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Ab s t r a c t

This  thes is  consists  of  a  mater ia l  research of  colours  for  creat ing ceramic  ar t 

work,  inspired by the  music  of  the  L atv ian composer,  Péter is  Vasks .  The init ia l 

idea  was  the  explorat ion of  how colours  and abstract  images ,  that  radiated f rom 

Vasks’s  music  as  subject ive  inner  v isua l  exper iences ,  could be  t ransferred onto a 

tangible  ceramic  ar t  work.  As  the  process  developed,  i t  raised another  quest ion 

of  how ceramics ,  which is  considered r ig id  and permanent  mater ia l ,  could be 

ut i l i sed for  express ing the  ephemera l ity  and transience  that  was  ev ident  in  the 

music .  This  thes is  could be  div ided into  two components ,  one being a  research 

for  gaining fundamenta l  knowledge in  developing and support ing ideas  for  the 

ar t  work,  and the  other  being a  hands-on pract ica l  product ion of  the  ar t  work. 

Through a  subject ive  contemplat ion of  the  topic ,  inspirat ions  such as  v isua l 

music ,  minimal ist  painters  and Japanese  aesthet ic  were  col lated.  Af ter  di f ferent 

thoughts  were  cr ysta l ised into  one concrete  idea ,  colour ing methods  used for 

text i le  dying became the  chosen f ie ld  to  be  explored.  Whi le  text i le  ar t ists  are 

st r iv ing to  keep the  colours  permanent ,  my approach was  towards  the  opposite , 

to  make impermanent .  As  a  result ,  the  exper imenta l  exhibit ion,  showcasing the 

f ina l  ar t  work with music  improvisat ions  was  held  at  Lume Gal ler ia  in  Aalto 

Univers ity  S chool  of  Arts ,  Design and Architec ture  f rom 21st  to  25th Januar y, 

2013. 

Keywords :  ceramic  ar t ,  Péter is  Vasks ,  pract ice- led research,  synesthesia ,  v isua l 

music ,  colour  psycholog y,  abstract  express ionism,  Japanese  aesthet ics ,  text i le 

colour ing ,  music  improvisat ion



The snow lightly  fal l s

in  the  midst  of  night .

The moon hidden si lently  behind clouds

it s  presence  unknown. 

Surrounded by  darkness 

an eagle  dr if t s  in  the  wind. 

Out  in  a  forest 

there  i s  f ire  sof t ly  sway ing

changing  it s  colours . 

The  snow only  v i sible  above  the  f lame

vainly  vanishes  into  the  air

before  reaching  to  the  ground. 

A personal  note  in  winter  2011 

f rom  The  Book for  solo  cel lo  (Gramata Cel lam)

composed by Péter is  Vasks
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P r e l u d e  -  t h e  b e g i n n i n g  - 

The f irst  snow has  fa l len in  Hels inki  as  I  wr ite  this .  It  has  not  sett led much,  yet 

only  a  s l ight  s ight  of  g l ister ing s i lver  l ight  seen in  the  morning makes  a  di f-

ference  in  the  air.  Yel low autumn leaves  of  birch are  ha l f  covered in  white ,  and 

a lmost  a l l  the  red and orange coloured maple  leaves  have  fa l len f rom the  t rees 

decorat ing the  st reets  below.  It  i s  my four th winter  s ince  coming to  Finland.  Yet 

again,  enduring bit ing cold  weather  in  the  darkness  begins . 

L ast  winter,  a  concer t  per formed by an Argent inean cel l is t ,  S ol  Gabetta  took 

place  at  Fin landia  Hal l .  It  was  a  cold  and dark evening as  usual  with  any Finn-

ish winter  days .  The l ight  that  l i t  up the  concer t  ha l l  seemed except ional ly 

warm and welcoming in  contrast .  I  sat  in  the  ver y  f ront  row where  a lmost  a l l 

the  smal l  noises  f rom the  per formers  could be  caught ,  such as  the  sound of 

paper  being turned over  and leather  shoes  rust l ing against  the  wooden f loor. 

Amongst  a l l  the  programmes per formed that  evening,  the  one that  remains 

v iv id ly  in  mind is  the  encore.  It  was  ca l led The Book for  solo  cel lo  (Gramata Cel-

lam) ,  wr itten by the  L atv ian composer,  Péter i s  Vasks .  

It  was  that  moment .  I  suddenly  fe lt  shivers  dashing through my body and I  was 

mesmerised by the  st rong emot ions  and colours  emerging f rom the  music .  In 

some par ts ,  i t  fe lt  as  i f  layers  and layers  of  di f ferent  achromat ic  coloured paper 

was  torn out  f rom an unreachable  place  in  the  sky,  fa l l ing  sof t ly  to  dissolve  into 

the  deep ocean.  It  was  this  par t icular  evening with the  music  of  Péter is  Vasks 

that  became the  star t ing point  of  my thes is  work development . 

Based on personal  interpretat ions  der ived f rom the  music  of  Péter is  Vasks ,  this 

thes is  quest ions  and explores  the  dual it ies  between sound and the  mater ia l , 

ceramics .  Permanence and impermanence,  v is ible  and invis ible ,  tangible  and 

intangible ,  such dual it ies  are  key  e lements  when explor ing ways  of  express ion. 
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In a  se l f -ref lec t ive  context ,  the  content  of  the  thes is  i s  highly  dependent  on 

subject ive  contemplat ion through auto-biographica l  and ethnographica l  expe-

r iences .  Auto-ethnographica l  background,  especia l ly  Japanese  aesthet ics  that 

emerged f rom the  phi losophies  of  Buddhism and Animism,  and other  back-

ground knowledge in  colour  psycholog y,  v isua l  music  and minimal ist  paint-

ers  are  inf luent ia l  facets  for  my thoughts  behind the  work development .  S ome 

poet ic  verses  are  dispersed throughout  the  wr it ing which depic t  my imaginar y 

scener ies  f rom Vasks’s  music .  Also,  other  inf luent ia l  quotat ions  f rom l iterature 

that  appropr iately  out l ine  my thoughts  are  included.  Instead of  re ly ing on v iv id 

pic tures  or  drawings  which may restr ic t  the  reader’s  v is ionar y  understand-

ing ,  I  aspire  to  br ing colourfu l  and f ree-f lowing panorama to  the  readers  mind 

through those  narrat ive  and poet ic  verses .  As  the  ideas  and thoughts  cr ysta l ise 

at  the  later  stage,  the  wr it ing shi f ts  to  pract ica l  and photographica l  documen-

tat ions  of  my ar t ist ic  development  through in  depth mater ia l  research.  Hence, 

this  i s  a  pract ice- led research,  invest igat ing how to  express  sound within 

ceramic  ar t  work through a  mater ia l  research of  colours  that  radiate  f rom the 

music  of  Vasks . 

In  terms of  t ime sca le ,  the  init ia l  inspirat ional  concer t  took place  in  winter 

2011 and soon af ter words  I  developed one ar t  work based on the  exper ience. 

There  was  a  per iod when I  suspended my thesis  development  due to  other 

projec ts  I  was  involved with.  Those  projec ts  were  st rongly  des ign-or iented, 

therefore  urged me fur ther  to  develop an ar t ist ic  work for  the  thes is .  I  resumed 

af resh in  summer 2012 and in  tota l ,  researching,  making and writ ing were  done 

in  para l le l  and completed in  Februar y  2013. 

Pr ior  to  star t ing the  thes is  work,  I  was  g iven a  chance to  v is it  S outh Korea  in 

Spr ing 2012,  to  work as  an apprent ice  for  a  ceramic  ar t ist .  This  exper ience 

broadened my perspect ive  on ceramics ,  and as  a  result  contr ibuted great ly  in 

once  more rea l is ing the  abi l it ies  of  the  mater ia l  c lay.  Therefore  this  stor y  wi l l 

be  ment ioned a lso  at  a  later  stage. 
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P r a c t i c e - l e d  r e s e a r c h 

From October  to  December  2012,  there  was  a  course  on ‘Pract ice- led Research’, 

organised by ar t ist-researchers ,  Maar it  Mäkelä  and Pia  Staf f  at  Aalto  Univer-

s ity.  It  helped to  f rame and del ineate  my study with the  emphasis  on pract ica l 

research 1.  ‘Pract ice- led research’,  of ten ca l led ‘ar t-based’  or  ‘pract ica l  based’ 

research,  i s  a  re lat ively  new term that  star ted to  be  recognised in  Finland in 

1990s  (Ryynänen in  Mäkela  2007,  p.159) .  In  summar y,  Mäkelä  states  that  the 

main character ist ic  of  pract ice- led research is  a  focus  on issues ,  concerns  and 

interests  that  are  explored and manifested through the  product ion of  creat ive 

ar t i fac ts  (Mäkelä  2007,  p.159) .  Ar t ist ic  process  could somet imes  be  ignored or 

concea led behind the  f inished ar tefac ts ,  yet  the  process  has  a lso  been g iven a 

s igni f icant  role  in  the  f ie ld  of  pract ice- led research.  Michael  Biggs ,  one of  the 

pioneers  in  the  f ie ld,  considers  that  ‘the  pr incipa l  feature  is  the  des ire  or  need 

to  create  ar t i fac ts  and to  present  them as  par t  of  the  answer  to  research ques-

t ions  posed at  the  outset’.  Ar tefac ts  are  therefore  g iven a  voice  that  communi-

cate  between the  ar tefac t ,  maker  and v iewer  (Biggs  in  Mäkelä  2007,  p.159) . 

1.   Mäkelä  ment ions  that  pract ice- led research is  a lso  ca l led ‘ar t-based’  or  ‘prac-
t ice-based’  (2007,  p.159) .  In  these  terms,  the  main concept  remains  as  the  re-
lat ionship between the  researcher,  who a lso  works  as  an ar t ist  or  des igner,  and 
ar tefac ts ,  in  which one’s  knowledge is  embedded and ref lec ted (Mäkelä  and Nim-
kulrat  2011,  p.1) .  According to  a  repor t  on pract ice  re lated research which is  re-
garded as  the  guidel ine  in  the  f ie ld,  wr itten by L inda Candy,  they are  descr ibed 
as  fol lows:  1 .  If  a  creat ive  ar tefac t  i s  the  bas is  of  the  contr ibut ion to  knowledge, 
the  research is  pract ice-based.  2 .  If  the  research leads  pr imari ly  to  new under-
standings  about  pract ice ,  i t  i s  pract ice- led.  (Candy in  Creat iv ity  and C ognit ion 
Studios ,  2006)  Although the  guidel ine  suggests  those  di f ferences ,  they  remain 
equivoca l .  For  example  in  UK,  pract ice-based has  been used in  genera l  when de-
pic t ing research that  involves  pract ica l  ar t ist ic  process ,  whereas  in  Fin land,  prac-
t ice- led has  been used commonly.  In  shor t ,  I  feel  that  I  have  entered into  those 
two f ie lds  with  blurred boundar ies  when conduct ing the  thes is .  The discuss ion of 
the  ambiguous terminologies  is  not  considered as  the  essent ia l  par t ,  thus  I  have 
chosen ‘pract ice- led’  to  descr ibe  my approach towards  the  thes is  development .   
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Are we to  look at  cherr y  blossoms only  in  fu l l  bloom, 

the  moon only  when it  i s  c loudless?

(Kenko Yoshida in  Keene 1998,  p.115)

 

The previous  quotat ion f rom Essays  in  idleness  wr itten in  1300-32 A.D,  by 

Kenko Yoshida,  the  famous poet  of  c lass ica l  Japanese  l i terature,  appropr iately 

captures  the  character ist ics  of  the  Japanese  aesthet ic  that  cher ishes  asymmetr y 

and  i r regular ity  (Keene 1998,  p.115) .  In  my opinion,  this  a lso  has  a  connota-

t ion to  the  approach of  pract ice- led research where  the  emphasis  is  placed on 

the  process .  Yoshida cont inues  his  poem: 

[ . . . ]  To long for  the  moon whi le  looking on the  rain,  to  lower  the  bl inds 

and be  unaware  of  the  pass ing of  the  spr ing -  these  are  even more deeply 

moving.  Branches  about  to  blossom or  gardens  st rewn with faded f low-

ers  are  worthier  of  our  admirat ion.   [ . . . ]  In  a l l  things ,  i t  i s  the  begin-

nings  and ends  that  are  interest ing .  

(Keene 1998,  p.115)

This  suggests  that  things  which are  absolutely  in  a  per fec t  state  do not  leave  any 

room for  fur ther  development  and prevent  us  f rom having more imaginat ion. 

Whereas  things  that  are  not  per fec t  br ing poss ibi l it ies  for  development  and en-

able  us  to  think throughly  in  order  to  progress  for ward (Keene 1998,  p.xxi i i ) .  In 

the  quotat ion,  ends  do not  mean the  cl imax nor  f ina l ised products ,  but  instead 

refer  to  the  narrat ives  that  occurred af ter  the  c l imax.  The development  as  wel l 

as  the  eva luat ion process  are  regarded as  crucia l  throughout  the  creat ive  pro-

cess . 
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Throughout  the  process ,  documentat ion has  become a  crucia l  par t .  Ar t ist  re-

searchers ,  Maar it  Mäkelä  and Nithikul  Nimkulrat  state  that  there  are  two types 

of  documentat ion in  pract ice- led research.  First ly,  documentat ion of  mak-

ing ar tefac ts ,  such as  technica l  notes  and fai lures ,  that  take  place  at  the  same 

t ime as  the  ac tua l  hands-on exper iments .  S econdly,  documentat ion for  making 

ar tefac ts  impl ies  researching and col lec t ing inspirat ions  that  occur  before  the 

ac tua l  product ion of  ar tefac ts  (Mäkelä  & Nimkulrat  2011,  p.8) .  Pr ior  to  star t-

ing my thesis ,  I  was  encouraged to  keep a  working diar y  by  Mäkelä  to  record 

both k inds  of  documentat ions  as  wel l  as  happenings  of  ever yday l i fe  that  did 

not  connect  direc t ly  to  the  work development .  I  thank her  for  g iv ing me this 

advice  as  it  helped great ly  as  a  guide  for  my journey through the  thes is  pro-

cess .  I  highly  recommend others  who are  conduct ing thes is  works  a lso  to  keep a 

working diar y.

In the  next  chapter,  I  would l ike  to  star t  with  one of  the  stor ies  f rom docu-

mentat ion  for  making ar tefac ts ,  by  rewinding the  clock back to  my chi ldhood 

memories  to  explore  where  my interests  and inspirat ions  l ie .  Also,  more  notes 

re lated to  pract ice- led research wi l l  be  ment ioned coherent ly  with  my personal 

approach to  ceramics . 



Under  a  persimmon tree ,

Li stening  to  subtle  wind 

through the  bamboo forest

the  cherr y  blossoms in  bloom

amongst  f resh  verdure

Personal  note  in  spr ing 2012
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N o s t a l g i a  -  b a c k g r o u n d  - 

I  see  colours  of  spr ing . 

Having been brought  up in  a  secluded countr ys ide  v i l lage  surrounded by bam-

boo forests ,  those  scenes  of  spr ing are  dist inct  reminders  of  my home in  Japan. 

