
Andrew Buck interviews the artist

I once worked alongside a music teacher who was nearing retirement. she remarked that one of 
the privileges of growing older is that you come to understand that it is possible to blossom 
again and again. Such were my thoughts when I first met with Takeshi Yasuda in Jingdezhen, 

China at his Red House Design Studio. He was gracious enough to make time for this interview 
before leaving to teach a summer course, “Throwing with Ideas”, at the Haystack Mountain 
School of Crafts in Maine, US.

Yasuda, originally from Japan, has had an interesting career as a ceramist and educator. At 
age 69, he maintains an active practice after retiring as director of The Pottery Workshop in 
Jingdezhen. He has taught at the Royal College of Art in London and lectured at ceramics centres 
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and universities worldwide. I began the 
interview in Yasuda’s studio by asking 
him to talk a little bit about throwing on 
the wheel.

Y: You have to become aware of the cen-
trifugal force and then use it, work against 
it, or always work with it. That is what it 
is. But it took me a long time to realise in 
fact there is always another force working 
that is affecting you and but I didn’t 
notice, which is gravity. Gravity is not just 
wheel throwing. In fact we are living in 
it. We are using it. We are coping with it 
and we are against it. But nevertheless it 
is always there. 

B: So you became more aware of gravity. 
How did that play out in terms of the cre-
ation of your forms and vessels?

Y: If you use the wheel, centrifugal 
force does affect your expression and 
gravity as well. Yes we didn’t think how 
gravity actively affects your expression. 
So as an artist, you are aware of action 
and expression and its relationship. You 
know it is the relationship between idea–
action–effect that is about expression or 
artistic expression. I think there is prob-
ably one more important element that 
is always there and that is the material 
itself. Because of the material, we are not 
performing artists. So idea, action, result 
is not complete without material. Those 
four elements I would not say equally but 
all four are vitally important.

B: So how did you confront this chal-
lenge of gravity, this force, or make it an 
expressive tool?

Y: It is not a challenge. I specifically 
picked gravity because it is like the air. 
We live with it and grow up with it, so we 
don’t notice it. It does not come to con-
sciousness. And therefore, we don’t see or 
underestimate the effect of gravity. Once 
we become aware of it, interesting things 
can happen. Making something upside 
down is not just upside down. In fact it 
is completely different effect. Different 
things happen. 

Yasuda’s assistant brought us coffee 
and I took time to take in his studio set 
up. He has a front office welcome area 
for informal talks, meetings, research and 
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office work. Adjacent to this front room is his immaculate 
production studio area which includes a hydraulic 
pressurised slipcast mould system (which he 
designed), a glass-enclosed recycling waterfall 
glaze spray booth, and a single motorised 
wheel. Our conversation continued.

B: It was a new world, 
a new process.

Y: Exactly. That is interesting. 
It is my curiosity. What is going to happen? 

In fact, that is an interesting introduction to re-
assess your normality. So if you assess your life, 

your method, or your working, from that way, you 
begin to get an awful lot of potentiality that you 

are already living in, which you eliminated uncon-
sciously. Yes. So you already selected unconsciously. 
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You thought you were working as a free 
modern artist. But in fact you are already living 
in a conditioned world. Within that you believe 
you are consciously working freely. But even 
within this realm of your everyday existence, 
in fact, lot more potentiality for expression and 
that can lead to all sorts of work. Eventually 
you begin to think about throwing and the 
wheel much more closely. . .  So my main reason 
I use the wheel is that I can put certain expres-
sion or I can use certain expression which the 
wheel can create with my actions.

We began to explore the process by which 
he makes a limited series of functionally 
related pieces on the wheel, which I assumed 
involves a lot of repetition. He was quick to 
correct my misunderstanding.

Y: It is not really repetition. It is conditioning 
the body for expression. It is like dancers. 
Dance is not just exercise. It is your heart, 
body and mind to get into that stage of ability 
to express better. That is what it is. It is not by 
virtue of repetitiveness. 

I then turned the conversation from the cre-
ation of his work to his role and practice as a 
teacher.

Y: All of my teaching has to do with my 
beliefs. I try to inform my teaching based 
on my beliefs of how to encourage students 
to train their bodies. Focus on expression. 
Become aware of pottery material. Importance 
of each process for the expression.

B: Given the diversity of students that 
you work with, are there any overarching 
main ideas or values, once they have had an 
encounter with you that you would like to 
stay with them?

