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    RENÉE REICHENBACH BELONGS TO THE GENERATION OF ceramic artists schooled entirely during the years of the GDR (German Democratic Republic, 
1949-1989). To put her work, and that of other young GDR ceramists in a more understandable perspective, I would like to try to describe briefly the methods of training and, 
even more importantly, the ceramic philosophy taught in the art conservatories in the GDR, especially in Halle, a city near Leipzig.
    Even the most ardent East German communist official was unable to find a political or ideological expression in a pot. For this reason the ceramic departments of the art 
conservatories of the GDR, as well the departments of jewellery and textile design, were relatively free from state control although, after 1989, it was discovered that certain 
ceramic artists had been closely observed by the Department of State Security and their every move noted.
    During the years at the conservatory, the students were able to concentrate fully on their studies, free from any financial pressures from the outside. This was perhaps the 
most outstanding factor in their schooling. They were free to dedicate themselves completely to art in its most ideal form. The only pressure was to complete the exhaustive 
curriculum which the school required.
    Since not more than five or six ceramists graduated from the conservatories each year, the chances of successful professional work as a ceramist or potter were excellent in 
the GDR. Ceramics of all kinds were also used extensively in state building projects. This offered an additional element of financial security.
    Most of the ceramists, however, were not in the least interested in selling their best pieces. They made exceptions only where the museums in Halle, Magdeburg, Leipzig 
and, most of all, Berlin, were concerned. These institutions could choose any piece they wished. It was a private goal of the ceramists to have as many of their works as 
possible displayed in these museums. Otherwise, it was considered almost a breach of their artistic ideals to even speak of selling, or, indeed, of prices. A private collector 
often had to wait years before being able to acquire a piece of special quality.
    Art ceramics not only enjoyed high artistic status in the GDR, but was also used by the government for representative purposes abroad. A small number of selected artists 
were allowed to take part in exhibitions and symposiums outside the Iron Curtain, such as those in Faenza, Italy, or Vallauris, France. These artists returned home with 
photographs and catalogues and, most of all, with personal experiences and friendships. Every three years the GDR sponsored the internationally known Röhmhild 
Symposiums for ceramists. Artists from the West were often invited to take part. Otherwise, there were few contacts between ceramists of both sides of the Curtain. For this 
reason, their ceramic development progressed along different paths. Art historians will find here interesting fields for research in the future.
    Renée Reichenbach was born in 1956 in Jena. Her ceramic training began in 1974 with a scholarship to the Röhmhild Symposium. A year later she enrolled in the ceramic 
department of the Art Conservatory in Halle, Giebichenstein Castle. This 13th century castle was the most prestigious art conservatory in the GDR. The old buildings and 
towers seemed to form a impenetrable wall, protecting the students and instructors from the outside world. The rectangular courtyard, filled in the summer months with roses 
and shady nooks, was surrounded on three sides by buildings which housed the various faculties. The fourth side was a gigantic 40 m-high natural rock formation which 
reached into the sky and seemed to amplify the feeling of security.
    One of the main artistic goals of the ceramic studies at the Castle was to 'let clay be clay', concentrating on the powerful expression of the raw, unglazed, still 'breathing' 
medium. The lower firing temperatures (1000-1100°C) allowed this. The surface could appear almost unfired. In doing so, they sought to return to the roots of ceramics. 
Glazes were generally used only for accents; slips were preferred. The first years of study at the Castle were exacting. The basic artistic training was the same for all faculties. 
One of the most important elements was drawing from nature. At the same time, the ceramic students were instructed in the basic laws of proportion, volume, contrast and 
tension of lines and planes through the use of vessels. When they finished these years they were equipped with a foundation for their later artistic development. In the 
following decisive period, the students needed not only freedom of expression, but also the understanding, patience and support from their instructors.
    One of Reichenbach's instructors was Gertraud Möhwald, herself a ceramist of international reputation. She directed and later taught in the ceramic department of the 
Castle during the '70s and '80s. The free and often provocative nature of her pieces served as an inspiration for these young artists, who themselves were striving to find a new 
direction in ceramics. To use her own words, she permitted (not allowed) her students to be completely free in their experimentation while, at the same time, assuring that 
they abided strictly to the rules they had just studied. At first, as is the case in all artistic training, they were influenced by their teacher's work and personality but soon the 
most gifted began to pursue their own directions.
    Renée Reichenbach is one of the most successful and well-known graduates of the Castle. In 1982 she opened her own ceramic workshop in Halle. She has taken part in 
numerous national and international exhibitions and she was also one of the first ceramists from the East to become accepted throughout the reunified Germany.
    What makes her work so singular?
    In spite of the careful use of glazes, her pieces gain their strength from the clay itself. She begins by rolling out large slabs. Into these she presses thin plates of porcelain 
and coloured clay. Dull grey to black tones predominate, primarily combined with the white porcelain, though blues, yellows and occasionally reds are used for special 
accents.
    These leatherhard plates serve as the basis for her pieces. Her goal is, she says, "to create a strong, convincing form, enhanced with colour, which is satisfying to the eye 
while, at the same time, being perceived in the surrounding space", and the greatest difficulty: "to achieve a rhythm which combines both colour and form".
    Her work is instantly recognisable. Strange mystic lizards or fish atop tall columns, sitting on small tables or crawling or 'swimming' on the ground; vessel forms broken 
with sharp vertical edges and lines; large squares of ominous dark clay with little colour variation. Each piece shows the creative work of an artist of great fantasy, sensibility 
and technical perfection.
ADDED MATERIAL
    Barry McDaniel is a collector of ceramics and an opera singer living in Berlin. He specialises in the ceramics of the former GDR. He first met Renée Reichenbach in 1994 
seeking to collect her work after having seen pictures and articles of it in magazines and catalogues. An exhibition of the work of Renée Reichenbach will be held at galerie 
b15, Munich, from April 11 to May 8, 1999.
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