It  feels  as  though the  images  are  becoming radiant  the  longer  I  s tay  distant  f rom 

home.  Ref lec t ing on my chi ldhood memories ,  i t  s tar ted to  seem apparent  why I 

have  especia l ly  been interested in  colours .  I  was  born between a  father  who is  a 

chef ,  and a  mother,  a  piano and f lower  arrangement  teacher.  Since  chi ldhood,  I 

was  accustomed to  seeing colourfu l  meals  presented on sty l ish  plates  at  his  res-

taurant ,  and unique f lower  arrangements  at  home and exhibit ions .  By obser ving 

nature  and other  surrounding fac tors ,  my eyes  for  colours  were  unconsciously 

cult ivated. 

Another  essent ia l  aspect  for  my obsess ion with colours  or ig inates  f rom my 

name.  I  was  named Ai  Ono which is  t ranslated as  a  vast  f ie ld  (ono)  of  indigo 

blue  (ai) .  It  has  a lways  been my favour ite  colour,  especia l ly  the  darker  shades 

that  remind me of  a  deep blue  sea  and dusk.  Since  coming to  Hels inki ,  I  have 

enjoyed watching the  night less  sky  in  summer,  ‘s ininen hetki’  (blue  moment) 

as  Finns  descr ibe  it .  In  the  moments  between sunset  and night ,  af ter  the  warm 

colours  of  sunset  fade,  birds  star t  to  s ing amid a  l ight  blue  sky at  midnight  mis-

taken for  the  morning l ight . 

As  for  music ,  s ince  my mother  is  a  piano teacher,  she  was  t r y ing to  direc t  me 

towards  a  music  path.  Through one of  her  musica l  acquaintances ,  I  s tar ted 

learning the  cel lo  at  the  age  of  ten.  Although I  was  interested in  playfu l ly 

making random sound with the  beaut i fu l ly  craf ted instrument ,  I  d id  not  have 

enough ta lent  nor  mot ivat ion to  pract ice  hard at  the  t ime.  Instead,  I  preferred 

to  fol low a  path to  be  a  ceramic  ar t ist .  However,  my approach towards  music 
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changed in  Autumn 2010,  when my f r iend organised an event  with  a  contempo-

rar y  dancer  in  Hels inki .  They invited me to  per form the  improvisat ional  cel lo 

accompaniment  to  the  dance (Fig .  1) .  It  was  my ver y  f i rst  exper ience  improvis-

ing in  publ ic ,  and this  became an incent ive  for  pract ic ing the  cel lo  once  again 

f rom a  bas ic  level .  In  fac t ,  soon af ter  the  event ,  I  s tar ted taking cel lo  lessons 

ever y  week f rom music  students  at  Metropol ia  as  par t  of  their  teaching pro-

gramme. 

Throughout  my study on ceramics ,  the  emphasis  has  been placed strongly  on 

developing colour  pa lette  of  g lazes .  Whi le  three-dimensional  forms are  the 

most  important  aspect  for  most  ceramicists ,  i t  d id  not  st r ike  me as  s igni f icant . 

Having seen many ar t  works  with a  lot  of  e f for t  and t ime,  being ruined only 

by  the  last  s tage  of  g laze  f i r ing ,  I  s tar ted developing my work in  reverse  order. 

Understanding g lazes ,  for  example  their  sur face  qual it ies ;  matte ,  sat in ,  g lossy, 

crack led,  peeled,  crawl ing ,  runny,  st i f f ,  opaque,  t ransparent ,  t ranslucent ,  as 

wel l  as  the  ef fec t  on r im and edges  and the  distor t ion of  di f ferent  c lay  bodies  . . . 

I  a lter  the  forms in  accordance with what  k ind of  g lazes  I  apply.  

Having worked with ceramics ,  I  consider  mysel f  as  a  ref lec t ive  pract it ioner  who 

ut i l i ses  the  sk i l l  of  craf t ing as  a  ref lec t ive  tool  in  order  to  generate  personal  ar-

t ist ic  express ions  (Mäkelä  & L atva-S omppi  2011,  p.42) .  The ar t ist  researcher  Pia 

Staf f ,  s tates  that  ‘the  process  of  making funct ions  as  a  sor t  of  concrete  conver-

sat ion where  the  quest ion at  hand are  t r ied out  and the  attendant  thinking is  re-

corded in  the  mater ia l’  (Staf f  2012,  p.57)  I  tend not  to  sketch,  paint  or  draw my 

ideas .  Instead,  forms are  acquired by working direc t ly  with  the  mater ia l  with 

hands ,  and colours  or  textures  that  sat is f y  and meet  my imaginat ions  are  ob-

tained through a  ser ies  of  mater ia l  research.  As  ceramics  is  a  three-dimensional 

mater ia l ,  contrast  of  shadows and sur face  qual it ies  are  di f f icu lt  to  achieve  with 

a  two-dimensional  plan.  Even with a  help  of  a  three-dimensional  model l ing 

sof tware,  i t  of ten fai ls  to  create  the  matching atmosphere  compared to  the  rea l 

objec ts .  In  the  context  of  mater ia l-based ar t ,  I  re ly  on the  process  of  craf tsman-

ship that  involves  repet it ive  process  of  making,  eva luat ing and improving. 
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Fig .1 :  Improvisat ional  dance event , 

        Autumn 2010,  Arabia ,  Hels inki
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Dutch ar t  histor ian Liesbeth den B esten states  that  our  hands  are  the  most 

sensit ive  par t  of  our  body enabl ing us  to  touch,  feel ,  manipulate  and handle  ma-

ter ia ls  and tools .  There  is  a  direc t  connect ion between the  hand,  sk i l l  and craf t , 

and therefore  we are  able  to  think through our  hands  (den B esten in  Mäkelä  & 

L atva-S omppi  2011,  p.  45) .  She  a lso  claims that  a lthough the  brain had been 

considered as  the  most  inf luent ia l  asset  for  a  creat ive  process ,  i t  has  star ted to 

be  understood that  we depend highly  on the  hapt ic  repositor y  within the  body 

( ibid,  p.45) .   By  ut i l i s ing hands  in  the  t ime-accelerat ive,  as  wel l  as  meditat ive 

and contemplat ive  process  of  craf t ing ,  one can develop mater ia ls ,  techniques 

and knowledge.  (den B esten and Prühl  in  ibid,  p.45-48) .  

Maar it  Mäkelä  and Tim O’Ri ley  say  that  the  creat ive  process ,  that  appl ies  in 

many f ie lds  of  ar t ,  des ign,  music  as  wel l  as  sc ience,  results  f rom an outcome 

that  is  an amalgamat ion of  things  discovered by chance (Mäkelä  & O’Ri ley 

2012,  p.10) .  It  i s  cont inued that  “serendipitous  moments ,  where  intent ion and 

accident  col l ide,  are  perhaps  the  places  where  creat ive  pract ices  [ . . . ]  draw 

their  st rengths  and par t icular it ies”  ( ibid) .  Through obser vat ions ,  discuss ions , 

encounters  and exper iments ,  knowledge has  been accumulated and presented 

through the  hands . 

Craf t  could be  div ided into  two categor ies ;  convent ional  and contemporar y. 

Whi le  convent ional  craf t  concentrates  mainly  on funct ional ity  and ski l l ,  the 

latter  is  considered as  content-or iented craf t ,  or  mater ial  based ar t ,  which 

embrace  personal  emot ions  or  express ions  that  need to  be  interpreted by the 

v iewer  (Ihatsu in  Mäkelä  & L atva-S omppi  2011,  p.45-48) .  It  i s  c loser  to  the 

rea lm of  f ine  ar t ,  where  express ion,  aesthet ics ,  conceptual ity  and interpretat ion 

are  considered as  important  e lements .  It  i s  only  the  use  of  mater ia ls  considered 

to  be  ut i l i sed for  craf t  ar tefac ts ,  such as  g lass ,  ceramics ,  j ewel ler y  and text i les , 

that  br ings  boundar ies  in  between f ine  ar t  and content-or iented craf t  (Mäkelä 

& L atva-S omppi  2011,  p.43) .  Depending on the  context ,  I  shi f t  in  between those 

two f ie lds ,  a lthough I  am not  competent  enough to  ca l l  mysel f  a  sk i l led  craf ts-

man,  having exper ienced only  seven years  of  pract ice  in  ceramics .  In  terms of 

this  thes is  development ,  content-or iented craf t  would best  descr ibe  my approach 

which str ives  to  express  emot ions  to  the  v iewer  through the  ceramic  work.  
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Wo r k  s t y l e 

My work sty le  had cr ysta l ised as  a  result  of  my f ina l  BA work in  ceramics  where 

a  ser ies  of  thrown forms and g lazes  were  developed.  By ut i l i s ing porcelain  as  a 

canvas  for  g lazes  inspired by the  surrounding nature,  I  f ina l ised on a  form that 

was  minimal  round shape with a  concaved top sur face.  In  order  to  enhance the 

qual ity  of  g lazes ,  the  area  where  no g lazes  were  appl ied was  pol ished thorough-

ly  to  e l iminate  the  s l ight  sheen on the  sur face,  to  br ing a  matte  f inish.  Since  the 

f i rst  year  of  my MA, I  have  cont inued developing a  ser ies  of  work based on the 

same format ,  yet  in  a  di f ferent  sca le  and making method.  The colour  pa lette  has 

become mainly  white  with  textures ,  s t r iv ing to  ref lec t  the  qual ity  of  the  scener-

ies  of  Finnish winter. 

Simultaneously,  soon af ter  S ol  Gabetta’s  concer t ,  3 .11  Ear thquake devastated 

the  Tohoku region of  Japan.  I  found solace  when l is tening to  Vasks’s  music  dur-

ing my longest  insomniac  per iod.  Imaginat ions  emerged f rom the  music ,  The 

Book for  solo  cel lo  (Gramata Cel lam) ,  as  wel l  as  other  pieces  synchronised in 

synerg y with poignant  scenes  of  the  catastrophic  disaster.  Dif ferent  ref lec t ions 

of  white  colour  with diverse  textures  were  f l icker ing in  my mind when l istening 

to  The Book ,  and the  v iol in  concer to  Distant  Light .  Through those  two exper i-

ences  of  sol itar y  winter  and the  disaster,  my f irst  work st i l l  was  created a lmost 

haphazardly  amid exper iments  (Fig .  2) .  My intent ion was  to  convey concea led 

emot ions  in  ever yday l i fe  and human sensit iv it ies  through colour  and texture. 

Whi le  the  colour  ‘white’  a l ludes  to  pur ity,  when it  i s  combined with textured 

sur faces ,  subt le  or  dynamic,  i t  grants  a  di f ferent  perspect ive  on how we perceive 

the  colour  itse l f .  I  consider  that  the  qual ity  of  white  g lazes  that  have  tonal  and 

textura l  di f ferences ,  and the  cracks ,  may evoke strong feel ings  such as  sorrow 

and despair,  that  radiated f rom the  music  of  Vasks .
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Fig .  2 :  St i l l  /  2011

When obser ving the  work objec t ively,  f rozen atmosphere  was  perceived.  Yet  it 

seemed that  the  f low of  sound and its  t ransient  qual ity  did  not  emerge  f rom the 

work.  Since  then,  my explorat ion of  how to  express  the  ephemera of  sound be-

came the  centre  point  for  my ar t ist ic  development .  Music  and ceramics  star ted 

to  work in  a  cross- fer t i l i s ing manner  a long the  process . 
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P é t e r i s  Va s k s

Most  people  today no longer  possess  belie fs ,  love  and ideal s . 

The  spir itual  dimension has  been lost . 

My intention i s  to  prov ide  food for  the  soul 

and that  i s  what  I  preach in  my works . 

(Vasks ,  S chott  music  2012)

Péter is  Vasks  is  the  L atv ian contemporar y  composer  born in  1946 in  a  leaf y 

suburb of  Riga .  Vasks  is  descr ibed by a  musicologist ,  Arnolds  Klot ins ,  as  ‘a 

composer  with  ethica l  and spir itua l  convic t ions  (Klot ins ,  2008) ’.  Due to  serene 

and atonal  express ions  found in  most  of  his  music ,  his  composit ions  are  gener-

a l ly  categor ised in  the  rea lm of  minimal ism.  However,  his  works  a lso  comprise 

e lements  f rom L atvian folk  music  and a leator ic  exper iments  that  depend on 

chance when composing (S chott  Music  2012) .  The music  journal ist  and scholar, 

K.  Rober t  S chwarz  states  that  the  character ist ic  of  minimal ism in music  is  the 

not ion of  reduct ion,  re ly ing on a  minimal  of  the  mater ia ls  in  composit ion.  He 

a lso  ment ions  that  minimal ist  music  do not  bui ld  up to  its  c l imax nor  provide 

emot ional  express ions  (S chwartz  1996,  p.9) .  If  this  i s  the  def init ion regarding 

to  minimal ists  in  genera l ,  Vasks’s  music  could not  be  c lass i f ied appropr iately  in 

this  rea lm. 

As  Vasks  is  a  re lat ively  new composer  in  the  f ie ld  of  music ,  I  s t rugg led to  f ind 

his  l i terature  wr itten in  Engl ish .  For tunately  through the  Netherlands-based 

record company,  Chal lenge Records ,  I  was  able  to  contact  him direct ly.  L ater 

in  November  2012,  I  was  g iven an opportunity  to  meet  Vasks  in  person in  Riga , 

the  capita l  of  L atv ia ,  when he  had a  premier  at  Riga  Dome Cathedra l  for  his 

new composit ion Lord,  open our  eyes ,  dedicated to  Mother  Teresa  (Fig .3) .  De-

spite  his  hect ic  schedule,  he  invited me for  dinner  one day before  the  premier, 

thus  I  was  able  to  spend about  three  hours  discuss ing his  music .  The fol lowing 

paragraphs  are  wr itten,  based on the  informat ions  I  col lated f rom the  inter view.
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During the  inter view,  due to  a  language barr ier,  a  lot  of  body language was  used 

as  means  of  communicat ion.  This  resulted ef fec t ively  in  captur ing his  f r iendly 

and pass ionate  character.  It  was  obvious  that  he  was  ver y  attent ive  and sensit ive 

to  ever y  k ind of  sound.  He even demonstrated how to  hold a  wine g lass  speci f i -

ca l ly  to  create  the  nicest  sound when making a  toast . 

The f i rst  quest ion I  raised was  again about  the  categor isat ion.  Vasks  f i rmly  an-

swered that  he  is  a  contemporar y  composer  and dis l ikes  being ca l led a  minimal-

ist .  R ather,  he  stated that  he  prefers  to  be  ca l led a  maximal ist ,  as  he  is  open to 

ut i l i s ing many techniques  and ideas  for  music  composit ions .  He ta lked excit-

edly  about  his  inspirat ion which is  the  sound of  nature,  such as  the  chirping of 

birds  and insects ,  and the  f low of  water  and wind,  without  any disturbance f rom 

humans.  It  i s  not  only  the  beauty  or  the  peacefu lness  of  nature  that  he  st r ives 

to  express  through his  music ,  but  a lso  the  interact ion between mankind and 

nature,  how mankind af fec ted and caused destruct ion of  nature,  and how nature 

raged against  mankind,  e l ic its  his  creat iv ity.  There  is  a  sense  of  epiphany that 

res ides  in  his  work,  when a  dramat ic  harmony suddenly  diminishes  into  noth-

ingness ,  then spr ings  out  with  the  most  t ranqui l  and subt le  sound.  Through his 

music ,  he  attempts  to  make people  aware  of  environmenta l  i ssues  that  is  hap-

pening at  present  on a  universa l  level . 

