Jeff Shapiro’s
Gestures of Creativity

Article by Mark Hewitt
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HAVE A SAKE CUP MADE BY |EFF SHAPIRCD THAT | USH
instead for whisky. It is tall and narrow and tapers
gently inward towards its rounded flaring rim

Made quickly with soft clay ona slow moving wheel,
it has a slight asvmmetry with an easy throwing
indentation into which | cosily rest my thumb. Its sur-
face has the familiar texture of an unshaven face, day
old stubble breaking lo soft, clean cheek, The slick red
shadowed side turns to a rougher grey watermelbon
rind crinkle, some of which has flaked off at the rim
and where the pot bevels down toits tiny foot.

Ihere are =small stones and grains aof sand hn'.i'-c|1'|=
the surface, and a solitary rice straw ash mark gives
the side a l.|lq1;l.'|ll‘-'|1| lile. A tracery of markings from
glurry and fingers have created a map of movement
amd action on ks surface. After a few single malts [am
sure | can replay the gesturnes of iis making
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loose, spontaneous end of the coramic spectrum, he
wialks the line between bcoming contrived by over-
workimg thie clay, oF nol I|~||~.|':r|; thie clav al all, It 1=
as ik a ‘-kl'l'l:.':, himselt: “How Eile can | owch the clay
and bring it to life®
squeezed and beaten, his pots are in no way violent,
They are not bombastic gargovles but, rather, they

Fhough torn, out, ripped,

display an underlving calm that no amount of tur-
mail can disturb | se0e l.ill‘-l'li'l wrbwein "n'!'u.iF1|r-.|':.
anagama fired ceramics and the work of British sculp
tor, Andy Coldsworthy = both use the landscape in an
absiract way s pulating varous elements to shed
new light on its beauty, Whereas Goldsworthy uses
water, mud, rocks amd vegetation in cphemseral con
figurations that profoundly shift our perception of
thiese natural elements, Shapiro reveals unseen guali-

ties in clay and makes them permanent with the same
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made in series. While his functional aesthetic is based
on the bea ceremony, it has been twisted and altered
intoan idiosyncratic style that is as much American as
it i5 Japanese. He is no slave to tradition, rather he
improvises adventurously at the edge of convention.
Hiz sculptural pieces explore purely formal and ges-
tural attributes of the medium, and they are filled with
dynamism and intrigue.

HMacking the kiln is meticulously planned, photo-
graphic records of the precise location of each pot in
each row back from the firchox allow for detailed
meditations on the passage of the flame and ash
through the kiln. Astute observations over the vears
have led to greater understanding of each small space
in the kiln. Particular care is taken on the location and
wadding of pots in the firebox. Embers are repeatedly
shovelled on o thess F‘:-nl:ﬁ i the latter ﬁl!.!ni.!'rt'ﬁ of the
Firi|1p|I Hiv‘ill.g anrme of 5'||i||:‘:-:ir||'\ F:-c:ll'\. thelr luxuriant
blackened surfaces where unmelted carbon has been
trapped in the underlying sticky molten ash. Layers of
ash, melted, conded, rrﬂ.‘lfi'ﬂ.m:ilhd and melted again,
are the oils lavished thickly on the craggy canvases
below. For all the apparently accidental appearance of
their surfaces, as little as possible is actually left to
what might be called ‘chance’.

Fired for a remarkably relaxed eight days in his
Accord, Catskill MY, anagama, my whisky cup, likeall
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It is a difficult aesthetic. The recent efforts of writers
describing and promaoting woodfiring potters have
raksed the level of appreciation in the marketplace for
this style of work, in particular the results achieved
Friovm exbencded wondhinng such as in anagama kilns
Froximity to the cosmopolitan refinement of Mew
York provides a growing outlet for some of Shapiro's
phtces, but gaining access to Japan has held the key to
thee viability of his aestheti

|.’|F“.‘|.'11'=-|' |"-.|'l.||r||I-I- :“\.I]II."\ITIL'\II_"'l'lIII:"\. and patrons at
periodic exhibitions in Japan have added to the under-
standing. Connections developed during his ap-
pr-.-nti-.'n'.'n*,* I |.||'l.!|r|. I|‘|-.'|:|-.1-|1||'- wiath a number of
leading lapanese podters, business arrangements with
department stores in Japan and help from his wifs
Hinako, have helped create a network in which
Shapire can continue his work, Begular gallery exhibi-
B in Armerica, home sales and a sizeable American
tollowing help foster his tabent

