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We are grateful for the 2024 Teaching Project Grant awarded by
the Academy of Fine Arts, Vienna, which made it possible for us to
explore important questions around waste and sustainability within
artistic practice and ceramics. This support allowed us to dive
deeper into these topics and pursue the project in a meaningful
way.

We would also like to thank Prof. Michelle P. Howard and students
from the Department of Architecture, who not only helped
transport large amounts of clay to Kurzbauergasse, but also
generously provided the material after it was removed from an
installation they had created at Schillerplatz. Their decision to give
the clay a second artistic life through our project was instrumental
in allowing us to continue our exploration.

A big thanks goes out to our working group for their amazing
contributions, our peers at Kurzbauergasse especially Johannes
Hoffmann and Roland Kollnitz for support and our family and
friends whose remote involvement—through sharing reflections,
feedback, and items they no longer needed—played a key role in
helping us reclaim clay and experiment with natural materials,
waste, and discarded objects. With everyone’s support, we were
able to complete this teaching project and enrich our research. 

Kristin Weissenberger and Zahra Mirza





In the one semester course of Ceramics 1, students were
introduced to basic techniques using commercial tools, clay and
glazes and then brought into discussions around topics of waste
and sustainability within their art practice.
 
The title for the teaching project for Ceramics 1, “Waste is
Optional: Between Artistic Agency and Gaze”, was inspired by
and appropriated with permission from Outlander Materials* and
their commitment to sustainable, compostable solutions.
Ceramics 1 with Zahra Mirza and Natural Glazes Workshop with
Kristin Weissenberger initiated a collaborative syndicate,
evolving into a group of aspiring artistic researchers, learning
and working together, experimenting with clay and sustainable
materials to deepen their engagement with ceramics and
sustainable art making practices.

Outlander Materials is based in BlueCity, a hub for circular entrepreneurs, in
Rotterdam, The Netherlands. 

https://www.outlandermaterials.com/


G U E S T  L E C T U R E S

We invited two guest speakers for
workshops on expanded scope of
sustainable ceramics and to address
use of waste in their practice. Both
guests actively engaged with
students presenting them with their
respective projects and how they
push the boundaries of the medium
both conceptually and technically.



W O R K S H O P  W I T H  
C H R I S T I N A  S C H O U  C H R I S T E N S E N

The “Crush The Cup” workshop was a hybrid event led by Christina
Schou Christensen, a ceramics artist and teacher at the Royal Danish
Academy. Known for her focus on sustainable ceramics, Christina
explored the use of clay, glazes, and the reuse of other materials.
The workshop aimed to share ways how participants could create
glazes from scratch using ceramics waste and local, non-commercial
materials.

W O R K S H O P  W I T H  
M A R T I N  K Ü N Z E

The “Record Keeping in Clay” workshop, led by Martin Kunze where
he shared his innovative approaches to ceramics, particularly
focusing on sustainable practices. Known for founding “Memory of
Mankind,” a project capturing human history on color-printed
ceramic tiles, and initiating CeraByte, which emphasizes eco-friendly
data storage, Martin demonstrated how ceramics can be used for
“record-keeping.” He guided participants through the ancient
practice of making imprints, from fossils to cuneiform tablets,
showcasing how everyday patterns can inspire the creation of
ceramic objects.



E N C O U N T E R I N G  C L A Y
 

The journey of the clay, sourced from the excavation of a tube
station, adds another layer of depth to this narrative. This
material, imbued with the history of urban development, was
generously repurposed for the project for a second time.
Previously, students of Architecture department at Schillerplatz
had used it in its raw unpurified form for a temporary art
installation. When the clay was generously offered to the
Sculpture department, we were very excited. Bags of tons of
unfiltered, unsorted, lumps of dry clay were brought in sturdy
plastic bags to store in the garden at Kurzbauergasse campus.

 



The slow and demanding process of preparing the clay—from
immersion in water and blending to sifting and wedging—was an
experiential step into topics of sustainability and the intricate work
required to rethink and recycle this material into a meaningful
artistic and functional medium. Each stage of this preparation was
a deliberate act, reflecting our commitment to understanding the
complex relationship between waste and artistic practice, and
considering the scope of integrating eco-conscious practices
therein.



E X P E R I M E N T I N G  W I T H  C L A Y
A N D  G L A Z E  W O R K S H O P  
 

The summer workshop sessions were a critical
phase of experimentation and problem-
solving. We balanced artistic ambitions with
practical constraints, addressing challenges
such as glaze selection and health safety.
There were many failures to achieve right
balances and many negotiations towards pre-
empting desired results. The choice of a food-
safe commercial glaze was a strategic decision
to ensure the functional applicability of the
pieces that could have potential use for eating
or serving food. This exhibition thus serves as
an interactive community event, a space
where art and everyday life intersect,
prompting visitors to engage with the
materials on multiple levels—visually,
conceptually, and tactically.
 