Whi le  I  was  quest ioning him for  his  inspirat ion,  he  kept  moving his  hands 

s ideways  and upwards  depic t ing the  clouds  in  the  sky,  s t retched across  and how 

spir its  can raise  through the  clouds  to  reach to  the  above.  This  spir itua l ity  is 

expressed with the  e levat ion of  sound that  he  ut i l i ses  of ten in  his  work,  normal-

ly  with  v iol ins .  When l istening to  Vasks’s  music ,  there  is  a  sense  of  a  stable  l ine 

that  runs  through constant ly,  d iv iding the  sound into higher  or  lower  notes . 

With this  method,  he  st r ives  to  capture  the  dual it ies  such as  in  heaven and hel l , 

posit ive  and negat ive,  l ight  and dark,  sky  and ear th. 

Fig .  3 :  From the  premiere  in  Riga  Dome Cathedra l ,  November  2012
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A r v o  P ä r t

Ar vo Pär t ,  the  Estonian contemporar y  composer  born in  1935,  i s  the  most 

inf luent ia l  f igure  for  Vasks .  Pär t  i s  known as  the  pioneer  of  holy  minimali sm , 

holy  as  in  the  sense  of  spir itua l  and placid  rel ig ios ity  in  his  music .  Pär t’s  works 

embrace  f rag i le  and tranqui l  nature  that  blurs  the  boundar y between sound and 

s i lence.  According to  S chwarz ,  his  music  speaks  of  an understated gr ief  that 

t ranscends  the  bust le  and novelty  of  our  modern age  (S chwarz  1996,  p.  208-

214) .  In  Für Alina  (1976) ,  and Spiegel  im Spiegel  (1978)  the  resonat ion of  ever y 

s ing le  note  played s lowly  and ca lmly  in  his  music  evokes  st rong emot ions  that 

are  both posit ive  and negat ive.  The power  that  a  s ing le  note  possesses  is  ut i l -

ised to  its  maximum of  express ive  abi l ity  in  his  minimal  composit ion (S chwartz 

1996,  p.  215) .  This  a lso  appl ies  to  Vasks’s  music ,  which therefore  makes  it  c lear 

why he  ca l led himsel f  a  maximal ist . 

The music  journal ist ,  Tom S er vice  ment ions  a  BB C documentar y  programme 

Modern Minimal ists  (1997)  when Pär t  was  inter viewed by an Icelandic  s inger, 

Björk.  Pär t  ta lks  about  the  myst ic  and powerful  qual ity  of  sound,  how it  can 

af fec t  people  in  good and bad ways ,  and how it  can both k i l l  and comfort  them. 

His  new s implist ic  sty le  consists  of  two aspects ,  one being his  s ins ,  and the 

other,  forg iveness .  He cont inues  that  music  most ly  possesses  two voices ,  one is 

more  complicated and subject ive,  and the  other  is  s imple  and object ive  (S er-

v ice,  2012) . 

White 

Si lver

Grey

Blue

Indigo

No sound

No light

No colour

Black.

Personal  note  in  summer 2012

from l istening to  Viatore  composed by Péter is  Vasks
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V i a t o r e 

Péter is  Vasks  composed a  piece  ca l led Viatore  in  2001,  which means  a  wanderer 

or  t ravel ler.  This  was  dedicated to  Ar vo Pär t ,  as  Vasks  exper imented with Pär t’s 

techniques  used in  Fratres  (1977) .  In  Fratres ,  the  main melody is  played in 

sequence,  separated by the  sound of  percuss ion.  The melody appears  l ike  waves , 

undulat ing sof t ly  then v igorously,  a ltered by the  changing dynamics  of  sound. 

It  eventual ly  fades  away,  vanishing into  nothingness  (S chwarz  1998,  p.214) . 

During the  inter view with Vasks ,  he  ment ioned that  the  re incarnat ion of  l i fe 

of  mankind and nature  is  expressed with the  reoccurr ing melody.  As  the  t it le 

suggests ,  the  music  embraces  the  sense  of  development ,  fu l f i l lment  and farewel l 

(Klot ins  2008) . 

My f irst  encounter  with  Vasks’s  music  was  with The Book for  solo  cel lo  (Gra-

mata Cel lam) ,  based on which I  produced a  ser ies  of  work with white  coloured 

g lazes .  Since  then I  s tar ted l is tening to  var iety  of  his  composit ions .  It  may have 

been due to  my attachment  with the  cel lo,  Viatore ,  with  its  s t rong base  l ine, 

had actua l ly  become one of  my favour ite  pieces  before  meet ing Vasks  in  per-

son.  From Vasks’s  music  in  genera l ,  I  imagine mainly  achromat ic  colours ,  such 

as  black,  white  and grey.  S omet imes  in  between grey  and black,  there’s  a  shade 

of  deep blue.  Often pa le  yel low a lso  appears  as  i f  to  represent  the  moon.  When 

l istening to  Viatore ,  I  imagine mysel f  being t rapped in  the  deep ocean,  s inking 

into  the  void.  The l ight  that  f l ickers  on the  water  sur face  gradual ly  becomes out 

of  reach,  and the  out l ine  of  bubbles  f rom my breath do not  g l ister  any longer. 

I  imagine death,  what  it  i s  l ike  to  be  caged forever  in  the  darkness  of  a  night 

without  the  presence  of  the  moon l ight .  Those  colours  represent  emot ion,  atmo-

sphere  and spir itua l ity  in  my subject ive  contemplat ion f rom the  music .  Thus , 

achieving the  colours  based on Viatore  has  become my mater ia l  research topic . 
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S y n e s t h e s i a 

Music  has  been a  source  of  inspirat ion for  many ar t ist ic  express ions .  As  I  have 

been descr ibing a lready beforehand,  I  am no except ion.  Whi le  l i s tening to 

Vasks’s  music ,  there  have  a lways  been images  and colours  appear ing as  internal 

landscapes ,  somet imes  pic tor ia l  and somet imes  abstract .  Strangely  this  has  not 

occurred to  me whi le  l i s tening to  other  music  such as  Bach and Mozar t .  The 

emot ional  language of  colours  and images  radiat ing f rom Vasks’s  music  have  in-

spired me great ly  to  develop my ar t  work.  In  this  chapter,  I  am going to  explore 

the  rare  phenomenon synesthesia ,  and how it  has  contr ibuted to  developing a 

new f ie ld  in  ar t ,  ca l led v isua l  music .  Although cl inica l  synesthesia  is  thought  to 

be  a  neurologica l  condit ion,  i t  wi l l  not  be  invest igated fur ther  as  it s  connect ion 

of  colour  and sound to  creat iv ity  has  more s igni f icant  va lue  in  my work devel-

opment . 

Richard Cytowic  and David Eag leman,  pioneer  researchers  of  synesthesia  in  the 

f ie ld  of  neurolog y descr ibe  that  the  term synesthesia  der ives  f rom Greek words , 

syn  (union)  and aisthaesi s  ( sensat ion)  (Cytowic ,  Richard E.  & Eag leman,  David 

M. ,  2009,  p.1) .  It  l i tera l ly  means  ‘ joined sensat ion’  that  one k ind of  sensor y 

percept ion may lead to  another  sensor y  exper ience,  in  other  words ,  for  example 

that  music  or  voice  is  not  only  heard by ear  but  seen by eye  s imultaneously.  It 

could a lso  be  tasted or  fe lt  as  a  physica l  touch in  some cases  ( ibid) .  A person 

who possesses  this  or  s imi lar  k ind of  condit ions  is  ca l led a  synesthete . 

In  most  cases ,  colours  work as  v iv id  communicat ive  express ions  for  synes-

thetes .  A notable  example  is  sound to  s ight  synesthesia  named coloured hear ing , 

that  colours  or  coloured shapes  appear  in  f ront  of  their  eyes  when l is tening to 

sounds.  S ome synesthetes  star t  seeing colours  only  with  cer tain  sounds,  for  in-

stance  music  or  surrounding ever yday environmenta l  sounds such as  barking of 

dogs  and voices .  Those  colours  appear  l ike  f i re  works ,  overlapping with sol id 
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objects  that  they look at  ( ibid.  p.87-88) .  Cytowic  and Eag leman refer  to  a  synes-

thete ,  Rebecca  Pr ice,  who descr ibes  how she l ikes  her  husbands’  voice  and laugh 

that  are  coloured with golden brown l ike  a  butter y  toast  ( ibid,  p.39) .  It  i s  hard 

to  imagine for  those  who do not  possess  these  cross-sensor y  percept ions  what 

it  i s  l ike  to  be  a  synesthete .  It  i s  as  i f  being able  to  see  rays  of  u lt raviolet  which 

are  not  perceivable  by  mankind but  by  birds  and bees  ( ibid,  p.20) .  Synesthetes 

of ten do not  rea l ise  that  they are  exper iencing something unusual  as  they are 

born with the  condit ion and never  have  l ived a  l i fe  without  it .  Cytowic  and 

Eag leman cont inue that :

What  synesthetes  see  is  not  pic tor ia l  and elaborate  but  rather  s imple 

and elementar y  [ . . . ]  whereas  nonsynesthetes  might  pic ture  a  pastora l 

landscape whi le  l i s tening to  B eethoven,  for  example,  synesthetes  wi l l 

see  coloured l ines  or  moving geometr ic  shapes .

( ibid,  p.14)

This  suggests  there  is  a  s igni f icant  di f ference  between genuine synesthetes  and 

those  who elaborate  the  idea  of  synesthesia  as  metaphoric  or  ar t ist ic  expres-

s ions  such as  Georgia  O’Keef fe  who painted colourfu l  abstract  paint ings  in-

spired by music  ( ibid,  p.13 ,  Fig .  4) .  Whi le  the  latter  re l ies  on imaginat ions  or 

emot ional  language t r iggered by music ,  the  former does  not  attempt  to  seek or 

long for  inspirat ional  moments  when l is tening to  music  or  sound.  Instead,  their 

unique v is ions  appear  constant ly  through l i fe  and they have  to  bear  even when 

they do not  wish to  perceive  those  extra  sensor y  percept ions . 
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Fig .  4 :  Blue  and Green Music ,  1921 by Georgia  O’Keef fe 
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The French composer  Ol iv ier  Messiaen (1908-  1992)  was  a  notable  synesthete . 

He was  able  to  both see  or  read music  as  colours  and hear  colours  as  music .  His 

composit ions  are  somet imes  based on seeing landscapes  and the  colours  within 

them were  t ranslated into  musica l  notes  ( ibid,  p.94) .  The musicologist ,  Ol iv ia 

Matt is ,  quotes  Messiaen’s  l i fe  with  synesthesia  as  fol lows: 

One of  the  great  dramas of  my l i fe  consists  of  my te l l ing people  that  I 

see  colours  whenever  I  hear  music ,  and they see  nothing,  nothing at  a l l . 

That’s  terr ible .  And they don’t  even bel ieve  me.  [ . . . ]  When I  hear  music 

-  and it  was  a lready l ike  that  when I  was  a  chi ld  -  I  see  colours .  Chords 

are  expressed in  terms of  colour  for  me -  for  example,  a  yel lowish orange 

with a  reddish t inge 2.  [ . . . ] 

(Matt is  2005,  p.211)

Cytowic  and Eag leman note  that  in  the  f ie ld  of  neuroscience,  the  not ion of  syn-

esthesia  star ted to  be  recognised at  the  dawn of  twent ieth  centur y.  It  sparked 

interests  and discuss ions  not  only  for  neurologists  but  a lso  for  ar t ists ,  wr iters 

and composers  ( ibid,  p.15-16) .  C oloured hear ing ,  as  ev ident  in  the  Messiaen’s 

case,  was  seen as  the  specia l  abi l ity  that  creat ive  indiv iduals  longed to  possess . 

In  the  f ie ld  of  ar t ,  Jeremy Str ick ,  the  American ar t  histor ian,  ment ions  that 

‘the  idea  of  synesthesia  ser ved to  meditate  between music  and v isua l  ar t  in  the 

early  twent ieth  centur y  and proved essent ia l  for  the  development  of  abstract ion’ 

(Str ick  2005,  p.16) .  A notable  example  being f ine  ar t  paint ings  that  star ted to 

shi f t  f rom pic tor ia l  and rea l ist ic  to  a  new way of  express ion that  emulates  the 

qual ity  of  music  (Z i lczer  2005,  p.35) . 

2.  Matt is  ment ions  Messiaen’s  v is it  to  a  theatre  when a  piece  of 
B eethoven’s  music  was  played whi le  the  venue was  l i t  up with v iolet 
coloured l ight .  He was  ver y  disturbed by that  par t icular  colour  as  the  mu-
sic  and colour  did  not  match with his  percept ion (Matt is  2005,  p.225) . 
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V i s u a l  M u s i c

The idea behind colour  music ,  for  both painters  and composers , 

was  that  the  two ar ts  of  music  and painting, 

which normally  occupy the  nonintersec ting  domains  of  t ime and space , 

could  somehow be  merged to  induce  a  feeling  of  transcendence

-  the  “poetic”  response-  in  the  l i stener/v iewer.

(Matt is  2005,  p.  213)

The ar t  histor ian,  Judith  Z i lczer,  s tates  that  Roger  Fr y,  the  Engl ish  Post-Im-

press ionism painter,  was  one of  the  f i rst  to  invent  the  term  v i sual  music  when 

descr ibing works  of  ar t  that  ‘gave  up a l l  resemblance  to  natura l  form,  and create 

a  purely  abstract  language of  form-a v isua l  music’  (Z i lczer  2005,  p.25) .  In  the 

book,  Visual  Music :  Synaesthesia  in  Ar t  and Music  Since  1900 ,  i t  i s  explained 

that  the  term visua l  music  is  used for  f raming v isua l  ar t  that  embraces  the  idea 

of  coloured hear ing synesthesia  within di f ferent  ar t  movements  that  occurred 

in  the  late  nineteenth centur y  unt i l  the  early  twent ieth  centur y,  such as  Expres-

s ionism,  Orphism,  Futur ism,  Synchronism and Vort ic ism (Brougher  2005,  p.10 

and p.105) .  It  i s  somet imes  ca l led colour  music  that  suggests  a  direc t  l inkage 

to  coloured hear ing synesthesia .  Visua l  music  includes  works  f rom ar t ists  who 

are  synesthetes  as  wel l  as  non-synesthetes .  Due to  its  lack of  objec t ive  repor ts 

dea l ing with synesthetes’  exper iences ,  i t  has  been di f f icu lt  to  recognise  who 

possessed rea l  condit ions  of  synesthesia .  Although it  i s  quest ionable ,  Cytowic 

and Eag leman,  state  that  amongst  painters ,  Wassi ly  Kandinsky (Fig .5)  must  have 

been a  c l inica l  synesthete  (Cytowic ,  Richard E.  & Eag leman,  David M. ,  2009, 

p.13) .
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F ig .  5 :  C omposit ion VIII ,  1923 by Wassi ly  Kandinsky

Whi le  synesthetes’  ar t  has  direc t  connect ions  to  their  sensor y  v is ions ,  non-

synesthetes’  ar t  i s  of ten based on colours ,  l ines  and structures  that  evoke 

atmospher ic  s imi lar it ies  of  music .  Cytowic  and Eag leman refer  to  Dr.  L awrence 

Marks ,  who conducted a  research of  percept ions  of  colours  in  re lat ion to  mu-

sic ,  between synesthetes  and non-synesthetes .  According to  Marks’s  research, 

both groups  showed s imi lar  results  that  higher  notes  are  br ighter  colours  and 

lower  notes  are  darker.  ( ibid,  p.104) .  C olour  psycholog y plays  a  s igni f icant  role 

in  nonsynesthetes’  ar t ist ic  express ion.  The Japanese  colour  theor ist  Tadasu 

O yama,  refers  to  the  colour  psychologist  Kenya Yoshino’s  research for  non-

synesthetes .  He asked the  par t ic ipants  to  choose  colours  f rom a  s ixteen colour 

pa lette ,  that  matched with some wel l -known class ica l  music :
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B eethoven (Symphony No.5 ,  Fate)  -  black,  red,  grey 

B eethoven (Symphony No.6 ,  Pastora le)  -   yel low green,  white ,  green

Viva ldi  (Four  S easons ,  Winter)  -  blue,  purpl ish  blue,  grey

Viva ldi  (Four  S easons ,  Spr ing)  -  yel low green,  white ,  yel low,  green

Smetana (The Moldau)  -  grey,  blue-green,  blue

(Yoshino in  O yama 1994,  p.225-226)

This  suggests  that  feel ings  that  der ive  f rom music  and colour  work reciproca l ly. 

