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A Dialogue with

Traditions
Eric Serritella
Pilgrimage to
the East

“Design can embody new
performances for traditions
and allow them to speak to the
public.”
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At the very first sight we behold

the Kimono Teapot crafted by Eric
Serritella, it is fascinated to find it
embodied both the shape of a girl in
Kimono and the surface as a birch. Eric
tells us that he is always inspired by
Asian arts. He accepts functionality

of Yixing teapots and the wabi sabi
philosophy of Japanese culture and
art. [t reminds me of a poem of Basho,
the most well-known Japanese poet of
Edo Period, which goes that At Nara;
The fragrance of chrysanthemums;
Ancient Buddhas. From the seriously
sculptured birches by Eric, we can
read his focus and courtesy, as if there
are Buddhas sitting behind his every

carving.

The story of Eric and ceramics goes

back to 1996 when he was a successful

businessman. He chose clay as a
pleasure and later got indulged in

it. When he left the business circle,
making ceramics helped him to pay
his bills. In 2006, in his second visit
to Taiwan ceramist Ah Leon, Ah

Leon helped him switch from making
functional ceramics to trompe |’oeil
sculpture. Afterwards, he moved
from the rural New York state to

quiet North Carolina with his studio
minimized from four work tables and
three kilns to merely a 10 foot x 15
foot room. But the clean environment
allows him to contemplate deeper into
his designs. Nowadays, he is a world-
recognized trompe I’oeil ceramist.
His works are not only purchased by
American museums but also exhibited
oversea, including Taiwan and Jingde

Zhen. Presently, Jason Jacques Gallery

organizes his traveling exhibitions
and shares his unique insight towards

Asian aesthetics with the world.

Eric’s design absorbs Chinese
culture, Japanese culture and of
course American culture, and their
combination thereafter creates new
aesthetics. What we can learn from
Eric may be just the same as Mr. Hara
Kenya said in an interview that we
shall not remain with the traditions
unchanged and waiting for the
appreciation from passers-by. One
of the biggest functions of design

is to embody new performances for
traditions and allow them to speak to

the public.
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“Tust like ceramics, our environment is
fragile yet durable. Therefore, we should
choose to walk with softer steps.”
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1
360° — I learned that you studied
liberal arts and earned a BA in Speech
Communication in college. And you
were successful in business. Could you
share with us the crossroad in your
life that you decided to be a ceramic
sculptor?

E — In the beginning, clay was
something I did for pleasure outside
my corporate career. Immediately

I found myself connected to it and
started making pottery myself. Years
later when I quit the corporate world,
pottery became a way to pay my bills
while I decided what to do next. I
made functional pottery and took it
to craft fairs around the northeastern
USA. As it turned out, being an artist
was my career answer and [ am very
glad that I made that choice at this first
crossroad. In 2004, I met Taiwanese
ceramics master Ah Leon who invited
me to Taiwan to study Asian art
aesthetics and wheel thrown pottery.
In 2006 I returned to Taiwan and
afterwards I confronted the second
crossroad in my life. I had to choose
between sculptural ceramic trompe
I’oeil and functional ceramics. [ knew
it would be hard to do both. I chose
sculptural and I have had the honor
and pleasure to enjoy much success

with it.

2
360° — Could you give us an insight
into your workshop?
E — I used to have a studio at my home
in the New York countryside where I
had four work tables, three kilns and
lots of space. Recently I moved to the
warmer climate of North Carolina

where I rent a 10 foot x 15 foot room
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from Susan Filley, a well-known
American porcelain artist. Working in
a smaller space has helped me organize
my tools and surroundings more
efficiently. When I work with big slabs
I have to start on the floor and then
move them to the table as they are
assembled. I like to keep my workspace
clean. Having a visually organized
space helps me focus. [ get distracted if

there is too much clutter.

3
360° — Are there any changes to your
design concept from starting the career
in the early days till today?
E — I think the most important
change from my early sculptures is an
evolution to a quieter form or design
with more emphasis on motion and
negative space. I had spenta lot of
time perfecting the details to make
realistic tree textures and now I can
concentrate more on the overall
visual design of the pieces. I focus
on making the tree and branches less
“busy” and the lines and negative
space simpler. Like an Asian painting
or a calligraphy brush stroke — clean
simple lines with beautiful negative
space around them. I call this quieter
body of work “Walking with Softer
Steps”. I strive to show how nature
maintains its splendors through
tenacity and triumph of existence
despite the disregard we humans
show her. I appreciate how ceramic
mirrors the environment’s fragility
and durability — easily damaged if
disrespected and yet invincible in
its inherent beauty. I want people
to rethink their impact on the
environment, like global warming,

pollution, pesticides/chemicals in

farming, and so on. My hope is that
after viewing my sculptures some
people will acquire new ways of
seeing and thus choose their actions
differently. In other words, walk on

the planet with softer steps.

4
360° — Different from most western
designers, your designs are rich of
Asian art aesthetic. How do you build
up such a style?

E — I have always been inspired by
Asian art. Although my initial study
of art history in college was based

in Western art and architecture, my
preferences have always been toward
the Asian aesthetic. I have always

felt an attraction and connection to
its flow, rhythms and details. After
college I furthered my appreciation
of Asian art and culture. I was often
drawn to museum exhibitions where
it was the theme. My residencies in
Taiwan continued to expose me to
Chinese and Japanese art, as well as to
Korean art, and of course Taiwanese
art. It also allowed me to participate
in the culture, which made great
contributions to my design style.
Living there gave me the opportunity
to participate in Asian society instead
of just studying it in a book or on

the wall of a western gallery. And it
gave me insights into many parts of
Asian art, food and culture. These all
combine with my western upbringing

to create a unique design sense.

5
360°— What do you learn from Asian

art?
E — There are so many lessons in

Asian art. I suppose the two most

influential are the incredible delicacy
and functionality of Yixing teapots and
the wabi sabi philosophy of Japanese
culture and art. So attention to detail
and flow of sculptural components
come from Yixing. The passing of
time and the beauty of imperfection
and impermanence is evident in all of
my work and come from wabi sabi. In
addition I love the flow of bonsai, the
intricacy of root art and the grace of
Asian calligraphy. They all inspire my

work as well.

6
360° — Jingdezhen, the Porcelain

Capital, is the most well-known
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ceramic producing base with the
highest quality porcelain in China.

I noticed that you have arranged an
exhibition at Jingdezhen in 2008. Did
it bring any special experience to you?
E — T had the opportunity to have a
small, early teapot of mine included in
an exhibition in Jingdezhen in 2008.
It was an honor to have a piece shown
there so early in my development.
Since it was just one teapot as part of a
larger exhibition of other artists I did
not have the opportunity to attend
the exhibition. It was interesting that
my first piece shown in China was in
Jingdezhen since my work is really

influenced by the early teapots of

Yixing from the 1600s. I hope to visit
both of these influential ceramic cities

someday.

7
360° — Will you arrange an exhibition
tour in Asia in the future?
E — 1 hope my newer, more important
ceramic trompe ’oeil works will have
an opportunity to be shown in Asia
in the future, although I have nothing
planned at present. Jason Jacques
Gallery in New York City organizes
my traveling exhibitions and hopefully
we will have the opportunity to visit
Asia with sculptures to show and sell

someday.
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