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SPEECH “ONE MILLION” by Uli Aigner 
 

Dear Ladies and gentlemen from 170 countries of the world. 

 

I would like to thank the organizers for the invitation to the ICH Forum, and especially 

Moira Mu from Shanghai Art Museum and Melanie Murkovic from the general 

Consulate of Austria in Shanghai. Thank you for your interest, your support and your 

kindness. 

 

 

THE PROJECT 
 

ONE MILLION is my way of dealing and confronting globalization. The venture 

begun in 2014: to produce 1,000,000 pieces of porcelain dishes with my own hands 

before my natural death. Every item is engraved with a chronological number, based 

on the order of its creation, turning each porcelain item into a unique trackable 

individual object. On the website www.eine-million.com each item is represented by 

an image, and its location is plotted on a world map. A trans-national and trans-

cultural project: as the project grows, a global network will occur that will encompass 

all continents and all owners and users of these porcelain items. 

 
I like to start with a quote by a Norwegian artist and friend of mine, Vibeke Jensen: 

„Uli Aigner’s ONE MILLION project operates on many levels: as an interface with the 

global scale of contemporary society; as an institutional critique; and as an everyday 

framework for her artistic production — a way to make a living by means of a 

meaningful exchange that connects people through her exceptionally direct, 

empathic and intense insistence on having an impact.“ 

 

 

SECOND HALF OF THE 20th CENTURY 
 

Before I talk more about ONE MILLION, I will briefly mention my education as a 

potter and as an artist in different milieus in Austria, which have led to my current 

practice. 
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In 1975, I saw a potter working on the wheel for the first time. On this day, I was 13 

years old, I decided to become a potter. 

 

One year later, I potted with my own hands. In a small workshop in a village in Lower 

Austria a single potter produced mostly flowerpots of red clay with brown glaze. 

There I sat for a week on the wheel, left to myself and the pure activity of pottery. 

 

From 1979 to 1982 I successfully completed a potter apprenticeship in Vienna. The 

company was founded in 1970 by a ceramist who had studied at the Vienna 

University of Applied Arts. My father, a furniture maker, found that potter workshop 

in Vienna after searching all over Austria. To this day, this manufacturer produces red 

clay dishes, with a somewhat refined - peasant aesthetic. The workshop, around 6-8 

employees, was in the 7th district of Vienna in a back building. I learned how to 

potter there. I produced hundreds, thousands of equal pieces, never loosing the 

interesst in the touch and feel of the pottery. 

 

During that time I also met an art-ceramist in Vienna, who was then more than 90 

years old, and for her I potted simple vases that she decorated with flowers and fire-

gold rims. Her workshop was an old-fashioned artist's attic under the roof with large 

oblique windows in a typical Viennese turn of the century commercial building on 

one of the city's largest shopping streets. This old lady and her work energy made a 

deep impression on me. I worked on her potter's disk without electricity and with a 

wooden flywheel, the kilns were beside me. 

 

Between my potter's apprenticeship and the beginning of my studies, I potted 

hundreds of always the same red clay vessels for another ceramist in Salzburg. She 

made artistic ceramics, but at the Salzburg Christmas market she sold simple glazed 

ceramics for her living. Her workshop was at the foot of the fortress Hohensalzburg, 

in a space cut out of the rock in a centuries-old alley. 

 

In 1984 I began my studies at the University of Applied Arts in Vienna, master class 

for product design and ceramics. My professor belonged to the Italian design 

movement "Memphis". The group, which was part of the postmodern era, designed 

furniture and utensils that looked as if they were moving, objects were „animated“ by 

addressing the emotional needs of people in form and colors instead of just being 

functional. In the course of my studies, I became acquainted with porcelain 

manufacturers from Germany and Austria. In the Museum of Applied Arts in Vienna, 
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I saw for the first time the large white sculptures and tabletops of the Meissen 

Porcelain Manufactory, and also antique ceramic and porcelain from the East. 