Tit l ing of  music  a lso  inf luences  non-synesthetes’  imaginat ion.  For  example, 

when hear ing the  word Pastorale ,  even without  music ,  we are  able  to  v isua l ly 

pic ture  green f ie lds  and ca lming blue  sky in  our  mind.  Visua l  ar t ists  a lso  ap-

pl ied this  technique of  us ing t it les  of  music ,  for  instance,  Symphony No.1  or 

S onata  No.2  so  that  the  v iewer  is  able  to  acknowledge where  the  ar t ist’s  inspira-

t ion comes f rom. 

According to  Z i lczer,  colour  theor y  a lso  t r iggered non-synesthetes  for  seek-

ing rat ional ised method of  express ing music  in  paint ing .  For  instance,  Sir  Isaac 

Newton’s  invent ion of  the  colour  wheel  in  seventeenth centur y,  and his  appl ica-

t ion of  seven colours  of  the  Newtonian spectrum to  the  seven notes  of  the  dia-

tonic  sca le ,  was  used as  a  mapping tool  by  v isua l  ar t ists .  This  later  contr ibuted 

to  the  development  of  colour  organ and l ight  ar t .  (Z i lczer  2005,  p.35,  Fig .  6)

 

Fig .  6 :  Newton’s  colour  sca le  
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I  am not  a  synesthete  in  the  cl inica l  sense,  and therefore  I  do not  pic ture  f i re-

works  of  colours  when a  dog barks ,  nor  see  aurora- l ike  images  in  f ront  of  my 

eyes  when a  musica l  melody plays .  My express ion f rom music  depends highly 

on imaginat ion,  thus  diss imi lar  to  what  Messiaen or  other  synesthetes  per-

ceive.  Z i lczer  refers  to  another  painter,  Ar thur  Dove who bel ieved that  ‘paint-

ing could attain  the  emot ive  power  of  music’ (Zl icker  2005,  p.62) .  I  agree  with 

Dove’s  statement ,  and I  s t r ive  to  achieve  the  same character ist ic  through my 

ar t  work.  In  my opinion,  af ter  seeing many paint ings  f rom synesthetes  and 

non-synesthetes  in  the  book Visual  Music ,  I  feel  that  the  sense  of  sound radi-

ates  more  st r ik ing ly  f rom those  of  non-synesthetes  such as  O’Keef fe  and Dove. 

That  is  probably  due to  the  use  of  colour  chosen sensit ively  and carefu l ly  as 

a  vehicle  to  del iver  emot ional  va lues  of  music .  As  profess ional  ar t ists ,  they 

searched for  a  universa l  language through colour  that  per vaded and communi-

cated to  the  hear t  of  genera l  publ ic .  It  feels  as  though another  spir itua l  dimen-

sion has  been created in  the  air  between the  paint ing and the  v iewer.  However, 

there  was  one aspect  that  was  miss ing f rom the  v isua l  music  paint ings .  It  i s  the 

not ion of  t ransience  which is  a  key  e lement  ev ident  in  music .  As  opposed to 

paint ings  that  are  caged in  a  f ixed t ime,  music  when per formed,  becomes a  t ime 

based medium that  a lters  constant ly  l ike  a  steam of  water.  Express ing t ime in 

paint ings  has  been a  di f f icu lt  i ssue,  even though the  v iewer  is  f ree  to  interpret 

a  paint ing as  a  moving image in  their  imaginat ion.  Visua l  ar t ists  have  instead 

star ted ut i l i s ing new media  such as  f i lms as  means  of  express ing t ime (Str ick 

2005,  p.19) .  This  has  a lso  become one of  the  cha l lenging e lements  for  my ar t is-

t ic  development . 
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C o l o u r  P s y c h o l o g y    

The meaning of  a  word to  me -  i s  not  as  exact  as  the  meaning of  a  color. 

Colors  and shapes  make more  def inite  statements  than words . 

(Georgia  O’Keef fe  in  Ri ley  II  1995,  p.  171)

We l ive  our  ever yday l i fe  surrounded by colours .  Without  even rea l is ing ,  due to 

symbol ic  connotat ions  that  colour  possesses  and evokes ,  one’s  l i fe  sty le ,  charac-

ter  and feel ings  are  of ten governed by colour.  People  have  favour ite  colours  that 

can a lso  narrate  their  personal it ies  just  by  looking at  them.  According to  the 

colour  consultant  Frank H.  Mahnke,  the  def init ion of  psycholog y is  ‘the  sc ience 

that  dea ls  with  the  mind,  with  menta l  and emot ional  processes  (Mahnke 1996, 

p.6) ’.  Those  processes  include conscious ,  subconscious  and unconscious  exper i-

ences  that  e f fec t  our  behavior,  thoughts ,  and feel ings  ( ibid) .  Mahnke refers  to 

the  psychologist  Ulr ich B eer  who ta lks  about  the  ef fec t  of  colour  on mankind:

S eldom,  surely,  i s  the  psychologica l  par t  of  an appearance in  nature 

so  great  as  it  i s  in  the  case  of  colour.  No one can encounter  it  and stay 

neutra l .  We are  immediately,  inst inct ively,  and emot ional ly  moved.  We 

have sympathy or  ant ipathy,  pleasure  or  disapproval  within us  as  soon 

as  we perceive  colours . 

(Ulr ich B eer  in  Mahnke 1996,  p.6)

Genera l ly  colours  are  perceived with symbol isat ions  that  are  universa l .  Such as 

red being the  colour  for  pass ion and white  being pur ity.  Due to  our  tastes  and 

preferences ,  language of  colours  can be  addressed both subject ively  and objec-

t ively.  Ar t ists  have  of ten used colours  consciously  as  their  language of  commu-

nicat ion.  Mahnke ment ions  Paul  C ézanne who fe lt  that  colours  ‘were  personi-

f ied ideas ;  they  have  personal ity  and l i fe’.  Another  painter  Paul  Gauguin was 

a lso  aware  of  the  powerful  emot ional  impact  that  colour  y ie lds  upon individuals 

( ibid,  p.8) . 



36

As colour  psycholog y is  a  vast  f ie ld  to  invest igate ,  I  narrow down to  the  ef fec ts 

of  colours ;  that  are  ev ident  f rom monochromat ic  painters ,  Ad Reinhardt  and 

Yves  Klein.  Reinhardt  ment ioned the  symbol isms of  colours  in  his  auto-bio-

graphica l  and dogmat ic  wr it ing ,  Art-as-Ar t .  Due to  my preference  on minimal 

sty le  of  work,  I  found his  paint ings  and writ ing inspirat ional  both for  develop-

ing the  colours  and shapes  for  my work development . 

Fig .  7 :  Ad Reinhardt 
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A d  R e i n h a r d t 

Ad Reinhardt  (1913-1967)  is  best  known as  the  painter  who painted black. 

Although he  was  re luctant  to  be  grouped into  par t icular  ar t  movements ,  he  is 

genera l ly  ca l led the  Abstract  Express ionist  or  Minimal ist  painter  by  ar t  cr it ics . 

He was  a  man of  many g i f ted sk i l l s .  With his  educat ion in  phi losophy and ar t 

histor y,  he  was  a lso  known as  a  wr iter,  i l lustrator  and car toonist .  The selec t ion 

of  wr it ings  by  Reinhardt  is  col lated in  a  book Ar t-as-Ar t ,  edited by the  ar t  cr it ic 

Barbara  Rose.  Rose  states  that  ‘Reinhardt  wrote  as  he  painted’  (Rose  1991,  p.3) . 

Unl ike  mysel f ,  who gains  knowledge f rom working direc t ly  with  the  mater ia l 

without  any pr ior  preparat ions  such as  sketches ,  Reinhardt  wrote  pi les  af ter 

pi les  of  his  ideas  and thoughts ,  not  only  for  ar t  but  a lso  for  pol it ics ,  re l ig ion, 

ar t  histor y  and so  on.  He used those  wr it ings  as  his  aesthet ic  dogmas.  From the 

early  f i f t ies  unt i l  h is  death,  he  devoted his  t ime only  to  black paint ings ,  and 

then f rom the  early  s ixt ies ,  h is  black paint ings  became only  of  one s ize ,  square, 

f ive  feet  by  f ive  feet  (Reinhardt  1991,  p.11,  Fig .  7) .  A researcher  of  minimal-

ism,  Edward Str ick land comments ,  that  at  a  f i rst  g lance,  the  paint ing looks  just 

black,  yet  af ter  a  whi le ,  i t  s tar ts  to  revea l  that  it  i s  made up of  a  gr id  st ructure 

of  nine-squares-within-a-square  format .  His  black was  made with a  mixture  of 

red,  green and blue.  He was  interested in  a l l -over  paint ing ,  only  of  matte  black. 

With his  extreme pursuit ,  layers  and layers  he  painted unt i l  he  e l iminated any 

s l ight  texture  or  sheen,  as  i f  the  paint ings  were  not  permitted to  induce any 

feel ings  within themselves .  Af ter  pat ient ly  obser ving the  paint ing ,  i t  becomes 

not iceable  that  corners  are  painted with s l ight ly  higher  content  of  red,  and mid-

dle  with  green,  a lso  the  borders  of  the  nine  squares  unvei l  a  ver y  subt le  l ine  of 

a  cross .  This  evokes  spir itua l  and rel ig ious  perspect ives ,  yet  Reinhardt  re jec ted 

the  idea  of  a  cross  which is  seen as  the  icon of  Christ ianity.  R ather,  he  c laimed 

that  he  was  inspired by the  composit ion of  Mandala  paint ings  (Str ick land 1993, 

p.47) .  
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It  deviates  s l ight ly,  yet  this  k ind of  a  pat ience-taking obser vat ion reminds  me of 

one exhibit ion of  the  l ight  ar t ist ,  James  Turrel l  in  Nao Is land,  Japan.  His  work 

Backside  of  the  moon  was  showcased in  a  house  des igned by the  renowned Japa-

nese  architec t  Tadao Ando.  On arr iv ing ,  I  was  told  to  wait ,  then went  ins ide  the 

bui lding that  had absolutely  no l ight .  In  the  darkness  I  was  told  to  walk  a long 

with my le f t  hand on the  wal l  unt i l  I  found a  bench where  I  could be  seated 

with other  audience.  Then we waited for  f ive  minutes  in  s i lence.  Gradual ly  I  be-

gun seeing a  ver y  dark blue  l ight  in  f ront  and s l ight ly  white  l ights  on the  s ides . 

Eventual ly  the  black contours  of  people  became vis ible  as  wel l .  The atmosphere 

was  surrea l  and myst ic ,  and was  a  ver y  unique exper ience  compared to  other  

exhibit ions  I  had v is ited.  B efore  going to  this  exhibit ion,  I  had happened to 

v is it  one of  his  other  exhibit ions  in  Frankfur t ,  yet  at  that  t ime,  I  did  not  know 

how to  perceive  the  work.  I  remember  feel ing feared not  knowing what  was  in 

the  dark room and I  stood where  there  was  l ight .  In  the  end I  did  not  dare  go-

ing ins ide,  which I  now terr ibly  regret .  Ar t  is  communicat ive,  therefore  contem-

plat ive  and f reely  interpretable  by  indiv iduals .  Stor ies  interpreted could of ten 

a lter  completely  f rom the  ar t ist’s  intent ion.  

 

In  Ar t-as-Ar t ,  Reinhardt  wrote  immensely  about  black as  a  symbol  and concept . 

In  comparison with white ,  he  refers  to  black’s  symbol ic  meanings  that  must 

have  emerged f rom the  Bible ,  such as  good vs  ev i l ,  heaven vs  hel l ,  l ight  vs  dark. 

Those  associat ions  are  embedded in  our  cultura l  behavior  and are  universa l ly 

acknowledged.  Although Reinhardt  cont inues  that  he  would e l iminate  those  re-

l ig iously  symbol ic  meanings  as  an ar t ist  and ta lks  about  how he is  interested in 

black as  a  non-colour  and absence  of  colour,  as  darkness  (Reinhardt  1991,  p.86-

88) .  Using black as  darkness  is  seen in  Asian ar t  such as  Chinese  ink paint ings . 

Timelessness ,  monotony,  inact ion,  detachment ,  express ionlessness ,  c lar ity, 

quietness ,  d ignity,  and negat iv ity  that  emerge  f rom black are  the  keywords  that 

he  bel ieves  to  be  the  essence  of  Asian ar t  (Str ick land 1993,  p.48) .   He par t icu-

lar ly  ta lks  about  his  interest  in  the  negat iveness  of  black or  darkness  (Reinhardt 

1991,  p.87) .  Phi losophy of  Buddhism was  a lso  one of  his  inf luent ia l  facets , 

which I  cont inue discuss ing later  in  the  Japanese  aesthet ics  sec t ion. 
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The shape,  square,  that  he  preferred,  i s  the  bas ic  geometr ic  form.  Josef  Albers 

states  that  square  is  the  s implest  non-organic ,  non-a l lus ive  form compared to 

c ircle  which may be  seen as  to  have  connotat ions  to  sun or  moon etc  (Str ick-

land 1993,  p.49) .  The extracted quote  below f rom Ar t-as-Ar t ,  seemed to  capture 

appropr iately  his  percept ion of  form and colour,  which later  becomes inf luen-

t ia l  for  deciding shapes  for  my ar t  work:

A square  (neutral ,  shapeless)  canvas ,  f ive  feet  wide,  f ive  feet  high,  as  high 

as  a  man,  as  wide  as  a  man’s  outstretched arms (not  large ,  not  small ,  s ize-

less) ,  t r isec ted (no composit ion) ,  one hor izonta l  form negat ing one ver t i -

ca l  form ( formless ,  no  top,  no bottom,  direc tionless) ,  three  (more  or  less) 

dark ( l ightless)  no-contrast ing (colorless)  colors ,  brushwork brushed out 

to  remove brushwork,  a  matte ,  f lat ,  f ree-hand painted sur face  (g lossless , 

textureless ,  non- linear,  no  hard edge ,  no  sof t  edge)  which does  not  ref lec t 

i t s  surroundings  -  a  pure,  abstract ,  non-object ive,  t imeless ,  spaceless , 

changeless ,  re lat ionless ,  d is interested paint ing -  an objec t  that  is  se l f -

conscious  (no unconsciousness)  ideas ,  t ranscendent ,  aware  of  no thing 

but  ar t  (absolutely  no anti -ar t) . 

