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Kayoko, left,and
SatoruHoshino
intheirhomestudio.
Anexperimental
workby Satorufrom
1991hangsonthe
wallbehind them.
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IT’S AN OVERCAST, blustery day in late December when

I board arickety local train at the Kyoto station. I’'m bound
for the southwest shore of Lake Biwa, a short distance
away, to visit the ceramicist Satoru Hoshino and his wife,
Kayoko, also a well-known potter. The Hoshinos share

a studio on the lower floor of their self-built house, which is
perched elegantly on a steep slope overlooking the misty,
atmospheric expanse of the lake, where many wealthy
Kansai district residents own holiday homes.

When working on pieces, the two potters, who met while
practicing their craftat the Fujihira Ceramic Studio in Kyoto
intheearly 1970s, rarely venture far from home and studio,
preferringto concentrate their energies on the task athand, in
silenceand withoutdistraction. “We don’tdiscuss our work
with each other, but we dolook over ateach other from time to
time, just to see what the other is making,” says Kayoko. Of
the pair, sheisthe morereserved. “Isometimeslook up from
my clay toask her whatshe thinks of whateveritis ’'m working
onatthe moment,” Satoru tells me. “But we tend to work quite
independently, each in our own half of the studio.”

TheHoshinos’ comfortable yetsparsely appointed living
quartersareaconcisereflection of the austere elegance of their
lifeand work. A large, black relief from Satoru’s early smoke-
infused “Kokuto” (literally, Black Ceramic) seriesadorns one
wall, whileasuite of calligraphy exercises apparently copied
inatributetothe Song Dynasty calligrapher Huang Tingjian
hasbeen framed and hunginaninconspicuouslocation just
under the rafters. “Calligraphy was never reallya medium
Iwarmed tountilIsaw Huang’s Biographies of Lian Po and
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Lin Xiangruhandscrollatthe Metropolitan Museum during a
recentvisitto New York,” Satoru recounts. “Hisgrasp of the
cursivescriptwassounorthodox;itreally challenged me.” The
two have spentafairamountof timein New York, wherein
2006 they wereartistsin residence at Hunter College.
Overgreen teaand sweet persimmons that Kayoko had left
todryjustoutside the house, theartist tellsme about the
practicalandlogistical difficulties thathave affected her recent
output. “Iuse mostly white and red clays from Shigaraki, but
thered clay that’snow availableis no longer the same asitwas
before,” she says, withjustthe faintest tinge of fatalismin her
voice. “It’sgradually changed in hue,and the way it behaves
when itcomesinto contact with water, or whileit’sdrying, is
notthesame. This puzzled me fora while, but whenIasked
the supplier who had sold me the clay, he told me that the local
source of thematerialhad changed.”
Satoruchimesintoexplain how thismightaffecta potter’s
practicein Japan more directly thanitwould elsewherein
the world. “In the United States, potters tend to work from
powder, mixing the clay themselves. Butin Japan, potters work
directly with clay that they’ve dugup themselves oracquired
fromasupplier who’ssourceditdirectly. Sources of good clay
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areslowly dryingup, like other natural resources.”
Kayoko’s sharply contoured, wedgelike ceramic objects,

which areevocative of ceremonial implements froman

ancient culture, have been collected by anumber of prom-
inentinstitutionsin Europe and the United States,
including the Met and the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston.
Their geometry stems from her deceptively simple tools:
justlengths of tautly stretched wire that she uses to slice
her clayand files toscoreits surface with finlike linear
depressions. “WhenIfire myclay ata lower temperature,
theglaze often becomes smooth and glossy, butathigher
temperatures you can see tiny, silver, dew-like droplets
precipitating onthe surface,” she tellsme. Pickingup a smaller
covered vessel of hers, Kayoko points out how the passage
of time transforms the physical aspects of her work in
different ways. “ThisImade many yearsago, butyoucansee
how thesilver surface on the outside has tarnished, while
thesilver coating on the inside of the cover has keptits luster.”
ForKayoko,anintimate,almost bodily sense of empathy
with her chosen materialisessential in determining how
aparticular piece will eventually turn out. “Itry tosense the
volume and mass of the clay asI knead the three or four
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varietiesTusetogetherinordertoensurean even hueand
color throughout,” she tells me. “Foldingand bending the
clay helps me to perceive the particular character, quality,
and energy of the material.” Although her formsare
staunchly abstract,something of the surroundinglandscape
of MountHoraiinevitably seepsinto her pieces. “I often

go forawalkinthe mountainsaroundthisareaasabreak
between working sessions, and I often feel alonging to
express the natural expansiveness and monumentality of
thelandscapein my work.”

It’sevidentthatchanceand randomnessalso play a part,
asKayoko gestures toward some of her smaller pieces that
resemble truncated bricks, pieced togetherinanangular
fashion. “Some of these forms resulted from sheer chance
when cutting the clay. Ifound thatIcould change their
position, turning or flipping them around, and they would
take onanentirely differentappearance,” she notes.

