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Discovering a new porcelain landscape

Hubert Kittel writes about a project by students of the Burg
Giebichenstein University of Art and Design, Halle, Germany
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T n ODAY THE PRODUCTION AND PROCESSING OF CERAMICS, as well as the
material itself, offers a wide and diverse variety of applications and

T perspectives. The demands made on the properties and characteristics
of high-performance technical ceramics are different to those required of
conventional ceramic materials as found in ceramic homeware products.
Technical ceramic products are almost always components of more complex
systems (which are widely used in the automotive, micro-electronic and
medical technology, for example), and they are specially developed systems of
ceramic substances and elements for integration in a larger technical process
(functional ceramics).

As a result, these ceramic objects are only a part of product solutions, and
hardly ever the final product. Nevertheless, most objects used on a daily basis,
such as a mobile phone, computer or a car, contain some of these components
which are based on highly developed, new ceramic material compositions and
production processes. On the other hand, cups, plates, vases, etc, which are
either manufactured or produced by hand, are based on the classic primary raw
materials and simple processing steps. The dynamics of the technical advances
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since Johann Friedrich Bittger are far more sub-
dued in this case. Only now the field of innovative
high-performance technical ceramics and that of
the more traditional ceramics (sanitaryware,
tableware, building ceramics, etc) have slowly
started merging. Until recently, conventional ,,. i
ceramics were almost always used in planning
product-related designs.

A semester project headed by Professor Hubert
Kittel, in the department of ceramic-glass design,
and an internal design competition at the Univer-
sity of Art and Design in Halle, in cooperation
with the company Keramische Folien GmbH .
(Kerafol), Eschenbach, gave about 20 students,
from different departments, the first opportunity
to experiment as to what powers and possible
applications does a new unusual ceramic material
have to offer. Due to the motivation of the stu-
dents and the guidance and support of Kerafol, a
new type of porcelain, or rather a modification of unprocessed porcelain, was GI
made available in the 2001 - 2002 study period. The emphasis lay on thin, Sus
highly plastic, rubber-like green tapes, with a thickness of 0.4 - 1.2 mm. cer

The specific water-based organic additives, which are a part ofthe speciality
and know-how of this producer of ceramic tapes, may be added to commer-
cial porcelain compounds and thus lead to interesting property changes. As a
result ourporcelain casting slip (soft paste porcelain, as well as bone china from
KPCL) was supplemented with further additives and the corresponding thin
tapes were cast using the tape casting process. These soft, highly plastic porce-
lain tapes are easy to work with (cutting, punching, stamping, perforating,
etc,) and can be easily separated from the flexible plastic support strip, similar
to self-adhesive tapes. Especially two dimensional fiat design ideas seemed to
present a scope for diversity while larger three-dimensional objects were
prone to massive deformation while sintering. Three-dimensional objects
consisting of small components, however, could be produced with a sufficient
range of tolerance, presenting the possibilities of a small scale production (stu-
dio design) or applied art objects. The similarities to the processing methods
of paper and cardboard became surprisingly apparent, presenting sound possi-
bilities for further processing (cutting, punching, stamping, folding, lamin-
ating, printing, etc,) as the experiment advanced.

Even the technology currently employed by the company for processing
cerarnic tapes, such as punching, stamping and laminating, can just as easily be
adapted for use in art or product design. In this way the company not only
profited from the new, almost playful experiments with the material, but also
from the conceptual ideas and product applications presented by the students.
For the first time the students were given the chance to tackle a supposedly
known material in an unusual state, to develop product ideas as well as applying
it in art. The primary objective was to discover the extraordinary qualities oftthis
material by constantly redefining the possibilities and boundaries.

The combined aim of all parties involved was to envisage the perspectives of
an open market for the applications of their product, as well as extending the
distribution of customer orientated ceramic tapes to interested producers, such
as industrial designers, craftspeople or ceramic artists. On the other hand we
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wanted to present aesthetically 'enchanting' de-
signs and studies of the material, as well as explore
the possible effects of high-fired, fine ceramic
casting slips. By using a new, contemporary inter-

___ } E pretation ofporcelain as a material with properties
such as thinness, transparency, degree of white-
ness, tonality, lightness, relative hardness, detail
precision, etc, we tried to enhance the imagina-
tion and fascination for this material. The optim-
ising of casting slips by the company, and the
casting of thin ceramic tapes, could expand the
potential of design possibilities and product appli-
cations in the processing and shaping of porcelain

| | and trigger new impulses for high quality design.
Kerafolien - Discoverin g a neiv porcelain landscape is

a summary ofthe first project involving the coop-
eration of a technical ceramics producer and a[ 0 _ _ university of design. The scope of ideas presented
by the research ranges between mass production,

handcrafted small-scale production and one-offpieces. The different opinions
and approaches employed by the students complement each other in practical
experiments, visual formulation and in conceptual development and design.
This project provides the confirmation that ways of combining technical and
functional ceramics with conventional, product-related ceramics, must be
sought energetically so as to define the potential of new innovations together.
All participants used the specific material-related properties of the porcelain
slip, as modified by Kerafol, to overcome the boundaries oftraditional forming
and processing possibilities.

A catalogue was produced in addition to the exhibition and presents the
results of the work of 17 students from different semesters and fields of study.
Their ideas and concepts originated in the 2001-2002 study period. In some
cases further development and supplementation took place, especially for an
exhibition in Selb. After the first public presentation in Halle inJuly 2002, the
Design Report wrote: "There appears to be some movement in the seemingly
stagnant field of ceramics." Together with the company Kerafol and the Euro-
pean Industrial Museum for Porcelain in Selb, we are now proud to present
this combined project and 'the new porcelain landscape' in a comprehensive
exhibition to the public.

The catalogue is an informative manual which also presents the wide variety
of uses the material has to offer. The company Kerafol, as well as its products of
particular ceramic tapes, are introduced in the catalogue. It also offers impor-
tant tips for processing, information about the product, and details on future
acquisition of these tapes. All the partners involved are interested in the
exchange of know-how and the transfer of our design ideas. We would like to
thank our partners, the company Kerafol, as well as the European Industrial
Museum for Porcelain for the close and constructive cooperation and for their
generous support of the catalogue and exhibition project.

Professor Hubert Kittel teaches product design in ceramics, porcelain and glass, at the
Hochschuke fir Kunst and Design, University of Art and Design, Burg Giebichenstein,
Halle, Germany.
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