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Inspiration



Wil van Blokland
Reflection and Deepening

Yna van der Meulen, De kleine K, June 2018

In 2005, Wil van Blokland (b. 1954, Purmerend, 
NL) travelled to China for the first time, to 
explore the country. China stayed on her mind, 
and in 2010, she was able to work in China. 
The experience was so successful that she 
has now returned no fewer than eight times. 
Jingdezhen has become her permanent place 
of work. The city where porcelain was first 
developed now has a population of 1,500,000 
people. Even today, 70% of its inhabitants 

are working in the porcelain industry. This 
means that the possibilities are endless, if, as 
a Western ceramicist, you are able to adapt. 
Jingdezhen’s small businesses and studios are 
all highly specialized, making giant tiles, giant 
pots or small household ware, for example, 
or in throwing plaster moulds, in pouring in 
the porcelain, in glazing, or in making repairs, 
and on and on. And it is wise to take as much 
advantage of this is possible.

You would not think it at first, but Wil van Blokland’s abstract 
sculptures are always about people. Over the years, they have 

looked ever more deeply, thanks in part to the time she has 
spent working in China.





An ongoing experiment...
Since her first working period in China, Wil 
van Blokland has worked increasingly with 
porcelain. ‘I had never cast porcelain or 
worked with moulds before, but there, you go 
to the mould maker, the pourer, or the turner. 
One of the great advantages is that every day, 
the communal kiln is fired, and you are able 
to quickly see the results of an experiment. 
You can get into the flow so easily. And there 
is no one looking over your shoulder – also 
very important. I feel free to try out all kinds 
of crazy combinations. I am liberated from 
(Western) judgment, so there is more space 
for experiment. Even if I do sometimes have to 
convince the Chinese craftsmen and workplace 

assistants to deviate from the traditional 
working methods that they are accustomed 
to.’ 
On each visit, Wil van Blokland spends about 
two months in Jingdezhen. As part of an artist-
in-residence programme, she can concentrate 
entirely on her work. ‘In one of these periods, 
I produce more than I would in a year in the 
Netherlands. At home, there are always so 
many responsibilities and obligations.’ And 
she makes good use of the many specialized 
working places and craftsmen, such as the 
‘glaze man’, who comes along on his scooter 
and sprays glaze on the work in a corner of the 
street, or the ‘crack man’, who comes to sort 
out any possible cracks or splits. 





And there is and always the 
reflection, the contemplation. 
Since the beginning of her career, Wil van 
Blokland has always made abstract work, but 
that work always has a link to people and to 
such human themes as feelings, relations and 
family. In addition to her autonomous work, 
in 1988, she began creating gravestones and 
memorials, and was one of the founders of 
the Memento Foundation, an association 
of artists making commemorative works. It 
was a valuable time, because she was able 
to do something meaningful for people in a 
difficult and vulnerable time. In the meantime, 
the accent in her work has shifted to her 
autonomous work and projects in public space. 
She tries to do a large project each year, such 
as the Glimlach (Smile) project, completed in 
Amsterdam together with Mirjam Bakker: an 
‘exchange of smiles’ between two merging 

hospitals, whereby the smiles of the staff were 
‘recorded’ in plaster moulds in more than 50 
working sessions. Each of the participants took 
home a clay cast of their own smile, and 800 
were used in the wall reliefs installed in each of 
the two hospital locations. 
‘I try to have the essence of our existence 
show through in my work. The Chinese almost 
always think narratively. They mostly work 
figuratively, whereas I am primarily concerned 
with silence and concentration.’ In Jingdezhen, 
Van Blokland created her Silent Buddhas, 
pillow-like shapes with paintings of glaze. 
‘Together, these porcelain pillows form a 
meditation wall. The Silent Buddhas were a 
reaction to the Buddha sculptures that you see 
everywhere: that kind of overused, chewed-up 
symbol is not what Buddhism stands for.’





Tranquillity, meditation, the essence: that 
is in fact what the Smile project, which 
Van Blokland has since completed in many 
variations in many countries, is all about. ‘The 
project is about ‘the inner smile’, a term from 
the Universal Healing Tao. It is a smile that is 

unselfish and mild. It comes from the soul. It is 
the expression of a fundamental philosophical 
attitude.
 
Reflection, that is what it is about.’




