Creativity in ceramics

A collection of some impressions of Stanisław Brach’s art
A young, ambitious, positive type of man – that is Stanisław Brach. He first appeared as an artist in Cracow where, as he remembers, he went empty-handed, and with which he seems to have bound his career. After a Ceramics Technology Secondary School in Łysa Góra and the Sculpture Department of the Cracow Fine Arts Academy, for three years he was teaching sculpture, and now he remains an artistic free-lancer, not connected with any institution. The spacious sculpting atelier, situated in a quiet neighborhood, houses his currently produced some meter high ceramic sculptures related to the doctorate studies, spontaneously scattered works in various stages of creation, rough drafts and paintings, auxiliary photographs, forms ready to be presented or intended for private collectors, here and there small works made by the artist’s children. Surrounding the ceramic pictures, both small-scale and those of larger size, busts and sculpted figures, stands technical equipment: ceramic kiln, clays, glazes, half-finished-products, kaolin wool, etc. In other words, it is a professionally equipped artistic laboratory of a contemporary sculptor. Such basis provides a wide range of possibilities, not really common among young artists. The ability to use the material apanage is only a starting point for the perfecting of his technological skills. Favorable conditions will not appear on their own. Since 1990 Brach has been building his laboratory both in terms of ideas and in terms of material or technology, and his point of departure was professional education and hopes for fulfillment of artistic dreams. It was during his studies and just after graduating that he became known as an active organizer and participant of the cultural life of the Cracow art circles, of international ceramic and sculpture workshops and group exhibitions. And from the beginning he has been consistently following the chosen career, creating his own style of artistic expression within sculpture, artistic ceramics and drawing.

At the beginning of his career, each artist asks a question: what is important for me = for my art? The keynote for Brach’s works is the story of human life, and to be more precise the story of his rich inner life, his experiences, impressions and feelings – shown in impressionistic sequences, not in a linear way. The artist understands this life as a journey round human soul, round the recesses of his spirituality. The sculptor’s artistic motivations resulted in a pursuit of universality in the motifs he takes up; the motifs whose source of the creative force lies in the duality of the world: the human – material world, and metaphysical – a world of superior, symbolic experience. Even now you could say that despite his young age, Brach has achieved an individual style of expression, and the works he is creating seem to be characteristic for his stylistics, which makes them easily recognizable. You could ask a question: what level of art is his ultimate goal? The answer seems to be heading for what is difficult to be expressed in words. Art, as a cultural value, stable in time, or as a form of transcending the empirical towards spiritual values (to encapsulate the character of art in most general terms) through the way of mimesis or the other way round, metaphorical forms (frequently the former and the latter together) – attempts to show on the surface of things the ways of reaching the inner soul of the artist. Touching the existential themes, Brach often devotes his reflections to the ideas focused around the duality of human nature, universal motifs, defining and displaying human identity which is closely related to beliefs, religion, to what is divine in humankind, and at the same time brutally inhuman. What is an inspiration for the works, almost always created as an element of thematic series, is first and foremost the Bible, history and mythology as well as the events from the surrounding reality. Concrete themes appear and mature gradually, hence in the subsequent works you notice a direction towards clarity of the message, simplification of the form, but with keeping the balance between matter, form and contents. The simplifications he uses do not interfere with the clarity of presentations, in which you can find metaphorical and symbolic meanings. The powerful impact of these works results from the suggestiveness of the image and its evocation of certain ideas and associations. Brach sometimes uses more realistic conventions, at other times he makes the perspective schematic, almost abstract, depending on the topic discussed. The principles of representation appearing in the sculptor’s works imply a repertoire identical with the archaic forms in primitive art, but also typical for e.g. religious presentations (anti-thetism, hieratism, verticalism, pictogram, symbol-sign-ideogram – to mention but a few of key terms). This repertoire is served in a modernized version with updated elements. The transformation of old, but still topical themes into a new form is a phenomenon neither  peripheral for his artistic activity nor easy, due to the numerous presentations of the theme by a great number of other artists. By making works of existential and religious character, what I have in mind is his ceramic pictures, Brach shows a new vision of certain universal forms.

What is clearly noticeable both in Brach’s sculptures and in ceramic pictures, is the artist’s sensitivity to material, formal and colouristic values and his precision in the way of composing works. He attaches great importance to the finesse of producing works and control over technological processes, improved by his own experimental ideas, especially in ceramics, which is undoubtedly his main domain of activity as  a material born by the elements of earth and fire. As the artist says, Man remains in close contact with God. God as the first ceramic artist moulds clay in his own image and gives it the form of a man... By using a variety of  slips on earthenware and glazes, this material gives a vast range of possibilities of achieving unpredictable to the end color effects. In Brach’s works, color plays a co-creative role, often having symbolic meaning. Color, especially in ceramic works, is a construction element, which emphasizes the form from the surface. Brach’s preference for subdues colors like pale green, quiet brown and stronger accents in the form of cadmium yellow, orange, sky blue, or the undeniably dominating carmine red whose reflections resemble clotted blood. In order to highlight or subdue emotions, in many works he uses monochromes: white, grey or black. The colouristic values of his works ideally harmonize with the texture characteristic of the surface, often expressive, cracked, vibrating, imitating canvas, at times contrasting with the smooth, quiet parts. Many of his works contain an element of contrast. In the ceramic pictures, it is visible especially in the juxtapositions of smooth parts with the extensive, multi-planed ones where the color and texture play important roles on equal rights with other means of expression. In sculptures, however, especially the latest ones, a figure treated as construction (where the rhythm and repetitiveness are important) consists of open-work, motionless body bearing a head which is lowered and looking at mundane, down-to-earth things where all the inner, dynamic potential is lying in wait. The motif of such a figure – symbol appears both in sculptures and in the artist’s drawings.

Brach’s works, both sculptures and those which, in a way, stand on the borderline of different arts (like ceramic pictures) are unified by the ideological and stylistic aspect.  By building in tension and a particular atmosphere, the artist leaves room for the viewers and their private meditations.
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