Birth of the Project

"Pottery, as we shall see, finds its materials in the ground: the weakest, the most isolated man can extract them, fashion them immediately and even, without apparatus or science, give them form and sufficient hardness to satisfy his first needs for superfluity. The products of materials so simple, so abundantly distributed everywhere and so easy to collect and to work, can be put to all manner of use, be endowed with all conveniences of form and the beauties of luxury, be richly ornamented, in colours of great variety and brilliance, sound and lasting, which no metal can offer, nor the finest jewels, with such ease and variety."

From « Treatise on the Ceramic Arts »  Alexandre Brongniart  (1770 - 1847)

Director of the Sèvres porcelain factory

Curiosity, the search for diversity... these predispositions are the first origins of the contemporary ceramics exhibition "1001 Cups". At the beginning of my life, two personalities leaned over my cradle: my godmother, a porcelain painter, and my godfather, appointed by the Geneva Ethnographic Museum to create a world collection of domestic pottery. The two poles of the world of ceramics were already working their influence over me: the finesse of porcelain and the simplicity of pottery.

All of my life's work has been centred on a quest for diversity, and fate has given me abundant opportunities to discover it. Already while training as a ceramist in the workshop of a master potter, a creative artist, I was also learning to throw with the craftsman in the neighbouring workshop, which made varnished pottery. Around the same time, my godfather invited me to accompany him on his ethnographic surveys in Europe and India to collect traditional ceramic objects. I later continued this ethnographic work on my own initiative in France, Rajasthan (India), Japan, Kabylia (Algeria) and in Australia with the Aborigines. These travels and sojourns gave me the opportunity to experiment with new techniques and the knowledge of ceramic production (particularly wood firing in Japan).

This led me to the discovery of the little Indian terracotta teacup, the kulhar, which is discarded after a single use. I brought one back with me from Rajasthan, which I had drunk out of: it was so beautiful that I could not bring myself to throw it away. And it has been in my workshop ever since. This everyday object never fails to remind me of what a cup is in its essence: a container of liquids; so beautiful, so simple, so quickly made – and as quickly destroyed – it has become a timeless object for me. The exhibition was inspired by this cup, and is dedicated to it. Sadly, the kulhar may soon disappear because of the development of industrial production and the replacement of clay by other materials.

Teaching and work in didactic presentation gave me further opportunities to broaden my knowledge of the multiple aspects of ceramic production. I was invited to give demonstrations to schoolchildren at the Baur Foundation Museum of Far Eastern Art in Geneva, which houses a rich collection of oriental ceramics (mainly from China, Japan and Korea). I showed them how objects are linked to their culture – objects such as the tea ceremony cup, the ikebana vase, the bonsai pot – and how culture is a part of those objects and their production. These first pedagogical activities led to my being appointed to teach ceramics at the Geneva School of Decorative Arts (Ecole des arts décoratifs), which allowed me, for the next thirty years, to undertake a wide range of experiments with my students, particularly in order to demonstrate the relevance of revisiting the most archaic sources of traditional production.

My quest for diversity also opened the doors of the Ariana Museum in Geneva to me. This institution, dedicated to ceramics, entrusted me with the task of creating, in collaboration with the museum staff, a didactic area where the successive stages of ceramic production were described, from pottery made by hand without a wheel and fired on the ground to industrially produced ceramics. A certain number of pieces were selected from Geneva museums whose technology I reproduced on tiles called "clay pages" to demonstrate their production processes. These "clay pages" were exhibited in the form of a dialogue with the selected objects themselves, placed in showcases. When the museum reopened after a twelve-year closure due to restoration work, the didactic area was revised and developed to explain the basics of ceramics (the different kinds of clay, the fashioning and firing techniques) and list its technologies, from the most archaic (low-fire, unglazed) to the most sophisticated porcelains with transfer of decoration by engraving and then by silkscreen, etc.

While engaged in this exciting work, I had the idea of making 100 clay pages in the same spirit, by and for myself, and of producing, for each one, cups or other objects related to the technology described. This project never materialised due to the scope of the task. However, during discussions with friends and former students, who encouraged me to pass on my knowledge, the interesting idea came to me to share this project with a hundred artists chosen according to the techniques they used. The 100 clay pages thus became "1001 C" created by one hundred ceramists, each one with the task of creating a series of cups in 10 variations.

The exhibition of these 1001 cups shows the great diversity that ceramics has to offer, seen through different eyes and fashioned by different hands, from Australia to Canada, from Europe to Asia by way of North Africa. I marvel at the variety of possibilities, attitudes and  options of contemporary creation, from the humblest potter to the avant-gardes, who have chosen to go beyond the basic function of the cup, and even so far as to  deny it.

This exhibition is the culmination of a long personal quest and, more than that, it is a journey in time and space, for the culture of ceramics is in constant movement. Many ceramists take their inspiration from Chinese or Middle-Eastern traditions, returning to the sources of rural and popular traditions, conducting their experiments in countries and cultures other than their own.

I express my heartfelt thanks to the one hundred ceramists who created these 1001 cups for having accepted my challenge of diversity, for having taken part in these journeys in clay and, furthermore, for having donated their work. Without their generosity, this exhibition would not have been possible.

Claude Presset
Geneva, October 2009