(Reinhardt  1991,  p.82-83)

Reinhardt’s  approach towards  paint ing is  descr ibed by the  ar t ist  and cr it ic ,  Br i-

an O’Doher ty,  that  ‘Reinhardt  has  not  reduced ar t  to  it s  l imits .  He has  reduced 

v is ibi l ity  of  i t s  l imits  (Str ick land 1993,  p.49) ’.  With the  s ize ,  and form that  do 

not  attain  par t icular  attent ion,  his  paint ings  were  made to  be  abstracted fur ther 

by  the  v iewer.  Upon obser ving the  paint ing that  emits  subt le  and dul l  radi-

ance  of  black,  the  v iewer  is  drawn to  merge  into  the  ocean of  darkness  which is 

merely  perceivable  to  the  committed few.
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Yv e s  K l e i n

Seen f rom Space ,  the  Ear th  i s  blue

Yuri  Gagar in,  quoted by Yves  Klein (Restany 1982,  p.7)

Yves  Klein (1928-1962) ,  was  the  French ar t ist  undoubtedly  known for  his  mono-

chrome Klein Blue  paint ings  (Fig .8) .  Despite  his  br ief  l i fe ,  h is  char ismat ic  char-

acter ist ic  of  a  natura l  enter tainer  enabled him to  gain fame for  his  paint ings  as 

wel l  as  for  his  audacious  pursuit  of  per formance ar t  such as  Anthropométr ies . 

Unl ike  Reinhardt ,  Kle in’s  approach towards  the  colour,  blue,  i s  an int imate  and 

inst inct ive  one,  s tat ing ,  ‘ i t  was  in  1947,  that  I  had the  idea ,  the  conscious  v is ion 

of  monochrome.  (Klein in  Str ick land 1993,  p.34) ’.  The moment  occurred as  he 

was  ly ing on a  beach in  Nice,  looking at  the  sky with no cloud.  As  Ronald Hunt 

descr ibes ,  ‘the  huge dome of  blue  sky arching above him became his  greatest 

ar t  work.  But  birds  f ly ing across  it  f lawed its  pur ity :  Birds  must  be  e l iminated. 

Thus  we humans wi l l  possess  the  r ight  to  lev itate  in  an ef fec t ive  and tota l 

physica l  f reedom ( ibid) ’.   K le in  ta lks  about  blue  as  the  symbol  of  the  sea  and 

the  sky that  st retches  on l ike  the  endless  space,  therefore  provides  no dimen-

sions .  His  paint ings  were  rec tangular,  that  is  a  common shape for  windows f rom 

which one is  f ree  to  t raverse  in  the  unl imited expansion of  the  sky (Restany 

1982,  p.14) . 

During his  career  as  an ar t ist ,  he  exper imented with var ious  methods  for  cre-

at ing paint ings ,  sculptures  and per formances .  One which I  was  interested in 

is  the  monotone symphony  that  was  used as  an accompaniment  for  his  mono-

chrome exhibit ion.  L itera l ly,  the  music  was  composed of  one s ing le  note  played 

success ively  by  orchestra .  Kle in’s  s tatement ;  ‘ l ine  goes  to  inf inity,  but  color  i s 

inf inity ’  matches  logica l ly  with  the  composit ion that  leads  the  space  into  the 

same sphere  of  paint ings ,  of  the  sky ( ibid,  p.16) .  
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It  i s  said  that  Kle in was  inf luenced f rom Japanese  Z en Buddhism through his 

pract ice  of  Judo .  In  my opinion,  however,  that  f rom his  paint ings ,  the  sense  is 

not  as  perceivable  as  Reinhardt’s .  It  seems that  it  re f lec ted upon his  mindset , 

but  it  was  not  expressed clearly  in  the  ar t  work,  rather,  his  thoughts  were  the 

accumulat ion of  a l l  re l ig ios ity  that  he  encountered of ten haphazardly  through-

out  his  l i fe .  The ar t  cr it ic  Pierre  Restany states  that  ‘K le in  was  not  systemat ic 

in  his  myst ica l  recipes .  [ . . . ]  He adopted his  own,  fu l ly  aware  of  what  he  was 

doing ( ibid,  p.19) ’.  His  spontaneity  and pursuit  for  t r ia ls  i s  praised of .  His  sud-

den death made him a  legendar y spir it  that  t ranscended through the  sky to  the 

inf inity  of  his  blue.  

Fig .8 :   IKB 79,  1959 © Tate,  London 2013
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Fig .9 :   Indigo dyed text i les  at  Aino Favén’s  studio

I n d i g o  B l u e

Black for  Reinhardt ,  blue  for  Kle in,  for  me,  indigo blue  is  the  most  int imate  of 

a l l  colours  (Fig .9) .  As  ment ioned earl ier,  because  of  my name being f ie lds  of 

indigo blue,  i t  s t raight for wardly  symbol ises  my being .  When the  Klein Blue  is 

the  colour  of  the  sea  and sky,  indigo blue  is  associated with the  deep sea  and 

night  sky  which connects  to  my inner  v isua l  exper iences  f rom Vasks’s  music . 

Although I  have  been developing indigo blue  with g lazes ,  I  had never  explored 

the  f ie ld  of  indigo for  text i les .  Up to  this  point ,  I  was  not  fu l ly  aware  of  histor i-

ca l  nor  re l ig ious  impl icat ions .  The more I  gained knowledge on the  process  as 

wel l  as  i t s  socia l  impacts ,  I  became more att rac ted by the  myst ica l  qual ity  of  the 

colour  itse l f . 

Histor ica l ly,  dyestuf fs  were  made f rom natura l ly  occurr ing plants  with  a  few 

except ion of  insect  dyes .  The process  of  making indigo vat 3 di f fers  completely 

to  the  normal  plant  dyes  which needs  boi l ing and adding mordants  to  f ix  the 

colour  onto a  fabr ic .  Indigo is  made f rom severa l  plants  found a l l  around the 

world  that  contain the  chromatophore  ca l led indican  that  is  insoluble  in  wa-

ter  (Bal four-Paul  1998,  p.89) .  Although the  reg ions  of  indigo product ion have 

been scattered,  the  pr inciple  method remains  a lmost  ident ica l .  In  shor t ,  there 

are  three  important  stages  for  making the  indigo workable  as  a  vat .  F irst ,  to 

decompose the  plant ,  second to  produce the  a lka l i  solut ion known as  lye  water 

histor ica l ly  made with wood ash,  and third,  to  create  an oxygen reduced l iquid 

solut ion by feeding it  with  sugar,  bran,  or  with  an oxygen-reducing agent  such 

as  l ime (Mi l ler  1984,  p.24) .  It  i s  a  myster ious  achievement  of  chemistr y,  that 

when a  fabr ic  is  taken out  f rom the  vat ,  exposed to  oxygen,  the  yel lowish-brown 

colour  gradual ly  turns  to  blue.  Af ter  many dippings ,  di f ferent  gradat ions 

3.   L iquid solut ion for  dyeing
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of  blues  can be  obtained.  As  it  i s  t ime consuming to  produce darker  shades  of 

indigo,  being able  to  wear  dark indigo clothes  represented wealth  and prosper-

ity.  In  recent  t imes ,  the  myster ious  chemistr y  has  been uncovered and synthet ic 

indigo became widespread,  notably  with  Levi  Strauss’s  j eans  (Bal four-Paul  1998, 

p.203-205) .  Yet ,  as  the  Japanese  proverb says ,  the  di f ference  between the  two is 

l ike  ‘moon and tur t le’,  and natura l  indigo is  s t i l l  cher ished for  it s  colour  r ich in 

var iat ions  ( ibid,  p.132) . 

 

The oldest  archeologica l  f indings  of  indigo dates  back to  third mi l lennium B C 

(Bal four-Paul  1998,  p.12) .  Since  then,  the  blue  colour  that  unif ied mankind 

with surrounding nature  was  revered amongst  dyers  and praised as  luxur i-

ous  and noble  colour.  The researcher  of  indigo,  Jenny Bal four-Paul ,  a lso  ta lks 

about  indigo’s  symbol ic  associat ions  for  r itua ls  and ceremonia l  events ,  due to 

its  enigmat ic  colour  t ransformat ion.  It  synchronised with l i fe ,  especia l ly  with 

death in  some cultures .  Therefore,  indigo coloured text i les  have  been worn in 

mourning ceremonies  amongst  many tr ibes  ( ibid,  p.179-180) .  The dist inct ive 

smel l  of  putrefact ion f rom the  indigo vat  a lso  l inks  with  the  odour of  death.    

Those  character ist ics  s imi lar  to  human l i fe  possess  connotat ions  to  the  spir itua l 

metamorphosis . 

The reoccurr ing c ycle  of  the  l iv ing on ear th,  i s  reminiscent  in  Vasks’s  music , 

Viatore .  With a  melody played in  sequence,  Vasks  expressed how one’s  l i fe 

sprouts ,  prospers ,  and then deceases  back into  the  ear th,  the  or ig in of  a l l  being . 

This  a lso  l inks  with  the  Buddhism ideolog y of  re incarnat ion.

Another  aspect  that  I  found inspir ing is  the  tempora l ity  of  colours  seen in  indi-

go and other  natura l  dyed text i les .  The author  of  Japanese  aesthet ics ,  Junichiro 

Tanizaki  states  that  the  e legance in  objec ts  is  obtained with the  past ,  and that 

is  what  makes  it  worthier  of  admirat ion (Tanizaki  1991,  p.20) .  Af ter  being used 

and exposed under  the  sun for  many years ,  colour  becomes subdued and cher-

ishable ,  each possess ing unique memories  within. 

Having explored some inf luent ia l  facets ,  I  have  come across  ideas  that  st rongly 

connected to  the  Japanese  aesthet ics ,  such as  Ad Reinhardt’s  paint ing and the 

symbol ism of  indigo blue.  In  the  next  chapter,  I  cont inue invest igat ing the  aes-

thet ics  fur ther. 
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J a p a n e s e  A e s t h e t i c s

C onsciously  and subconsciously,  I  have  been inf luenced by the  auto-ethno-

graphica l  background,  by  the  Japanese  aesthet ics .  It  i s  embedded deeply  in 

mind that  it  af fec ts  my work in  terms of  composit ion,  s t ructure  and spat ia l ity.

The Japanologist ,  Donald Keene states  that  the  percept ion of  what  is  uniquely 

Japanese  is  represented in  ar tefac ts  such as  tea  bowls  used in  Japanese  tea 

ceremony.  Although the  Japanese  have  been producing ar tefac ts  that  are  highly 

decorat ive  and per fec t ly  symmetr ic ,  he  states  that  the  rust ic  and humble  tea 

bowls  symbol ise  the  Japanese  aesthet ics  known as  wabi-sabi  (Keene 1972,  p.59-

60) .  Daisetsu T.  Suzuki  (1870-1966) ,  the  author  of  re l ig ious  studies  in  Japan, 

a lso  states  that  ‘pover ty,  sabi  or  wabi ,  s impl i f icat ion,  a loneness  and cognate 

ideas  make up the  most  conspicuous  and character ist ic  features  of  Japanese 

ar t  and culture.  (Suzuki  in  Hirota  1995,  p.45) ’.  In  this  chapter,  I  would l ike  to 

unvei l  rather  unfami l iar  terms,  Yuubi ,  Mujo  and Yugen ,  which were  establ ished 

before  the  init iat ion of  wabi-sabi .  Those  not ions  were  cr ysta l ised f rom an amal-

gamat ion of  re l ig ious  bel ie fs  that  were  both nat ive  and foreign to  the  Japanese.

Japan’s  mountainous  topography contr ibuted in  forming pic turesque and myst ic 

landscapes .  Nature  that  has  generated the  prosper ity  and cult ivat ion of  man-

kind,  a lso  possessed menacing power  that  devastated the  l i fe  of  mankind.  As  a 

result ,  s ince  the  pre-histor ic  t imes ,  the  Japanese  were  natura l ly  convinced to 

have  animist ic  and polytheist ic  bel ie fs  ca l led Shintoism,  (神道 ,  l i tera l ly  t rans-

lated as  the  way of  God)  that  a l l  the  surrounding l iv ing creatures  embraced 

spir itua l  va lues .  The aesthet ic  der ived f rom perceiv ing beauty  in  things  that  are 

natura l  and organic  is  ca l led Yuubi  優美 .  This  percept ion has  been the  funda-

menta l  component  in  the  Japanese  aesthet ics  even af ter  the  emergence of  Bud-

dhism took place  (Miyamoto 2008,  p.39-85) . 



Incessant  i s  the  change  of  water 

where  the  stream glides  on calmly : 

the  spray appears  over  a  cataract , 

yet  vanishes  without  a  moment’s  delay 

Kamono Chomei  (1155 -1216) ,  Hojoki 

t ranslated by Natsume 1924,  p.337 
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From a  Euro-centr ic  v iew,  Japan is  geographica l ly  located at  the  Far  East  of 

the  Eurasian C ont inent .  Therefore,  histor ica l ly,  i t  has  been the  terminus  is land 

where  di f ferent  cultures  and rel ig ions  have  sai led the  ocean and stagnated.  Bud-

dhism was  introduced in  Japan in  the  s ixth centur y.  The most  s igni f icant  aspect 

of  Buddhism that  had contr ibuted in  enr iching the  Japanese  aesthet ics  is  the 

not ion of  re incarnat ing bir th  and death (Miyamoto 2008,  p.82,83) .  With this 

thought ,  the  feared phenomena of  death was  made to  be  bel ieved as  del iver-

ance  to  the  af ter l i fe .  As  ment ioned on the  le f t ,  Kamono Chomei  metaphorica l ly 

descr ibes  the  impermanent  and transient  state  of  l i fe ,  ca l led Mujo .  It  repre-

sents  vanity  and ephemera l ity  of  mankind and a l l  the  l iv ing creatures  on ear th. 

Another  poet ,  Kenko Yoshida states  that ,  ‘beauty  is  indissolubly  bound to  its 

per ishabi l ity  (Keene 1998,  p.xxi i ) ’.  Cherr y  blossoms in  par t icular,  are  regarded 

as  the  centre  of  admirat ion in  Japan,  because  of  the  t ransitor y  nature  that 

equals  with  the  ideolog y.  Fear ing death only  br ings  pain to  one’s  mind.  Instead, 

the  pess imist ic  not ion of  Mujo  a l lows to  accept  and embrace  the  evanescence 

manifested in  l i fe ,  therefore  one is  able  to  attain  peace  of  mind.

Another  notable  aesthet ic  is  the  beauty  perceived through negat ive  space  or 

empt iness ,  ca l led Yugen  幽玄 ,  l i tera l ly  t ranslated as  the  gateway to  the  af ter l i fe . 

The term or ig inates  f rom a  Japanese  Renga poetr y  when severa l  people  gather 

and compose poems in  sequence.  In  between poems,  the  successor  should seek 

for  profound meanings  f rom the  metaphorica l  verses  created previously.  Shinkei 

(1406-1475) ,  the  Buddhist  monk and poet ,  le f t  some instruct ions  for  Renga 

stat ing: 

B e  ever  wakeful  in  your  hear t  to  the  t rue  nature  of  the  dream of  this 

world  and your  mind of  i l lus ion,  conduct  yoursel f  with  gent leness ,  and 

let  your  mind be  drawn to  the  profound and subt le .

