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C eramicists often find inspiration from 
their work through other cultures 

and time-honored traditions of the craft. 
The influence of Japan on contemporary 
American pieces will be explored in the 
exhibition Divergent Currents: The Ripple 
Effect of Japan on American Ceramic Art, 
taking place this March 21 to May 9 at Clay 
Art Center in Port Chester, New York. The 
show is curated by potter Jeff Shapiro and 
will include work by 14 artists who have ties 
to Japan.

“The 14 artists were chosen for a wide range 
of reasons, but all based upon a connection 
with Japan,” says Shaprio. “This could be 
through having studied there, having Japan 
in their heritage or simply being inspired by 
Japanese ceramics or the Japanese aesthetic. 
I am looking for artists who have established 
themselves for their individual approach 
to creating ceramic artwork, whether it be 
sculpture or utilitarian work. Each artist 
will supply a short statement about their 
interpretation of the ‘connection’ to Japan.”

Participating in the show are Joy Brown, 
Regis Brodie, Peter Callas, Paul Chaleff, 
Ayumi Horie, Randy Johnston, Dick 
Lehman, John Neely, Don Reitz, Tim 
Rowan, Akio Takamori, Jack Troy, Patti 
Warashina, and Malcolm Wright.

Wright worked for seven years under 
Japanese teachers, both in America and 
in Japan in the 1960s. “The influence was 
profound, and I have spent my career 
following the path, especially in the area 
of functional wood-fired glazed pottery,” 
he explains. “The aesthetic was based on 
Japanese tea ceremony ceramics from 
Karatsu, Japan. I adapted that work to 
American functional pottery uses. Consider 
the two phrases: ‘form follows function’ 
from the Bauhaus thinking, and ‘the beauty 
of an object is realized when it is in use’ 
from Japanese thinking. I followed the 
Japanese concept, but Westernized the 
scale and the way of using ceramics in 
the U.S. The Japanese tea aesthetic is an 
astringent minimalist taste, dry and quiet.”

A recent work by Wright in the show is his 
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1 
Patti Warashina, Lunar 
Lunacy (detail of seated 
figure 5 feet from wall), 
low-fire clay, underglaze, 
glaze, steel, 47 x 12 x 12". 
Photo by Rob Vinnedge.

2 
Malcolm Wright, White 
Form, extruded, crushed, 
cut and reassembled 
Lysella brick clay with 
white slip, wood fired to 
2,100 degrees Fahrenheit, 
8½ x 6½ x 5½". Photo by 
John Polak.

3 
Don Reitz, Geode Bowl 
(Oval), stoneware,  
16 x 14 x 3½". Courtesy 
Lacoste Gallery.

4 
Randy Johnston, Large 
Triangulated Platter with 
Cut Feet, natural ash 
glaze with black trailing 
decoration, 4 x 22 x 22"
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White Form, inspired—not in appearance, 
but inspiration—by John Chamberlain’s 
foam sculptures. “The central question 
Chamberlain’s foam sculptures raises for me 
is how to touch the form without seeing the 
touch,” says Wright. “He does it with string, 
which is not seeing within the folds of the 
foam. String will just cut clay, so I had to learn 
a way to distort the clay without 

appearing to touch it—a very Japanese 
concept, indeed.”

As a student, Johnston studied with 
Warren Mackenzie, who connected him 
with the ceramics tradition associated with 
Bernard Leach and Shoji Hamada. “In 1975, 
I worked at the pottery studio of Tatsuzo 
Shimaoka in Masihko, Japan. This direct 

contact with the Anglo-Asian-

American tradition in ceramics shaped the 
beginning of my work,” explains Johnston. 
“My work today engages modern art and the 
concepts of ancient and non-Western art. 
I love the physicality of ceramics and fi ring 
with wood, but I am devoted to pictorial 
expression with the surface designs both 
revealing Asian infl uence and abstraction 
infl uenced by the New York school action 
painting, combining both deliberation and 
spontaneity.”

In discussing the future of contemporary 
ceramics in relation to the e� ect of Japan or 
Japanese aesthetic, Shapiro says, predictions 
are di�  cult to make. “I think infl uences in 
art move in cycles, time and place. I think 
the younger generation of ceramic artists 
is looking farther and deeper for inspiration 
from a range of places: East, West, nature, 
industry, etc.,” he says. “When Leach and 
Hamada came on the stage, we were all a 
captive audience, and the exotic, and yet little 
understood, aesthetic of Japan and Japanese 
ceramics was an eye-opener. Well, by now, 
eyes are wide open and ceramicists will 
choose from the many possibilities available 
to them for inspiration, of which Japan will 
always be one.”

In conjunction with Divergent Currents, 
Clay Art Center will host a symposium of 
the same name on April 25; a workshop 
with Takamori on March 21 and 22; and a 
workshop with Horie on April 26, among 
other events. 
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Shimaoka in Masihko, Japan. This direct 
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