Y: Inevitably, when you introduce art, I think 
whatever way you come in, first you identify 
patterns. You realise what art looks like. Then 
you probably begin to see a little bit more 
closely and you hear and read a little bit. You 
think this is art and begin to identify this is tra-
ditional, this is old, this is contemporary, this is 
more futuristic or whatever. You see those from 
patterns what it looks like. You learn these pat-
terns. You begin to understand what is going 
on. That is probably a necessary process of 
learning things. But, in fact, eventually this 
pattern is the killer for creativity process.

B: The killer of the creative process? I need 
to understand better.

Y: You learn the patterns. Historical pots 



CeramicsTECHNICAL No. 36 201376

I specifically picked 
gravity because it is 
like the air. We live 

with it and grow up 
with it, so we don’t 

notice it. It does not 
come to consciousness. 

And therefore, we don’t 
see or underestimate 
the effect of gravity. 

have a pattern. If you are 
American, you see his-
torical pots and you see a 
pattern. You learn tradi-
tional pot making, Bernard 
Leach, Warren McKenzie 
and so on. People use the 
word ‘potter’. You are 
within the pattern. You 
learn the pattern. Then 
you learn modern art, con-
temporary art or modern 
ceramics such as Voulkos. 
Then you begin to pick up 
certain themes, or moral 
arguments, that tradition 
or historical pattern should 
be avoided. And then you 
learn you are a modern 
person. Then you learn 
to work in the style of the 
modern and it is virtuous 
and right. 

B: So you emulate the 
recent canon, or in this 
example, the modern 
tradition.

Y: The pattern.
B: But that is a way to 

learn. 
Y: Yes it is a way to 

learn, but you begin to 
realise in that process you 
pick up a pattern. You 
choose a pattern you like. 
Unfortunately, you are 
not aware of that. In fact 

in most cases people believe this pattern is not a pattern. This is the 
modern. This is righteous. This is the right way. And they attached 
worth to pattern and say this is the creative pattern. Only creativity 
comes in this category. So if you want to be creative, you have to make in 
this pattern, otherwise not creative. It is a total misunderstanding. You 
just choose the pattern. Creativity has nothing has to do with pattern.

We digressed into a conversation on the creativity, newness and states 
of not knowing. I was eager to know more about how he teaches or, as 
he sees it, raising his students’ awareness about their work.

B: How do you help students explore an idea, to explore an idea in clay?
Y: Everybody knows it. You are American. You have heard the word 

brainstorming. You must have participated in brainstorming sessions 
and know basic rules. Everybody shares any idea that comes to you. 
Have you done brainstorming by yourself?

B: Usually in groups.
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Y: Groups are much better. The reason for that has to do with the first 
idea I talked about: consciousness. Because when you try to brainstorm 
yourself you are already conditioned, your ideas come in your pattern. 
Other people see things from other patterns and they surprise you. The 
more people the wider the range of ideas becomes.

B: How to take it to the next level and make decisions? 
Y: Lateral thinking. The basic idea is that humankind thinks in two 

ways, laterally and vertically. To think vertically is to think in terms of 
quality. Lateral thinking is to think in terms of alternatives, alternative 
ideas. Vertical is following one idea through to completion. 

B: How do you help students think about their work and the work 
of others?

Y: Well, I teach using a simple method, again not my invention, but then 
people often forget powerfulness of the simple, common technique. For 
example, you say aloud what your idea is or what you have been doing. If 
you say it aloud, you hear what you have said. And then this gives insight 
into your thinking. It gives you shortcomings of your ideas, or suggests 
alternatives. Now, in fact, that is the magic of conversation. I am not an 
expert in this area, but at least I can connect these to our practice.

As our time was drawing to a close, I wanted to shift the focus back 
onto Takeshi to get some insight into his current interests. He jests with 
me claiming that at his age he doesn’t have a future. Then he continued.

Y: At the moment my choice is the industrial process. I really want to 
re-assess some basic industrial processes from view point of expression. 
I think that this has already been done in some areas. This is very pow-
erful, important process, but I am interested in point of view from table 
ware. I am basically intrigued by dining and eating; and eating rituals 
and habits. That area is an independently interesting area. Also, now I 
am clearer about my expressive attitude so I would quite like to apply 
my attitude to basic industrial technique. I would like to re-assess that 
from the creative point of view.
endnote

Interview excerpts of Takeshi Yasuda with Andrew Buck, 20 June, 2012, Jingdezhen, China.

Andrew Buck is an advanced doctoral student in good standing at Teachers College/
Columbia University and is a lifetime learner in the arts.

Gravity is not just 
wheel throwing. In 
fact we are living in 
it. We are using it. 
We are coping with 
it and we are against 
it. But nevertheless 
it is always there. 