(Shinkei  in  Hirota  1995,  p.173) 

Those  profound and subt le  feel ings  are  what  Chomei  summarises  as  the  invis-

ible  and myst ic  atmosphere  that  emerge  f rom what  is  unwritten and unseen 

(Miyamoto 2008,  p.93) .  The aesthet ic  of  Yugen  was  later  appl ied and developed 

as  spat ia l  awareness  in  other  forms of  ar t ,  such as  in  paint ings  and f lower 
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arrangement .  For  instance,  in  Japanese  paint ings ,  instead of  f i l l ing  in  ever y  de-

tai l  with  pic tor ia l  scener ies ,  negat ive  space  that  is  of ten painted in  black is  used 

and this  a l lows the  v iewer  to  contemplate  with  their  imaginat ion.  Ad Reinhardt , 

as  ment ioned earl ier,  took this  approach to  the  extreme and ut i l i sed the  nega-

t ive  space  ent ire ly  for  abstract ion. 

Personal ly,  the  spat ia l  awareness  and perceiv ing the  invis ible  f rom vis ible ,  i s 

what  I  consider  important  in  my ar t  work.  In  terms of  the  thes is  development , 

to  endow the  not ion of  impermanence and transience  wi l l  be  the  main f ie ld  of 

explorat ion. 

The miss ion f rom this  point  onwards  is  to  invest igate  how those  previous  inf lu-

ences  could be  ref lec ted upon my creat ion of  the  ar t  work.  I  have  a lready found 

one method of  us ing text i le  dye  as  means  of  express ing t ransience  and colours 

that  emerged f rom the  music  of  Vasks .  The quest ion remains  in  the  ut i l i sat ion 

of  ceramics  and I  would l ike  to  star t  by  narrat ing a  stor y  f rom my apprent ice-

ship in  Korea ,  as  par t  of  my subject ive  contemplat ion. 

After  al l , 

we  are  al l  made up of  par ticles

of  dust .

Hyang-Jong Oh

in S outh Korea ,  Spr ing 2011 



50

I n t e r l u d e  -  K o r e a  a n d  J a p a n  t r i p  - 

In Spr ing 2012,  I  had a  chance to  v is it  S outh Korea  to  work as  an apprent ice  for 

a  t radit ional  ceramic  ar t ist ,  Hyang-Jong Oh.  He was  one of  the  demonstrators 

at  the  Internat ional  C eramics  Fest iva l  in  Aber ystwyth in  UK in 2011,  which I 

par t ic ipated as  a  volunteer.  He later  asked me i f  I  was  interested in  working at 

his  studio in  S outh Korea ,  thus  I  decided to  go there  for  two months  in  March 

and Apri l  2012.  He is  a  maker  of  large  sca le  vessels  ca l led Onggi ,  used in  Korea 

for  preser ving food.  At  his  studio,  I  mainly  learnt  his  technique of  making clay 

s labs  by  hand.  In  between making potter y,  he  of ten v is ited ceramic  museums, 

fac tor ies  and schools ,  therefore  I  was  able  to  gain knowledge on tradit ional 

Korean ceramic  techniques .  Although it  was  a  tough exper ience  keeping up with 

his  rout ines ,  the  overa l l  exper ience  was  ver y  f ruit fu l  and inspirat ional .  Af ter 

the  apprent iceship,  I  a lso  v is ited Japanese  ceramic  v i l lages ,  s tudios  and ga l-

ler ies .  My brain was  over whelmed and overloaded with ceramic  ar t  for  a  whi le 

(more detai led stor y  is  included in  the  appendix ,  p.102-103) . 

Obser ving di f ferent  approaches  to  ceramics  f rom the  journey made me feel  that 

I  should develop an ar t  work with a  method that  I  personal ly  had never  encoun-

tered before  in  the  f ie ld  of  ceramics .  Af ter  returning f rom the  journey,  being 

lost  with  ideas ,  I  spent  about  a  month just  contemplat ing .  I  thought ,  walked 

and watched skies  and stars ,  hoping to  have  the  moment  of  new ideas  descend-

ing f rom above.

One day dur ing this  per iod of  contemplat ion,  I  had a  discuss ion with one of  my 

tutors ,  Pekka Paikkar i ,  the  ceramic  ar t ist  working at  Arabia  Art  Depar tment . 

Upon showing him a  s l ideshow of  my thes is  topic ,  he  commented on one s l ide 

which stated,  ceramics+sound+emotion ,  as  keywords  for  my thes is  development . 

He asked why I  kept  us ing the  term ceramics .  S omehow,  on hear ing that  ques-

t ion,  I  fe lt  that  grey  clouds  in  my mind star ted to  c lear  gradual ly.  I  rea l ised that 

ceramics  is  a  genera l ised word that  f rames a l l  ar t  that  ut i l i ses  c lay  as  a  mater ia l . 

From this  day,  re-def ining of  the  term ceramics  became necessar y  to  progress 

for ward. 

51

C l a y  /  C e r a m i c s

Clay is  a  versat i le  mater ia l .  It  comes natura l ly  f rom the  ear th that  we l ive  on 

and has  been par t  of  c iv i l izat ions  for  thousands  of  years  for  producing domes-

t ic ,  as  wel l  as  sculptura l  objec ts .  From ever yday l i fe ,  industr ia l ly  produced 

tableware,  br icks ,  t i les ,  s inks  and toi lets  are  not iceable  wares  made of  c lay.   It 

i s  a lso  used for  making knives ,  some par ts  of  airplanes  and space  shutt les  for 

it s  r ig id  character.  Archeologica l ly,  c lay  was  used for  creat ing rel ics  for  worship 

in  prehistor ic  t imes .  Those  objec ts  that  weathered,  yet  remained to  this  day 

clearly  show the  power  of  heat  that  makes  c lay  a  permanent  mater ia l .  Domest ic 

tools  such as  bowls  and plates  were  made s ince  the  development  of  agr iculture 

f rom 10000 to  8000 B.C (Matt ison 2003,  p.1)  It  i s  s t i l l  used at  present  and keeps 

developing its  use  with  advanced technologies . 

In  st rat igraphy,  the  ceramic  ar t ist  and researcher,  David S cott  descr ibes ,  that 

c lay  is  made of  the  decomposit ion of  volcanic  rock which,  af ter  many years  of 

weather ing process ,  becomes smal ler  par t ic les  of  a lumina and s i l ica ,  that  are 

necessar y  ingredients  for  forming clay.  Molecules  of  s i l ica  and a lumina bond 

together  with  water  and create  a  layer  of  plast ic  st ratum in soi l  ( ibid,  p.16,  Fig . 

10) .   The plast ic ity  of  c lay  enables  us  to  create  any form both funct ional  and 

ar t ist ic  (Fig .11) . 

Af ter  shapes  have  been f ina l ised,  the  next  stage  is  to  undergo a  f i r ing process 

in  order  to  st i f fen the  mater ia l .  This  process  nowadays  is  normal ly  done twice, 

f i rst  to  900ºc ,  then second to  1280ºc .  The volat i l i sat ion of  water  occurs  at  100ºc 

then at  573ºc ,  the  st ructure  of  s i l ica  changes ,  result ing in  increas ing its  s ize  one 

percent  (Quartz  invers ion)  ( ibid,  p.56) .  A clay  body f ired below 573ºc  dissolves 

back into  water,  yet  above 573 ºc  remain insoluble .  The f i r ing range between 

600ºc  to  900ºc  is  ca l led a  bisque or  biscuit  f i r ing .  It  l i tera l ly  means  that  c lay 

becomes l ike  a  biscuit  that  is  eas i ly  breakable  by  hand (Fig .12,14) .  Bisqueware 

is  porous  and g lazes  are  appl ied to  those  before  taking them to  higher  f i r ing , 

ca l led g lost  or  g laze  f i r ing .  From 950ºc  onwards ,  v it r i f icat ion,  in  other  words , 



Lef t  /  F ig .  10 :  Loca l  c lay,  S outh Korea 

Right  /  Fig .  11 :  Making clay,  S outh Korea

Lef t  /  F ig .  12 :  Bisqueware,  Japan

Right  /  Fig .  13 :  Ki ln  s ite ,  S outh Korea



Fig .  14 :  Bisqueware,  S outh Korea

glass i f icat ion of  c lay  takes  place  ( ibid,  p.56) .  Notably,  the  t ranslucent  body of 

porcelain  is  the  result  of  this  v it r i f icat ion.  The sound of  f i red clay  changes  ac-

cordingly  to  f i r ing temperatures .  The resonance of  high f i red clay  (1250ºc-)   i s 

reminiscent  of  sound f rom meta l l ic  mater ia ls ,  whereas  the  sound of  non-vitr i -

f ied bisqueware  does  not  resonate.  Once high f i red,  c lay  remains  permanent ly 

as  in  the  f igure  13 in  page  53,  that  shows the  res idue of  the  k i ln  s ite  which 

was  bel ieved to  be  f ive  hundred to  s ix  hundred years  old.  Technica l ly,  the  term 

ceramics  is  used for  ar tefac ts  made of  c lay,  that  have  undergone the  high-f ir ing 

process ,  and therefore  appl ies  to  those  that  are  permanent . 

Summar y : 

Volcanic  rock turns  to  c lay  af ter  years  of  weather ing process . 

Genera l  heat ing temperature 

(0  -  around 600ºc)  -  Clay  dissolves  into  water  ( technica l ly  below 573ºc)

(600ºc  -  1100ºc)  -  Clay  does  not  dissolve  but  absorbs  water  (porous) 

(1100ºc  -  )  -  Clay  becomes v it r i f ied and water  res istant . 

Clay  + no heat  =  greenware

Clay  + low heat  = bisque ware,  ear thenware  -  per ishable

Clay  + high heat  =  ceramics ,  porcelain ,  s toneware  -  permanent

Having re invest igated the  di f ferent  processes  of  c lay,  and having considered 

how to  express  t ransience  in  ceramics ,  I  became interested in  the  bisqueware 

that  are  f rag i le  and biodegradable .  Also  its  porous  character  would be  suitable 

for  test ing with text i le  dyes .  At  the  same t ime,  I  found an ar t ic le  about  Indian 

chai  cups .  It  said  that  in  India ,  i t  i s  common to  use  c lay  cups  that  are  only 

bisque f i red for  dr inking chai  tea  as  disposable  cups .  Once used,  those  chai 

cups  get  thrown away on streets ,  crashed in  smithereens  to  merge  back into  the 

ear th again (Chai  Pi lgr image 2008) .
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Te c h n i c a l  d e v e l o p m e n t 

Based on the  subject ive  contemplat ion I  have  sought  for  ways  of  express ing my 

inner  landscapes  through a  ceramic  ar t  work using natura l  text i le  dyeing .  I  a lso 

have  decided on ut i l i s ing bisqueware  as  means  to  express  t ransience.  From this 

point ,  my writ ing shi f ts  to  the  technica l  development  which is  dependent  on 

photographic  documentat ions . 

Here  are  the  l i s t  of  technica l  developments :

1 .  Mold making

2.  Product ion of  test  t i les

3 .  Fir ing t i les  at  di f ferent  temperatures

4 .  Porosity  test

5 .  C olour  test ing 

6 .  Exhibit ion

7.  C omments  and eva luat ions

Right :  C olour ing test  with  log wood
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1 .  M o l d  m a k i n g

Prior  to  test ing with text i le  dyes , 

I  prepared test  t i les  for  colour ing 

by making plaster  molds  to  cast 

sheets  of  c lay  t i les . 
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2 .  P r o d u c t i o n  o f  t e s t  t i l e s

The clay  s l ip  used throughout  the 

product ion was  k indly  sponsored 

by Matt i  S orsa  f rom Arabia .  It  i s 

ca l led Vitr i-Porcelain  which is 

s toneware  with a  high content  of 

ba l l  c lay  that  revea ls  a  dark colour 

in  the  clay  body.
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3 .  F i r i n g  t i l e s  a t  d i f f e r e n t  t e m p e r a t u r e s

From lef t :  150 /  300 /  450 /  600 /  750 /  900 /  1050 /  1100 /  1200 /  1250 ºc

Ti les  below 1100ºc  are  breakable  by  hand.

C olours  change f rom grey  -  pink -  white .

Grey and white  t i les  are  suitable  as  a  background colour. 

Ti les  below 600ºc  dissolved into  water.

Ti les  above 1200ºc  did  not  seem to  have  absorbed water.



 4 .  P o r o s i t y  t e s t

The porosity  test  was  conducted manual ly  s imply  by  boi l ing the  t i les  for 

about  an hour.  The weight  was  measured before  and af ter  boi l ing . 

The result  showed that  the  water  was  absorbed the  most  at  900 -  1050ºc . 

Due to  k i lns’  technica l  i ssue,  i t  seemed that  I  fai led to  keep the  f i r ing 

temperatures  exact .  Therefore  I  asked Maar ia  Pyör te inen f rom Arabia  to 

conduct  the  test  by  us ing their  equipments .  (see  the  table  /  image above)

B elow 1050ºc  was  done manual ly  by  mysel f ,  and above 1050ºc  at  Arabia .

5 .  C o l o u r  t e s t i n g

Along with the  product ion of  test  t i les ,  I  sought  for  help  f rom Eeva Heikki-

nen,  the  studio super visor  at  the  text i le  depar tment ,  for  test ing indigo.  Un-

for tunately,  natura l  indigo dying was  not  avai lable  for  exper iments ,  there-

fore  she  showed me the  method with synthet ic  powdered indigo instead.  

The recipe  for  the  synthet ic  indigo was  wr itten by Maija  Pel lonpää-Forss , 

one of  the  lec turers  in  Aalto  ARTS.  The fol lowing in  page  62 is  the  recipe 

used for  the  f i rst  t r ia l .

temperature

 (ºc)

150

300

450

600

750

900

1050

1067

1085

1098

1109

1121

1133

1146

1158

1170

1184

1195

1210

1220

1232

1243

1253

weight  with 

water  (g)

-

-

-

54.4

53.2

56.9

51.2

18.5271

18.4035

16.5765

18.5402

18.4692

16.4110

16.7633

16.7442

16.6443

16.1023

17.0993

16.1908

17.0993

15.9342

15.6447

14.5666

weight  without 

water  (g)

-

-

-

47.1

45.5

48.4

43.5

15.9142

16.1240

14.7666

16.6734

16.7292

14.9636

15.3090

15.3570

15.3771

14.9947

16.3176

15.4552

16.5698

15.8294

15.6313

14.5613

porosity  (%)

-

-

-

15.5

16.9

17.6

17.7

16.4

14.1

12.3

11.2

10.4

9.7

9.5

9.0

8.2

7.4

4.8

4.8

4.6

0.7

0.1

0

water  weight  (g)

-

-

-

7 .3

7.7

8.5

7.7

2.6129

2.2795

1.8099

1.8668

1.7400

1.4474

1.4543

1.3872

1.2672

1.1076

0.7817

0.7356

0.7640

0.1048

0.0134

0.0053
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Maija  Pel lonpää-Forss’s  recipe  for  the  synthet ic  indigo dye
(Translated f rom Forss ,  1994,  p.139,140)

1.  Making of  a  stock solut ion (concentrated vat)

hot  water
indigo powder

sodium hydroxide  NaOH(38º  B’e)   
sodium dithionite

-  Wear  g loves .  Mix the  indigo in  a  highly  vent i lated area . 

-  Add boi led water  to  indigo.  St ir  wel l ,  but  avoid gett ing air  into  the  l iquid.
-  Add sodium hydroxide.
-  Add sodium dithionite .
-  Wait  for  30  minutes .  Whi le  wait ing ,  keep the  temperature  at  50ºc .
-  Af ter  30  hour,  a  f lower- l ike  pattern should be  f loat ing on the  vat .