Our exploration of waste, sustainability, and
resource management extended beyond the
artistic into the realm of practical impact. We
scrutinized multiple aspects of our process,
from the environmental impact of sourcing
materials to the energy costs associated with
their processing. Each decision was a
negotiation between creative ambition and
ecological responsibility and we know that we
are far from claiming any ecological
breakthrough . We faced the challenge of
managing limited resources while striving for
efficiency, reflecting our attempt to reducing
our ecological footprint especially when it
comes to sourcing raw and commercial
materials for artistic production.



 
 

Our exploration of waste, sustainability, and
resource management extended beyond the
artistic into the realm of practical impact. We
scrutinized multiple aspects of our process,
from the environmental impact of sourcing
materials to the energy costs associated with
their processing. Each decision was a
negotiation between creative ambition and
ecological responsibility and we know that we
are far from claiming any ecological
breakthrough . We faced the challenge of
managing limited resources while striving for
efficiency, reflecting our attempt to reducing
our ecological footprint especially when it
comes to sourcing raw and commercial
materials for artistic production.



C O L L E C T I V E  S C U L P T U R E
 

The outcome, a collective ceramic sculpture, conceived and
developed collaboratively serves as a manifestation of shared
artistic inquiry into the complex relationship between art-
making and ecological impact. From the outset, the project
was less about achieving sustainability and more about
exploring the tensions and contradictions that arise when
artists engage with the materials of their practice. The
reclaimed clay, sourced from Vienna's subway excavations,
became a focal point for the group—a medium that
symbolized both the possibilities and limitations of working
within environmental constraints.
 



 
 

The development of the sculpture was a collective process,
with each participant contributing not only to processing
clay but also works that reflected their individual
negotiation with the material. The concept was to create a
topographical landscape of pieces that fit together like a
puzzle, alluding to the emergence of sculpture as
phenomenon that would not be possible without the
collaboration taking place. Yet, it was not simply a matter of
creating art from reclaimed clay; it was an evolving
conversation among peers, questioning the assumptions
that underlie our relationship to resources. As a group, we
wrestled with the realization that sustainability, in the
context of artistic practice, is often elusive. While the clay
itself was repurposed, the tools, methods, and processes
used to transform it were part of the same extractive
systems the work sought to reconsider.



.

This shared creation was not driven by a desire to offer solutions
or critique, but rather by a collective recognition of the
complexities inherent in making art. The sculpture reflects this
multiplicity of perspectives, each piece contributing to a larger
topographical whole that mirrors the entangled, often
contradictory, positions held by the artists. Together, they
explored whether true sustainability is even possible in a field
where materials are frequently sourced without full consideration
of their environmental cost, questioning the role of the artist as
both creator and consumer.



As a collective outcome, the sculpture embodies a peer-
driven exchange, where each participant’s reflections on their
own practice became intertwined with the group’s evolving
dialogue. The work is less about the finished form and more
about the process of inquiry—an ongoing exploration of the
roles and responsibilities of artists within broader ecological
and industrial systems. Rather than offering clear-cut
answers, the sculpture invites viewers into the conversation,
reflecting the complexity and ambivalence that comes with
attempting to navigate sustainability in contemporary art.
 



Exhibited with a finger food buffet as an open lunch event during
The Sculpture Symposium, the display integrates art, community
and sustainability in a shared space. The project encourages
mindful engagement, inviting us to recognize our role in
addressing sustainability challenges and positioning us as co-
creators with natural systems.

https://www.akbild.ac.at/en/institutes/fine-arts/events/conferences/2024/red-threads-loose-ends-another-sculpture-is-possible?set_language=en






O P E N  Q U E S T I O N S
 

Towards the end of the course workshop and
exhibition planning, students were presented
with a list of questions and asked to answer
one or more as a way of collecting and sharing
feedback of the process they contributed to
and developed together. This was also an
exercise to identify and illustrate self
reflective and critical gaps within practice,
teaching and learning resources as well as
ethical choices and think of improved
strategies of expanding our engagement with
sustainability
 
 



How did the origins of the clay influence your work, and what

additional information would have been useful in understanding

material origins?

Asya: I first started thinking about how clay differs from place to
place—each region has its own unique color and texture, and it
changes color in a special way when fired. I began to reflect on
how fascinating it is to work with local clay, with the local context,
and to dig deeper by using the material itself as a conceptual
element in any project.

