.

“The craftsmen in Jingdezhen
have amazing skills that have
been passed down from genera-
tion to generation. Their work-
manship inspires me,” she says.

The craftsmen, however, tend
to focus on making practical,
usable ceramics, so don't always
understand Li'sart.

“The first thing they always ask
me is: how do you use this? When
1 tell them you don't, they kind of
shake their head in disappoint-
ment," she says, laughing,

Li still enjoys making fired
works, but they serve a practical
purpose too: it is more straightfor-
ward to sell them to collectors and
museums than her ephemeral
installations.

“It is quite difficult to fund an
ephemeral practice,” she says.
“Collection strategies are still built
on more traditional ideas of what
art shouldlook like, so sometimes
[collectors and institutions) shy
away from my ephemeral work."

But Liis not discouraged. She
currently has several works on
show at the Clayarch Gimhae
Museum in South Korea, includ-
ing an ephemeral installation.

Along with her workshops in
Hong Kong, she is preparing for a
solo show in Brisbane, Australia,
in May and a residency and

hibition in Thailand in
She is also experimenting with
making ephemeral installations
from new materials, In 2023,
she unveiled a sculpture made
from wax,

“Now I really want to work
with sugar,” she says. “In street
markets in Taiwan, you get amaz-
ing candy made from sugar blown
into the shape of fish or animals,
I'd like to explore that next.”

For details of the Hong Kong
workshops, visit The Living Light
Art Studio’s website,