 

In 1984 I started to study ceramic product design, but my interest got more and more 

concerned with the onset of the digital revolution and conceptual art in history and 

present. I found other teachers in and outside the academy. From 1990 on my work 

took position in the field of performance and multimedia installation, video making, 

large scale drawing, all in the frame of institutional critique. 

 

When I was a student, I was introduced to western art practice from the 15th century 

until today, but no one told me about the rich history and politics of ceramics and 

porcelain in Austria and Europe, or Asia. Many things I find out for myself right now: 

Scheibbser Keramik, Wiener Werkstätten, Augarten Porcelain, Kurt Ohnsorg just to 

name a few Austrian movements – outstanding artists, craft women and men waiting 

to be put into a broader context for a global public. 

 

Back to my story: In 1986, I learned to use the first Comodore 64 computer to design 

grafic decors. This new technique at the beginning of the digital era was for me like a 

new exciting craft that I had to teach myself, only to go far beyond the boundaries of 

physical objects in the carbon world. At the time, the pottery craftsmanship moved to 

the background, and it was not until 1989, when I finished my studies, that I realized -  

the simultaneity of ancient craftsmanship and the latest technical development of 

mankind. In 1990, I saw two worlds facing each other: The physically labor-intense 

world of matter which is subject to the laws of gravity and the elimination of 

boundaries of object, space and time at the beginning of the digitalization of the 

world and of what we do in it. 

 

It took 25 years for the rapid advancing digitalization of the world to allow me to 

dedicate myself to pottery again. 

 

 

I ONLY WORK BY ORDERS 
 

The ONE MILLION project activates a close relationship between me and a concrete 

counterpart that results in orders. 
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A million individual porcelain items arise through direct communication, the form of 

which is determined by the respective counterpart and me. Right now I am working 

for a mixed race couple, a German artist fellow and a Kelabit who live in a small 

village in Central Borneo; a museum in Berlin who ordered white porcelain-portraits 

or interpretations of ancient Chinese and Egyptian ritual and household vessels;  

a present for a girl who got baptized in a catholic church; for my mum and my dad 

back home; and for a project called „a kitchen for her own“ in Florida, an artist 

project dedicated to women who suffer under domestic violence; and a few more... 

Until now, approximately 2300 items are made with my own hands. 

 

According to Georg Kubler’s “The Shape Of Time - Remarks on the History of 

Things“, first released in 1962 at Yale University: objects are representative for the 

time in which they are made. Objects are always created out of the inherent 

necessities of the respective societies in which they appear. 

 

In Europe, porcelain is connected with a feudal discourse. The nobility of Europe 

from the 18th century on was interested in the value of the „White Gold”. Today 

almost all still existing old European porcelain manufactures are in a state of crisis, 

fighting and researching how to survive. 

 

I consider it my mission as a 21st century artist to contribute to the readability of both 

the present and time in general by means of the body, craftmanship, and the 

creation of objects that assume a physical shape in the world. 

 

It is the endeavour of my work to draw attention to the fact that perception 

undergoes – constant shifts and permutations through digitalisation and 

globalisation. Via my objects and strategies I attempt to put the effects on the 

physical world which is relevant for us. 

 
ONE MILLION 
 

Claiming territories in both worlds, physical and virtual, and connecting the 

respective milieus. 

 

The project is a self-experiment, a self cultivation: 
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The attempt to practice a clearly defined activity until the end of my lifespan and to 

spread one million porcelain items over all continents, physically as well as virtually. 

 

The actual physical work is woven into my daily life as a mother an artist, a human. 

A ritual to get closer to the means of living, to become an awareness of mind, body 

and matter by the refinement of technical skills and by cultivating conversations. 

 

With private and public persons, national institutions such as health care, state 

homes, security, education, social and leisure institutions, town halls, parliaments, 

NGOs, etc. 

 

The vessels will be sold, exchanged and given away. 