Luisali: Discovering a new body of Clay is very fascinating. At the
beginning you don't know how you can work with it, which
temperature you can fire it or if it will resist the firing process at
all. The original Clay in a raw state was gray but fired it became
red or purple or deep chocolate brown depending on the
temperature. So really every part of the clay is to be tested and
discovered. It didn't take long, after starting to process the clay,
to realize that it has a great plasticity and was very easily
workable. I made a quite big Vase for this reason. I was fascinated
by how fast and easy I could construct a tall and lean figure and I
wanted to test out how far I could go. 
 



Are there any invisible ethical or environmental issues that

became apparent to you during the course and workshop? 

 

Asya: Yes, I started noticing how often I didn’t think about where
resources come from. If I needed clay, I would just go and buy it.
During the workshop, I realized that sometimes materials can be
found around us. And before just going to the store to buy
something made in a chemical factory or somewhere else, about
which I have no clue, I can make some materials myself, find them,
for example, from discarded glass.

Luisali: I was very happy to have the opportunity to work with this
local clay. It gives me the opportunity to create sculptures without
having to buy imported materials packed in plastic and shipped
around the world. I am also excited that now I know how to have a
source of material I can find anywhere in the world and I don't
have to spend anything to access it. Furthermore it gives me a
material that enriches my practice with geologically and
anthropology importance. 



How did you balance artistic freedom with ethical practices, and

what advice or resources would help manage this balance more

effectively?

Asya: I believe that the idea and concept are much more
important, and therefore, to express big ideas, you don’t
necessarily need vast resources or lots of expensive, commercial
materials. I always think of the Moscow conceptualists who lived in
the closed USSR, where they had absolutely nothing except their
texts and ideas, paper, simple pencils, and some everyday
household items. Yet, they created brilliant works using minimal
resources. In my own practice, I always try to start from the ideas
or feelings I want to express, and I try to buy materials only when
absolutely necessary, or if I can’t find them among those already
existing or discarded by other artists. This helps me maintain some
balance.



How did the information about tools, supplies and raw material

sourcing affect your choices, and what additional insights would

have been helpful? Did you find sourcing materials locally or

online more effective for your practice?

Asya: In the past six months, I’ve been bringing back pieces of
clay and stones from all my trips. I already have samples from
Normandy, Iceland, and central France, and I’ve become very
interested in seeing what results can be achieved using these local
materials. For example, right now I’m working on a series using
lava found in Iceland and clay from thermal springs. I’m trying to
use it as glaze, and I find it much more intriguing than choosing
glazes from a store if I can use the lava or clay directly from that
place. It makes the works deeper and more interesting.



What difficulties did you experience in creating permanent

works, and how might these challenges be addressed in future

courses?

Asya: The challenges were mainly related to the fact that raw
material is very different from the commercial clay I’m used to.
Wild clay turned out to be completely unpredictable. It behaved
very freely, with constant cracks and unexpected surprises. It was
also very difficult to determine the melting point. Quite a few
pieces made from wild Viennese clay were ruined. But at the same
time, this negative experience showed me how important it is to
embrace mistakes as well. It was also quite difficult to make tests
without having my own kiln. I think when working with
unprocessed, natural materials, it’s crucial to have your own kiln in
order to run more tests.

Luisali: There are some difficulties ofcourse that come along with
using these uncommercial materials. To really know it you have to
do a lot of tests, which can be quite difficult. These tests have to
be redone with every new source of clay that you find. Impurities
could break your work in the firing process. For sure it is much
easier to use commercial clay. But in my mind the way the wild clay
shapes your work is so interesting that it is worth all the time you
can spend on failed experiments and shattered cracked works.

.



In what ways did studio collaboration impact your work?

Asya: It was fascinating to observe how different people dealt with
the challenges that arose because the material often resisted. To
be honest, it was hard not to give in to that resistance and just
give up altogether, because when one piece after another fails, it’s
very demotivating, and you feel tempted to go back to the simple
and familiar commercial clay. I was amazed that almost everyone
managed to achieve some results. I don’t feel that the group had a
significant influence on me. I was more interested in working with
the clay. I was trying to understand how it behaves. And I’m
satisfied with my result.

.



What role do you see for artists in addressing environmental

and social issues, and how could the course better prepare

students for this role?

Asya: I believe that artists or groups of artists are more like
laboratories for shaping questions for society, raising various
complex and controversial issues. These are laboratories where
questions are formed, set, developed, and discussed.
Unfortunately, I don’t think that artists alone can have a strong
impact on ecological and social changes. It still mostly depends on
corporations and major economic spheres of influence.
Unfortunately, the world is deeply reliant on capitalist structures
and economic decisions. If corporate leaders don’t consider the
environmental or social situation, artists alone are unlikely to
change this for the better. However, I believe that if these spheres
aren’t separate but work in tandem, in collaboration, then perhaps
this influence can be broadened and strengthened.

.
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