2 .  Adding water  to  the  stock solut ion

water  30ºc
sodium hydroxide  NaOH(38º  B’e) 
sodium dithionite
(g louber  sa lt )

3 .  D yeing

-  For  the  f i rst  dipping,  dip  for  5  to  10  minutes .
-  Rinse  wel l  with  water.
-  When taking the  fabr ic ,  wait  unt i l  the  colour  changes  to  blue.
-  B etween dippings ,  wait  for  10  to  30 minutes .
-  From the  second dip,  wait  1  minute  for  the  each dipping. 
  ( Indigo star ts  to  peel  of f  i f  d ipped for  too long)

 -   4  dippings  of  synthet ic  indigo is  equal  to  20  dippings  with  natura l  indigo.

Photos  on the  r ight  are  taken at  Aalto  ARTS. 

2dl
20g

39ml  
20g

1 l it re
0 .125ml
0.25g
25g

1.  Wear  g loves 
2 .  S ca l ing indigo powder
3.  Surface  of  indigo vat
4 .  Dipping a  fabr ic
5 .  Af ter  r ins ing with water,  expose  to  the  air  for  oxidat ion
6.  Af ter  oxidat ion
7.  Test ing with t i les
8 .  Wait ing for  oxidat ion
9.  Af ter  r ins ing with water

2 3

4 5 6

7 8 9

1
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5 .  C o l o u r  t e s t i n g  ( c o n t i n u e d )

After  the  exper iment  with  synthet ic  indigo,  my interest  was  a l l  the  more 

drawn to  the  natura l  indigo,  as  the  synthet ic  colour  was  attained too eas i ly 

and did not  br ing out  var iat ions  of  colours  not iceable  f rom natura l  indigo.

 

For tunately  soon af ter  the  previous  exper iment ,  I  had a  chance to  meet 

Aino Favén,  the  Finnish text i le  ar t ist  who kindly  of fered to  hold a  workshop 

of  natura l  indigo dyeing.  It  was  a  rainy autumn day when I  v is ited her  stu-

dio  in  Oulunkylä .  Leaves  were  turning to  vermi l ion and the  air  was  scented 

with apples  fa l len f rom the  t rees  (Fig .15) .  B efore  we star ted test ing with the 

natura l  indigo,  she  showed me samples  of  dyes  she  had tested previously. 

Those  included plant  dyes  as  wel l  as  a  purple  insect  dye  ca l led cochinea l . 

S omet imes  she  used darker  threads  such as  natura l  wool  that  was  pa le  grey 

for  dying.  This  inspired me to  ut i l i se  the  natura l  colour  of  c lay  as  a  back-

ground (Fig .16) . 

Favén ment ioned that  it  i s  extremely  di f f icu lt  to  create  an indigo vat  with 

only  natura l  ingredients .  She  used chemica ls  such as  sodium dithionite 

and sodium hydroxide  for  the  vat  with  natura l  indigo ba l l  f rom Afr ica .  She 

cont inued that  the  colour  is  prone to  fade  and she  would normal ly  add more 

chemica ls  to  f ix  the  indigo to  text i les ,  yet  we decided not  to  add them as  I 

was  interested more in  seeing the  colour  fade.  The result  of  natura l  indigo 

was  more var ied in  comparison to  the  synthet ic  ones .  Af ter  the  exper iment , 

I  spent  a  few days  obser ving how colours  were  changing when exposed to 

sunl ight .  

Fig .  15 :  Aino Favén’s  studio

Next  page  /  Fig  16 :  Favén’s  samples  of  colour





Aino Favén’s  recipe  with Afr ican natura l  indigo

1.  Making of  a  stock solut ion (concentrated vat)

water  50ºc
natura l  indigo
sodium hydroxide  NaOH(25%)   
sodium dithionite

-  Grind indigo. 
-  Add water  50ºc  to  indigo.  St ir  wel l ,  but  avoid gett ing air  into  the  l iquid.
-  Add sodium hydroxide.
-  Add sodium dithionite .
-  Wait  for  1  hour.  Whi le  wait ing ,  keep the  temperature  at  50ºc .
-  Af ter  1  hour,  a  f lower- l ike  pattern should be  f loat ing on the  vat .

2 .  Adding water  to  the  stock solut ion

water  20-24ºc
powdered gelat in
sodium hydroxide  NaOH(25%) 
sodium dithionite
sa lt

-  Add the  stock solut ion to  the  10 l i t res  of  water. 
for  pa le 
for  medium 
for  st rong

3.  D yeing
-  pH should read 9-10.
-  For  the  f i rst  dipping,  dip  for  5  to  10  minutes .
-  When taking the  fabr ic ,  wait  unt i l  the  colour  changes  to  blue.
-  B etween dippings ,  wait  for  10  to  30 minutes .
-  From the  second dip,  wait  1  minute  for  the  each dipping. 
  ( Indigo star ts  to  peel  of f  i f  d ipped for  too long)

Photos  on the  r ight  are  taken at  Aino Favén’s  studio.

500ml
30g
50ml
30g

10 l it re
2g
2ml
3g
200g

10ml
50ml
250ml
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1.  Indigo ba l ls

2 .  Gr inding indigo

3.  C oncentrated vat

4 .  Wait ing at  50ºc

5.  Af ter  1  hour

6.  Di luted with water

7 .  B efore  oxidat ion

8.  Af ter  oxidat ion

9.  Test ing with t i les

1 2 3

654

7 8

9



Day 1 .  Ti les  tested at  Aino Favén’s  studio

Day 6 .  Af ter  being exposed to  sunl ight  for  6  days ,  colours  star ted fading.  
          ( the  le f t  s ide  was  covered with a  tape  to  avoid sunl ight . )
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5 .  C o l o u r  t e s t i n g  ( c o n t i n u e d )

After  the  exper iment  with  Favén,  I  was  st i l l  cur ious  to  create  the  indigo vat 

f rom scratch using only  natura l  ingredients .  I  researched tradit ional  meth-

ods  then spent  about  two months  exper iment ing only  with  natura l  indigo  

(p.74.75) .  However,  a l l  t r ia ls  fai led miserably.  It  involved col lec t ing wood 

ash,  soaking it  with  water  for  severa l  days  to  extract  high level  of  a lka l i 

water,  making ca lc ium f rom combust ing sea  shel ls ,  and feeding the  vat  with 

brown sugar  and wheat  bran,  mixing it  ever yday for  two weeks  (Mi l ler  1984, 

Sandberg 1989,  Yoshioka 2011) .  Japanese  indigo was  ordered f rom  Aikuma 

in  Tokyo,  Japan.

Eventual ly  I  went  back to  Favén’s  recipe,  adjust ing s l ight ly  and playing with 

adding sa lt  and sugar  to  the  vat .  Surpr is ing ly,  the  vat  with  sugar  created 

a  more  even sur face,  whereas  with  sa lt ,  the  sur face  pattern became more 

abstract  and dramat ic .   The t i les  for  dying were  f i red at  600ºc  and 900ºc  due 

to  their  colours  being grey  and white .

The colour  was  fading much faster  than I  expected as  in  the  image on the 

le f t  (Day 6) .  I  a lso  tested using UV l ight ,  but  natura l  sunl ight  was  working 

more ef fec t ively.  



Backside  of  a  t i le ,  not  exposed to  sunl ight . Front  s ide  of  a  t i le ,  exposed to  sunl ight  for  about  three  months .



Sachio Yoshioka’s  recipe  with Japanese  natura l  indigo
(Translated f rom Yoshioka,  2011,  p.72,73)

ash (preferably  oak)
Japanese  natura l  indigo  (Sukumo)
wheat  bran  
ca lc ined l ime
pH paper

1.  Making of  ash water

  -  Put  ash into  a  bowl,  pour  hot  water  (7  l i t res)  and wait  for  2  days .
-  Sieve  the  water  into  another  bowl. 
-  Add hot  water  again to  the  remaining ash,  wait  for  2  days . 
-  Sieve  the  water  to  take  the  second ash water.  Repeat  to  take  the  third one.

2 .  Making of  an indigo vat

-  Add indigo into  a  20- l it re  bucket .
-  Add the  second ash water  (5  l i t res)  into  the  bucket . 
-  On the  second day,  add the  third ash water  and leave  for  10  days .
-  Whi le  wait ing ,  s t i r  wel l  once  a  day. 
-  Keep the  temperature  around 20ºc  at  a l l  t imes .
-  Af ter  7-10 days ,  thin t ransparent  f i lm-l ike  sur face  should appear.
-  If  not ,  keep wait ing and st ir ing ever yday.

-  B oi l  wheat  bran with water  (2  l i t res)  for  20-30 minutes .
-  When cooled,  add the  bran into  the  indigo vat .
-  St ir  the  indigo vat  s lowly  once  a  day.
-  About  two days  af ter,  bubbles  star t  forming on the  sur face  gradual ly. 
-  Once this  happens ,  a lka l inity  goes  down,  therefore  add the  f i rst  ash water  or

 ca lc ined l ime to  adjust  the  a lka l inity  to  pH11-12. 
  -  St ir  s lowly  ever yday to  keep the  vat  a l ive.

Photos  on the  r ight  are  f rom my exper iments ,  a lthough I  could not  succeed in 
making the  vat .  It  i s  probably  due to  the  water  and temperature  that  were  not 
suitable  for  making the  vat .

700g
1kg
100g
20g
some
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1.  Wood ash (not  oak)

2.  Ash water

3 .  pH for  f i rst  to  third ash water  (pH.12-11)

4.  A f i lm-l ike  sur face

5.  B oi l ing wheat  bran with water

6 .  Adding wheat  bran

7.  S ea  shel ls

8 .  Calc ined sea  shel ls  ( l ime)

9.  Surface  of  indigo vat ,  ready to  use

1 2 3

5 6

7 8

4

9
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Ai Ono’s  recipe  with Japanese  natura l  indigo for  ceramics
(Adjusted f rom Aino Favén’s  recipe  to  suit  for  ceramics)

1 .  Making of  a  stock solut ion (concentrated vat)

water  50ºc
Japanese  natura l  indigo  (Sukumo)
sodium hydroxide  NaOH (38 B é)   
sodium dithionite

-  S oak indigo in  water  over  night . 
-  Keep the  temperature  around 30ºc  whi le  soaking.
  ( I  have  used the  plaster  dr ier)
-  Next  day,  add sodium hydroxide  and sodium dithionite .
-  Wait  for  1  hour.  Whi le  wait ing ,  keep the  temperature  at  50ºc .
-  Af ter  1  hour,  a  f lower- l ike  pattern should be  f loat ing on the  vat .

2 .  Adding water  to  the  stock solut ion

water  20-24ºc
    sa lt  or  sugar  (syrup)

-  Add the  stock solut ion to  the  5  l i t res  of  warm water. 

3 .  D yeing
-  pH should read 9-10.
-  Keep the  vat  around 30ºc
-  Dip for  about  5  seconds.  Indigo oxidises  ver y  quick ly  with  ceramics .
-  Wait  unt i l  the  sur face  dr ies . 
-  Do more dippings  i f  necessar y. 
-  Applying too many layers  is  not  recommendable  as  the  indigo star ts  to  come 

of f .

500ml
100g
38ml
30g

5 l it re
100g

Top:  Indigo oxidis ing on ceramics

Middle :  D ying ceramics

B ottom:  Sa lt  or  sugar. 

The bluer  top ha l f  has  been dyed 

with sugar  and the  rest  with  sa lt . 

More smoother  sur face  was  ob-

tained with sugar.  
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Lef t :  D yer’s  hand

5 .  C o l o u r  t e s t i n g  ( c o n t i n u e d )

As the  colours  f rom my inner  v isua l  exper iences  were  not  only  indigo, 

test ing with severa l  other  text i le  dyes  as  wel l  as  indigo hair  dye  was  a lso 

conducted.  Those  included C ochinea l  (purple) ,  log wood (dark purple/

black) ,  madder  (red) ,  saf f lower  (red/yel low),  pampas  grass  (yel low) and 

hibiscus  (brown/grey) .  As  opposed to  indigo,  those  plants ,  except  for  saf-

f lower,  needed boi l ing to  extract  the  colour.  Recipes  that  I  adjusted f rom 

Yoshioka’s  and Minowa’s  are  included in  pages  80-82.  Alum was  used as  a 

f ixer  for  those  colours  in  text i les  (Yoshioka 2011,  Minowa 2010) ,  there-

fore  I  exper imented with apply ing it  for  ceramics  as  wel l .  The colours  with 

a lum changed s l ight ly  to  br ighter  colours  but  my preference  was  towards 

the  colours  without  a lum.  Yet  af ter  a  few days  f rom the  dying exper iment , 

they  star ted to  revea l  an interest ing react ion.  The t i les  which were  dipped 

with a lum star ted to  grow cr ysta l- l ike  st ructures  and it  kept  growing.  This 

was  a  tota l ly  unexpected result  and the  abstract  patterns  were  s imi lar  to 

my imaginat ion f rom the  music .  Af ter  test ing with severa l  colours ,  I  chose 

pampas  grass ,  log wood and indigo for  f ina l  exhibit ion pieces .  S ome were 

used with a lum.  
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M a d d e r  ( r e d )

water  1  l i t re

madder  10g 

Crash the  madder  into  smal l  pieces .

B oi l  for  over  30  minutes . 

D ye whi le  the  water  is  s t i l l  hot .

Add a lum (5g/ l iter)  i f  needed. 

C o c h i n e a l  ( p u r p l e )

water  1  l i t re

cochinea l  5g 

Crash the  cochinea l  into  smal l  pieces .

B oi l  for  over  30  minutes . 

D ye whi le  the  water  is  s t i l l  hot .

Add a lum (5g/ l iter)  i f  needed. 

L o g w o o d 
( d a r k  p u r p l e ,  b l a c k )

water  1  l i t re

log wood 10g 

B oi l  for  over  30  minutes . 

D ye whi le  the  water  is  s t i l l  hot .

Add a lum (5g/ l iter)  i f  needed. 
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P a m p a s  G r a s s  ( y e l l o w )

water  1  l i t re

pampas  grass  8g 

B oi l  for  over  30  minutes . 

D ye whi le  the  water  is  s t i l l  hot .

Add a lum (5g/ l iter)  i f  needed. 

H i b i s c u s  ( b r o w n ,  g r e y )

water  1  l i t re

hibiscus  10g 

B oi l  for  over  30  minutes .

D ye whi le  the  water  is  s t i l l  hot .

Add a lum (5g/ l iter)  i f  needed. 

Alternat ively  use  ash water  to  create 

greenish grey  colour  ( image le f t ) . 

I n d i g o  h a i r  d y e 
( g r e e n ,  b l u e )

Add warm water  l i t t le  by  l i t t le  to  the 

powder  unt i l  i t  becomes l ike  a  paste .

Apply  direc t ly  to  t i les . 

Wait  unt i l  i t  dr ies .

Wash the  paste . 
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S a f f l o w e r
( r e d ,  y e l l o w )

water  3  l i t re

saf f lower  100g 

ash water  5  l i ter

v inegar  5ml

Put  the  cold  water  into  a  bowl. 

Put  the  saf f lower  in  a  fabr ic .

S queeze  the  saf f lower  in  water  to  ex-

tract  yel low pigment .

After  extract ing a l l  the  yel low pigment , 

put  warm ash water  into  a  bowl  and 

mix with the  remaining suf f lower. 

Take the  suf f lower  out  f rom the  l iquid.

Add the  v inegar  to  the  l iquid. 

Gradual ly  the  colour  changes  to  red/

orange colour. 

Leave  the  things  for  dyeing for  about 

0 .5-1  hour  in  the  l iquid.

