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Piet Stockmans is an internationally celebrated artist and designer who has been working with ceramics for almost 50 years. Born in Belgium, (1940, Leopoldsburg), his studio complex is based in Genk, Belgium, and his trademark cerulean blue is recognised around the world. For this exhibition at Galerie de Witte Voet, however, he includes ceramics in different hues as well as larger works which respond sensitively to the space in which they are shown.

One of the main pieces in the show is a large, 2 metre diameter sculpture, made up of a cone surrounded by unfired clay. Titled 'Wounded', this unusual work combines fired porcelain with what he calls 'unbaked' liquid clay, thereby, "producing a tension between the raw material and the fired product". The dried substance seeping out from the apparently perfect cone suggests bodily fluids, or even blood, to Stockmans. He anticipates this installation will change over time, and the unfired and unstable dried matter will be both a visible and tactile contrast with the more permanent fired porcelain.  

Piet Stockmans sees himself as part of a larger scheme of things, stating that, "The history of culture is composed of ceramics - the whole world is fired clay." He is fascinated by the process of making, and wants this continual engagement with the raw material to be evident when the work is made public. More specifically, he is trying to show, "The process between the final product and the primary product". He does this by inviting the viewer to imagine the development and making of each piece, attempting to incorporate its short history in each completed sculpture. This is most evident in his group of tall, elegant cylindrical forms which are somewhat larger than his work in previous shows - around 140 cm high. Placed closely together, they acquire an anthropomorphic presence, and this is reinforced by the way they acquire their distinctive shapes in the kiln. After pouring the casting clay out of the mould, a thin flap is left at the top of the sculpture. This often moves during firing as the heat of the kiln will determine the final shape of each piece. The resulting gentle curve of the porcelain ensures that these exquisite vessels have a quiet presence - their still, wordless existence has captured something ineluctable and rare. "Everything I do is very silent, very minimal", he says. They seem monumental yet deny their 'objecthood'. The artist explains, "My work is always about clay and forms, the process is the theme of my work - before the kiln, in the kiln and after the kiln". 

Elsewhere in the gallery, he shows a flat, circular, dark grey piece which has white porcelain residue partially covering the bottom. A very simple yet deliberately ambiguous piece - not only reminiscent of a domestic vessel but also resolutely an art object that declares its own non-functional presence - it invites a surprisingly emotional reaction. This is what is so remarkable about Stockmans' work - its simplicity belies its ability to evoke a gentle longing for something just beyond our grasp and comprehension. Despite being exquisite objects that can be held and owned, they allude to what is intangible, elusive and hard to name. 
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