The value of Sha piro’s work residies not in its obscu-
rity or rarity but in its goodness. [is quality is clear. lis
viston of mature is wild and complicated, not given to
easy understanding but resarding the attentive trav
elber, Shapiro's dift musings, bold counterpoints and
elaborate incendiary explorations help us understand
the mestures of crealivily, more about the passage of
time, and maore about thee soft, the dry and the hard

My little finger plays with the swiftly cut foot, a
prgged nub of clay demands o be b eaked by my fin-
gernail bul, as vet, it has stubbornly refused to vield.
Upside down the foot reminds me of an ear, a call
graphically suggestive spiralling inward, through
which o hear the pot.

Presently it is emply, unwashed since its last use, a
meellow fruitiness lingers in its pores, needing a pow-
erful inhalation to dislodee. Ownce, while d e=perately
seeking the last drop, my tongue got stuck in it

Shapiro has a touch like a gentle breeze. His pots
have anoffhanded freshness about them, achieved by
a finely tuned sense of balance. They walk a knife edge
between structure and l\.ll“.lpnn' As af with an easy
shrug of the shoulder, or a subtle Mick of the wrist, he
pulls off complicated intuitive gestural flourishes that
revedl both himself and his materials. Working at the
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surl bl observed delicacy and erandewr Shapiro's pots
assume e dignity of lichen covered rocks on a
mountainside, they display the haphazard comp-
lexity of a long time surface. The lighiness of his touch
prevents the :_1||.‘-u1'r:|. descent of gravity, they are
=aved from being boonshly carnes

I'he technigues be emplovs in making them reveal
the structure of clay in rI.‘\.I:i:|1“II| Wavs |x||;|_'~. have
the random Auted mormaloy of mountain il s, sy
tions that are torn and broken at unusual stages of
dryness create lines of pecubiar integrity that alert us
ter the clay of the pod’s inner structure, These actions,
thoueh considered, are immediate and fresh, his
promddings and carvings are confident anmd effective;
fwe oy has omee chanoe

Equal wesght is given to sculptural and functional

fisrmis in hiis '||.|L111-:_| wi'ls p-ll*—-;lr-h—k:-l: hesd amad theen
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of his pots, was born old. The appeal of anagama pols
resides partly in this evocation of antiquity, both in
process and appearance. Of course there is always the
danger of becoming cloyingly archaic, of exhibiting a
fanx rusticity, but scratch the surface of Shapiro's pols
and you find a complex vision of Hme and nature,

They carry the wisdom of time, but also the exhaus-
tion of the prematurely aged. In eight days they have
becomse 10,000 years old. The old may be wise bul
they are also tired. These pots are both wise and wiz-
ened, experienced and wrinkled but, fortunately,
have had the decency not to have had a face lift. They
wear their age unashamedly.

Comventonal |,=]_1:|I:|'|1_'l:-1. foor the surface of ANBEAMA
pots favour the vocabulary of violence, Words like
scar, battleground, frauma and madness attempt o
describe a seemingly nightmarish war with the Fire.
These |1\.'|rki|1p_h. |1|rl.".'r"|.'t-'rll can also be |hI.:IIJE":||'It of as
the pot's face, showing the marks of experience, a
topography that includes the hidden places, behind
an ear, the nape of the neck, the bumips and blemishes
that show a life lived, not aveided or disguised. They
are also the marks of the skill of the potter, his chosen
palette, his willingness to embrace the fire. These pots
are part celebration, part warning: they contain a fin
de sivele revelry and foreboding, They are the calm in
the eve of a hurricane
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