Top:  C ochinea l  ‘C ’  ( le f t )  /  log wood ‘L’  (r ight) 

B ottom:  Top ha l f ,  h ibiscus  ‘H’/  pampas  grass  ‘K’/  suf f lower  ‘B’ /  indigo ( fai led)  ‘I ’
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Above:  Madder
Right :  C olour  samples  with  a lum 
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6 .  E x h i b i t i o n

The shape for  the  f ina l  pieces  was  inf luenced by Ad Reinhardt ;  Squares ,  not 

large ,  not  small ,  s izeless  (Reinhardt  1991,  p.82) .  Having worked with large 

sca le  ceramics  previously,  i t  d id  not  st r ive  me to  create  a  large  sca le  ar t 

work again for  this  thes is .  Instead,  I  took the  measurement  of  the  square 

f rom the  s ize  of  a  normal  k i ln  so  that  it  f i t ted comfortably  on a  k i ln  shel f , 

making it  not  too large  and not  too smal l  in  a  sca le  of  ceramics .  It  a lso 

enabled me to  create  many pieces  s imultaneously.  I  decided on placing the 

squares  on the  f loor,  l ike  a  stage  (Fig .17)  Although I  have  tested with mak-

ing a  f rame and g luing to  a  board to  mount  on a  wal l ,  i t  d id  not  succeed as 

the  low f ired ceramics  were  too f rag i le .  The decis ion on the  form had to  be 

made at  the  early  stage  of  the  product ion,  due to  the  t ime-consuming pro-

cess .  In  the  end,  I  created over  s ixty  t i les  for  the  exhibit ion at  Lume Gal l-

r ia  at  Aalto  ARTS,  between 21st  to  25th Januar y  2012. 

Af ter  colour ing a l l  the  squares ,  I  placed them on a  f loor  to  see  the  compo-

sit ion.  I  rea l ised that  the  height  was  too shor t  and therefore  I  fe lt  that  it 

needed something to  l i f t  up the  dimension.  Music  seemed for  me the  most 

appropr iate  means  for  creat ing a  di f ferent  atmosphere,  l ike  the  method 

Yves  Klein used with his  paint ings .  In  addit ion,  l ight ing was  planned with 

a  help  of  Samppa Murtomäki ,  to  evoke the  sense  of  being in  the  deep ocean 

(Fig .21) . 

I  sought  for  col laborators  for  improvisat ion and contacted Sibel ius  Acad-

emy,  Metropol ia  and other  musica l  acquaintances .  Unexpectedly  it  was  a 

tough quest  to  f ind music ians  as  not  many were  wi l l ing to  per form without 

a  composed music .  Eventual ly  the  cel l i s ts ,  Anni  Kal l ioniemi  and Hannu 

Pekka Heikki lä ,  who have  been my cel lo  teachers  at  Metropol ia  Music  C on-

ser vator y,  k indly  volunteered to  per form at  the  exhibit ion together  with 

mysel f .  Chairs  used at  the  exhibit ion were  k indly  on loan f rom a  furniture 

des igner,  Wooj in Chung.

Lef t  /  F ig .17  :  C olour ing with indigo



Lef t  /  F ig .  18 :Putt ing the  t i les  onto the  f loor

Right  /  Fig .  19 :  Putt ing smal l  t i les  under  the  square  t i les  to  l i f t  them up,  to  create  shadow

Lef t  /  F ig .  20 :  Close  up 

Right  /  Fig .  21 :  Night  t ime with blue  l ight



When per forming,  there  were  no rehearsa ls  and we did not  plan anything 

beforehand.  I  told  Kal l ioniemi  and Heikki lä  my inspirat ions  for  the  ar t 

work,  then we s imply  star ted making sound based on the  ar t  work.  Whi le 

subject ive  background knowledge was  ref lec ted in  my creat ion of  sound, 

the  others  were  a l ien to  it ,  thus  it  was  interest ing for  me to  l i s ten how they 

communicated with the  ar t  work and the  sound.  Improvisat ion is  t ru ly  a 

cha l lenging task .  It  i s  highly  dependent  on each per former’s  knowledge, 

technique,  emot ion,  communicat ion and concentrat ion.  It  i s  a lso  an amalga-

mat ion of  chance and serendipitous  moments  (Mäkelä  & O’Ri ley  2012,  p.10) 

that  inf luences  instant  and spontaneous  creat ion of  sound.
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Lef t  /  F ig .  22 :  Opening.  Photography by Jan Ahlstedt 

Above /  Fig .  23 :  Opening with Anni  Kal l ioniemi.  Photography by Jan Ahlstedt

Improvisat ion was  per formed twice,  f i rst  with  Kal l ioniemi  on Monday 21st 

for  the  opening and with Heikki lä  on Fr iday 25th for  the  clos ing .  B oth 

star ted at  f ive  o’c lock which is  chosen speci f ica l ly  to  show the  l ight ing ef-

fec t ively.  It  was  the  t ime of  dusk,  therefore  as  the  improvisat ion cont inued, 

we were  surrounded by the  night  sky  and only  l ights  were  the  spot l ight  and 

blue  l ights .  The exhibit ion turned out  to  be  a  concer t .  We lost  the  sense 

of  t ime and were  per forming over  one hour  each t ime.  The emot ional  and 

meditat ive  qual ity  of  the  sound seemed to  surpass  the  ar t  work,  yet  i t  d id 

not  t rouble  me.  I  enjoyed per forming,  sensing ever y  movement  and subt le 

sound of  the  cel lo.



7 .  C o m m e n t s  a n d  e v a l u a t i o n s

From the  exhibit ion,  i t  was  obvious  that  I  took some decis ion making too 

quick ly  especia l ly  for  the  shape and s ize .  Probably  a lso  due to  the  large  ex-

hibit ion space,  those  square  t i les ,  that  f it ted comfortably  in  a  k i ln ,  seemed 

too smal l  and some regarded them just  as  f loor  t i les ,  and not  so  much as  an 

ar t  work.  Also  I  could have  exper imented more with height  and angle  when 

placing the  work. 

Transient  character  of  the  colour  was  not  eas i ly  recognisable  at  the  exhibi-

t ion,  because  the  t ransformat ion was  a  s low process .  Only  few people  who 

v is ited the  exhibit ion regular ly  not iced the  subt le  change of  colours ,  which 

I  am ver y  gratefu l .  Recordings  by  v ideo or  s l ideshows depic t ing the  chang-

ing of  colours  could have  been provided for  the  v iewer  to  better  understand 

the  process .  Also  the  arrangement  of  t i les  could have  been in  di f ferent 

order. 

At  the  opening and clos ing when the  music  was  per formed,  I  did  not  explain 

anything about  the  work beforehand.  Although there  was  a  ar t ist  s tatement 

placed on a  table  nearby,  not  many could read it  due to  the  dark sett ing 

of  the  exhibit ion.  This  resulted in  making the  v iewer  puzzled,  yet  some of 

them commented it  was  a  pleasant  feel ing not  knowing what  was  happening. 

I  expected that  the  v iewer  would walk  around when the  music  was  per-

formed,  but  none of  them came closer  to  the  the  ar t  work.  The l ight ing and 

the  spacing of  cel l i s ts  and the  ar t  work made it  impossible  for  the  v iewer. 

O vera l l ,  d i f ferent  paths  I  have  explored for  the  exhibit ion have  been inspir-

ing as  they provoked many poss ibi l it ies  for  development .  With the  knowl-

edge I  have  gained through this  thes is ,  I  would l ike  to  invest igate  fur ther  on 

how to  narrate  t ransience  and ephemera l ity  more  ef fec t ively  to  the  v iewer. 

 F ig .24 :  Exhibit ion.  Photography by Jan Ahlstedt
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C o n c l u s i o n

Throughout  the  thes is  development ,  chances  have  played a  s igni f icant  role . 

Inspirat ional  moments  that  were  attained through f ruit fu l  encounters  helped 

to  del ineate  my ideas  and contr ibuted in  enhancing the  outcome.  Although the 

thes is  quest ion of  express ing the  inner  v isua l  landscapes  der ived f rom Pét-

er is  Vasks’s  music  seemed s imple  and straight for ward,  i t  fe lt  that  I  have  sai led 

across  quite  a  distance  to  reach to  the  terminus  point .  Along the  process ,  the 

paths  I  chose  to  explore  fur ther  seemed too many and too broad,  and therefore 

I  have  st ruggled to  narrow down my thoughts . 

In  terms of  the  outcome,  I  consider  my work as  a  work in  progress .  I  have  only 

uncovered the  t ip  of  the  iceberg  where  I  have  st i l l  a  vast  amount  to  discover.  It 

has  been a  great  opportunity  discover ing f ie lds  that  I  had never  entered before 

such as  pract ice- led research,  v isua l  music ,  and natura l  text i le  dyeing ,  and I 

would l ike  to  cont inue explor ing them fur ther.  Also  thinking af resh the  abi l i -

t ies  of  c lay  enr iched my perspect ive  on creat iv ity.  Af ter  the  exhibit ion many 

things  for  improvement  were  pointed out ,  such as  the  form,  sca le  and spat ia l 

composit ion.  During this  thes is  development ,  I  have  concentrated on creat-

ing the  colours  that  associated with my subject ive  imaginat ion,  yet  those  that  I 

have  excluded dur ing the  process  have  a lso  been inspirat ional .  I  am cer tain  that 

the  accumulat ion of  knowledge f rom this  exper ience  wi l l  guide  me to  develop 

another  sphere  in  the  ceramic  ar t .  

S o,  as  I  wr ite  this ,  the  snow has  covered the  st reets  and there  are  no leaves  le f t 

on the  t rees  anymore.  The black branches  and the  ic y  white  snow are  creat ing 

pleasant  contrast .  The s ign of  spr ing has  not  arr ived,  yet  the  sun has  gradu-

a l ly  star ted to  l ight  the  day longer  than before.  Four  years  have  passed s ince  I 

arr ived in  Hels inki .  With this  thought ,  I  feel  a  l i t t le  melancholy  about  conclud-

ing .  I  am content  that  I  have  found my way to  Hels inki .  For  me,  dark nights 

with  g l ister ing snow have been inspir ing and comfort ing .  I  have  gained count-

less  new knowledge dur ing my study and I  am thankful  to  my tutors ,  teachers , 

f r iends  and my fami ly  who have  warmly supported me throughout . 
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A p p e n d i x

Interlude  continued  -  a  dev iation f rom a mundane l i fe  -

With an insent ient  or  rather,  myst i f ied mind,  I  was  in  S outh Korea .

In search of  inspirat ions  for  fur ther  development  of  my thes is  work,  I  decided 

to  go to  S outh Korea  to  work as  an apprent ice  for  a  S outh Korean ceramicist 

for  two months  in  Spr ing 2012,  and later  to  Japan to  v is it  s tudios ,  museums 

and fac tor ies .  The intent ion was  to  gain knowledge of  completely  di f ferent  ap-

proaches  to  ceramics  and other  ar ts ,  and to  learn diverse  sty les  of  l iv ing as  an 

ar t ist  and maker.  It  was  a  f ruit fu l  and inspirat ional  exper ience,  and has  led me 

into  thinking af resh the  abi l it ies  of  c lay  as  a  versat i le  mater ia l .  Also  it  contr ib-

uted to  deepen my understandings  of  cu ltura l  inf luence  towards  my ar t ist ic 

express ion.  

The ceramicist  was  Hyang-Jong Oh.  He spent  thir ty  years  making only  Onggi 

which are  t radit ional  large-sca le  storage  jars  used st i l l  commonly  in  S outh 

Korea  for  preser ving food.  I  was  for tunate  to  meet  him at  the  biannual  interna-

t ional  ceramic  fest iva l  in  Aber ystwyth in  UK where  he  was  demonstrat ing his 

s lab-bui lding technique of  making large-sca le  Onggi .  His  sk i l l  was  astonishing. 

He was  able  to  make one Onggi  that  is  more  than two metres  high in  two days , 

with  hand stretched s labs  as  equal  to  his  height .  It  was  the  sound of   h is  rhyth-

mica l  wedging,  s lab-making and bui lding method that  caught  my attent ion.  He 

used his  hands  and somet imes  di f ferent ly  shaped wooden tools  for  pounding 

the  clay  to  make it  s t i f fened.  I  was  interested in  how to  recreate  the  ident ica l 

sound,  as  mistakes  were  c learly  recognisable  just  by  l i s tening to  the  sound of 

c lay.  S o I  t r ied,  and ended up travel l ing a l l  the  way to  S outh Korea  to  learn the 

technique at  his  studio which unexpectedly  was  in  an abandoned elementar y 

school  in  a  remote  countr y  s ide  ca l led Hwasun. 
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Hyang-jong Oh was  a  man of  rout ines .  At  8  AM he would wake up and make 

breakfast .  Ever yday he  would eat  two thick s l ices  of  toast  with  non-added-sugar 

blueberr y  jam,  one f r ied egg and a  bowlfu l  of  f resh smoothie  made with yogurt , 

ha l f  an apple ,  a  banana,  an orange and two tomatoes .  Af ter  breakfast ,  he  would 

work on his  Onggi  or  tea  bowls  unt i l  lunch t ime.  Ever yday lunch prepared 

by his  apprent ices  included r ice ,  gr i l led  mackerel ,  s teamed broccol i  and cab-

bage and some Kimchi  (Korean spic y  pick les) .  In  between pots  and bowls ,  he 

would pract ice  on his  Korean tradit ional  f lute  ca l led Teegun for  a  shor t  whi le . 

Af ter  dinner  he  would work unt i l  1  or  2  AM and then s leep on his  handmade 

elec tr ica l ly  heated clay  bed.  As  I  was  working and l iv ing in  what  used to  be  an 

e lementar y  school ,  and of  course  there  was  a  g ym with a  Ping-Pong machine, 

Ping-Pong pract ice  af ter  lunch was  added to  my rout ine  in  order  to  gain more 

muscles  for  s lab  making.  I  a lso  played a  di f ferent  Korean tradit ional  f lute  ca l led 

Danso as  it  helped bui lding inner  abdominal  muscle ,  according to  him. 

Oh’s  pass ion for  Onggi  was  over whelming.  Although some recent  Onggi  makers 

tend to  use  machines  for  making long s labs ,  he  used only  his  hands  and loca l 

mater ia ls  to  make what  he  ca l led ‘del ic ious  ceramics’.  When dr iv ing his  car,  he 

would a lways  watch outs ide  looking for  c lay,  and i f  he  found some,  he  would go 

there  the  next  day with sacks  and a  shovel .  His  g lazes  were  a lso  organic ,  us ing 

loca l  and non-toxic  mater ia ls .  He of ten picked some clay  f rom the  play  ground 

in  f ront  of  the  school ,  and on the  same day,  i t  was  tested in  his  smal l  handmade 

gas  k i ln . 

Above a l l  the  techniques ,  the  most  important  aspect  I  learnt  f rom Oh was 

the  menta l ity  of  being an ar t ist  and a  craf tsman.  Oh tru ly  loved ceramics  and 

devoted thir ty  years  making Onggi .  With the  average  of  s ixteen working hours 

dai ly,  he  produced many tablewares  and Onggi  which he  sold  a lmost  dai ly  to 

customers  v is it ing his  studio in  a  remote  countr ys ide.  Those  two months  work-

ing for  him were  hard,  yet  i t  was  a  highly  va luable  exper ience  for  pursuing and 

consider ing my own career  as  an ar t ist  and maker.
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