The porcelain items are like avatars of myself, traveling all possible and impossible 

worlds. 

 

As another consequence, I also contribute to the extension of the long and, on each 

different continent, highly diverse, respective histories of porcelain, in both their 

global and historical manifestations. 

 

 

THE SHAPE OF TIME 
 

Pottery is highly concentrated matter. 

 

The certainty of being able to, out of a piece of damp earth, make a commodity that 

anyone may need anywhere in the world, at any time, connects us with the entire 

history of human development. 

 

The vessels cover the entire range of a household’s eating utensils connected to 

food: mugs, cups, bowls, jugs, plates and accessories such as egg cups, strainers, 

etc. 

 

The numbering is consistent, chronological, continuous. Should a vessel break in the 

making, it is not replaced. 

 

The broken vessel retains its number and its place in the ongoing series. Each piece 

is unique, as evidenced by the engraved number. This number is also the guarantor 
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of the strict chronological production of the individual vessels. Digitally documented 

in the world wide web. 

 

The sale of individual porcelains and entire services also allows donations or 

exchange of vessels. The porcelain vessels, which are spread around the world, are 

creating a pattern between a wide variety of people and places. 

 

The project ONE MILLION, and the mapping of the spread of the vessels, create a 

visible track of global presence. 

 

My focus today is becomming able to act in an entirely global context. 

 

 

OPEN SHAPE 
 

Opposite to the ONE MILLION project, and nearly at the end of my speech, I would 

like to introduce shortly a parallel current project of mine: 

 

I have been drawing analogue-numbered OPEN SHAPES since 2013. The pictorial 

motives present narratives of persons, of events, of the representation of the world of 

idiologies and visions at a certain given moment. In the course of time, individual 

drawings are being turned into monumental porcelain vases in 1:1 scale. In a 

workshop of the more than 2000 year old Chinese porcelain town Jingdezhen, the 

first two porcelain monumental vessels are being pottered right now, according to 

my drawing OPEN SHAPE 19. 

 

After 2 years of preperation, I will travel to Jingdezhen for the first time in August this 

year to paint my first vase, with the help of professional Chinese porcelain painters 

and under the supervision of the German sinologist and ceramist, Anette Mertens. 

The vessel is about 2.25 meters high and has a diameter of about 1.20 meters. My 

first monumental vessels is a pilot project and in the future I am hoping to work as 

follows: 

 

Before the work on a portrait monumental vessel can start, a commission is needed. 

In the beginning there is, so to speak, a reason, a location and a future owner 

necessary before the actual work can begin. First, I draw a large- scale color pencil 

drawing, after having personal exchange with the future owner.  
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This drawing serves as a template for the shape of the vessel and the image motive 

on this monumental vessel. The individual shape of the monumental vessel is derived 

from the drawing. 

 

Historically, monumental vessels are a sign of empowerment: such objects tell tales 

of the potentiality of their producers and of the potentiality of dealing or owning 

such objects. 

 

Monumental vessels serve the purpose of representation: my pictorial motifs present 

narratives of persons, institutions, of events, of the representation of the world, of 

ideologies and visions at a certain given moment. 

 

Porcelain lasts centuries and becomes a storage medium. 

 

 

EPILOGUE 
 

At last I would like to honor and thank the German art historian Birgit Hopfener, who 
has worked on the example of the Chinese artist Qui Zhijie, and who told me about 
the traditional, but still relevant concept of art as self-cultivation, especially with 
regards to art as a life practice. That’s where my very western practice meets eastern 
thinking, which I like to explore and understand in order to create positive aspects of 
globalisation. 
 
Birgit Hopfener also recommended the Chinese philosopher Yuk Hui to me. Yuk Hui 

draws on the major thinkers of both the west and the east to elaborate an original 

reflection on the nature of technology. He has enlarged the philosophical horizon of 

the anthropocene age. 

 

So let´s work all together to explore the key of combining our technosphere with the 

biosphere. 

 

Thank you. 