Striking a dramatic contrast with Kayoko’s somber,
granite-hued vessels are Satoru’s recent works, which

ART+AUCTION MARCH 2016 | BLOUINARTINFO.COM



pulsate with a sense of raw life; they also representa
departure from hisearlier smoke-infused pieces, executed
when he was associated with the avant-garde, nonfunctional
ceramic movement, Sodeisha. Lined up in a neatlittle
colony in one corner of his half of the studio is “Spring Snow
12-13,” an ongoingseries thathasbeen shown at the Taiwan
CeramicsBiennalein 2010, the Museion No. 1 galleryin
Budapestin2o11, JoanB. Mirvissin New Yorkin 2012,
and the Watson Arts Centrein Canberrain 2013. The works
comprise heavy coils of clay piled atop each other to create
irregularly staggered formations. Imprinted with the marks
of their maker’shands, Satoru’s pieces evoke the febrile
energy thatshaped the clay.
WhenIcommentonthevivid,somewhatartificial hues
of their blue, green,and orange glazes, Satoru chuckles.
“Dotheylookartificial? And notnatural? When someone
talksabouta ‘natural’stylein the context of ceramics, [ don’t
think of the colorsand forms found innature,” he explains.
“Thelurid blues, copper greens, and orangesin this series,
forexample, may not mimic the natural hues of nature. But
for me, they express the unconscious memories of the clay
thatliedormant within. And asa matter of fact, the colors
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He realized the energy and life force he felt in the
clay were the same ones that brought about the
natural disaster that had assaulted his way of life.

themselvesare the resultof all-natural glazes derived from
wood or straw ash, sometimes mixed with some copper.”

Satoru’scurrentapproach to hiswork seems to date from
amomentous episode three decades ago, when he lost his
studioinalandslide. Unnerved by the brutal force of nature
thathad upended hislife, he realized that his chosen medium
was notjusta material buta manifestation of the power of
natureitself; the energy andlife force he feltin the clay were
thesameasthose thatbroughtabout the natural disaster
thathad assaulted his way of life. Subsequently, he came to
understand thatclay was “a total system of life, with myself
living withinit.”

Seeing himselfalmostasa conduit to express the “fluid,
mobileenergy lying dormantin the clay,” Satoruinsists that
ashestartsapiece,hehasnodirect or formalsense of the
shape he will eventually create. “Ina way, you could say that
my work takes ona fortuitous form thatemerges out of the
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space between the clay[use asa materialand my own body,”
hetells me. “Idon’thavea particular shapein mindinthe
beginning—it comes froma certain collaborative confron-
tation between nature and human thatexpresses the
dynamism of thatnatural energy.”

Satoru’s own description of his working process echoes the
bold declarations of Gutaifounder Jiro Yoshiharain his
manifesto of 1956. As Yoshiharasaw it, “Gutaiartdoesnot
change the material butbringsittolife....In Gutaiartthe
human spiritand the material reach out their handstoeach
other, even though they are otherwise opposed toeach
other. The materialis notabsorbed by the spirit. The spirit
doesnotforce the material into submission.”

Itis perhapsnocoincidence, then, thatcurators have
observed parallels between Satoru’s working process and that
of key GutaiartistssuchasKazuo Shiraga.In January 2015,
New York gallerist Dominique Lévyinvited curators Koichi
Kawasakiand Alexandre Carel to puttogethera two-man
exhibitiontitled “Bodyand Matter: The Art of Kazuo Shiraga
and SatoruHoshino.” Two generationsapart, Hoshinoand

Shiraganever met, butcertain formal parallels seem evident.

AsCarelnoted during his own visit to Satoru’s studio, “Isaw

“Ultimately, I think what
makes both Kayoko’s and

my works Japanese is a
particular desire to remain
faithful to the natural,
material feeling of the clay and
its intrinsic attributes.”
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thathe created his work by pushingand prodding the clay
with his fingers, never allowing hismind to intervene in the
relationship between body and matter. My mind wentimmedi-
ately to Shiraga’sgreat painting performance, Challenging
Mud, 1955.Inboth cases, rather than shapingand subsuming
matter, theartists’bodies are subsumed by the base materiality
of mud, dirt,and pigment.”

Westernaudiences who might find themselves compelled
tosee somethingidentifiably “Japanese” in his work may be
heartened to know that Satoru himself does not think such
generalizations of national character areentirely misguided.
“Ithink pottersabroad might,in ordertoachieveacertaingray
like youseein Kayoko’s work, add pigments like manganese
totheclayinordertogiveitthatcolor. Butof course thereareall
sortsof grays, each one subtly different from the rest,and
we’d prefer notto have toresortto suchmethods,” says Satoru.
“Ultimately, Ithink what makes both Kayoko’sand my work
Japaneseisa particular desire toremain faithful to the natural,
material feeling of the clay and itsintrinsic attributes. This
sense ofacollaboration between natureand the humanartistis
somethingthatIthinkis Japanese.”

Recallingagainthatlife-changing catastrophe that befell
his former atelier, Satoru pauses before continuing. “I hope
thatagoodartist’slifestyle and his working methods would
intersect. Both my own worldview and current practice consist
inrespecting nature. Ifyouignoreit,a disaster willhappen.” H
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