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Touching the Starting Point of Pottery

for Khun Somluk’s exhibition

by Fumiko Boughey

Since ancient times men have enjoyed touching clay. Wherever there is clay, one can always find pottery. Some are things
made by children while enjoying clay’s sensuous muddy feeling, some are water jars or pots for storing food,

sometimes they are obijeclts used in offerings to Gods, or the fruition of the arlistic expression of a certain artisan.

The Japanese are known for their fondness of pottery. Whenever | visit different parts of the world, | cannot help searching for
ceramics, old or new. Here in this limited space, it is difficult to talk about the history of ceramics in general, however | am
always amazed to find characteristics common fo many different types of pottery throughout the world, especially in the
prehistoric era. Looking at all these different objects, one definitely feels for the potter’s universal reverence and appreciation of

the world around him.

South East Asia is a treasure house of ceramics for those involved with CHADO, or The Way of Tea of Japan. In the 16" century,
the great tea master Sen Rikyu established WABICHA that emphasized simplicity and austerity and he preferred fo use simple
bowls such as the rough Korean Ido-ware as well as Japanese pottery as tea bowls instead of the perfect luxurious ceramics
imported from China. Almost all of the great tea masters at that time studied Zen Buddhism. There is a saying that to study the
Way of Tea is fo study Zen. Other tea masters followed Sen Rikyu's lead toward simplicity and soon there was g demand for
unsophisticated rustic Japanese ceramics such as KARATSU, BIZEN, SHIGARAKI, RAKU, SHINO corresponding wirHH'a m
found aesthetic sense of the tea masters. Following this fashion, simple unsophisticated everyday ceramics from South East Asia
made of rough clay were brought to Japan. The most prized items by the tea masters were glozed jars called Ruson jars which
were suitable as tea containers and they were found at Luzon, trade port of the Philippines in the 14" century. The tea masters
also favored Sawankhalok ware known as Kaki-no-te, meaning a persimmon shaped incense container. It was actually shaped
like the Thai mangosteen. Vietnamese tea bowls with designs of undergloze blue which appeared more blurred and soft in
comparison with the precise Chinese blue and white ceramics were also favored by them. Therefore, the tea masters created a
new artistic and spiritual value in the simple and rusfic ceramics. They looked beyond the perfectly balanced shape and found
beauty in asymmetry. South East Asian ceramics have touched the Japanese people’s hearts since ancient times and unknow-

ingly to them, might have given influence to Japanese pottery.

I recalled vividly my first encounter with Khun Somluk’s pottery about ten years ago. While walking on Sukhumvit Road one
day, | chanced upon a ceramic exhibition that was being held at the Nailert Building. When I saw Khun Somluk’s pieces | felt
very nostalgic because of the clear influence of Japanese ceramics. Then | learned that he had studied under the renowned
Master Potter Taroemon Nakazato. Several years later, | had an opportunity to visit several kilns in Chiang Mai and Lampang
with Khun Somluk and his wife Tamako-san while | was writing an article of presentday earthen ware pottery of Thailand.
| learned that he also had a great knowledge of old Khmer and Thai. Additionally, his ceramics reflected his gentle and natural
character. Whenever | go to his exhibifions | always find new pieces which are expressed with definite ideas towards arfistic
creation. On one occasion while | was looking at one of his pieces, | was struck by the similarity with Ban Chiang pottery, a
universal appeal that transcended fime and space. This to me was the essence of Khun Somluk’s work: confemporary ceramics

with their starting point linking fo ancient Thai aesthetic valves and spirit.
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UNITY WITH CLAY

Somluk Pantiboon

S hildhood, my close relationship with nature has never changed. The surrounding mountains and hills of my hometown
ince childhood,

| moved, the mountains were always in my sight. In those years
were my favorite playground.  In my adulthood, wherever | m

| knew what the green mountains and trees held in store for me in the future but as long as | could see the green
never

around, its reflection of life’s activities always put me at ease.

Now a fulltime potter myself, | am fully aware of the fact that my life, my clay works and nature are inseparable and totally
interdependent. The surrounding nature sustains me and my work with essential natural materials for pottery-making-clay
and glazes. Clay comes from nearby mountains or rice paddies where farmers dig to make a fish pond; main glazes from
the oshes, locally available (wood ash, rice straw and husk ashes, or ashes from any vegetation around) and also red clay

as a glaze from the grounds of my studio.

In pottery, clay is like a canvas and glazes like paints. They are inert materials unless put into use. It is therefore the task
of a potter to bring forth an art object from these materials. | must say that it is not only the glaze formula nor the method
nor the temperature which makes a good pot. It is the potter’s vision and his own development in pottery-making that result

in the effective use of materials and the creation of a good pot. If a potter knows through his experiences how fo use the

In preparation for this exhibition, | consciously set about to achieve contemporary forms, or clay sculptures rather than
function-oriented forms which | used to work with in the past. These sculptural forms, to my understanding, can express
and illustrate more individualized ideas drawn from one’s intuition, feelings and creative processes than through fraditional
forms.  Each work becomes a new creation and reveals the process of its making and invention. Its process is like a
cohesion of two energies - the raw energy of clay, ashes and fire and the inner energy of my being. But working each
time anew is quite demanding as well as challenging. Some works simply flow out of my hand but others just sit on the
wheel, wailing to draw every drop of my sweat and energy. Whichever way the work may come out, | enjoy the moment

of intensity as well as intimacy of working on the process of a clay sculpture.

On the surface of a newly created form, | often use a swift touch, the touch of sharp lines and strokes or motifs, the abstract
expressions of what | perceive from the natural surroundings. They may be from the shape of hills, the movement of leaves
and plants, or the feeling of wind and sky. Though limited in my ability to perceive the essence of nature, | try to convey,
through a swift motion of line and siroke, a sense of the freshness or liveliness which nature presents. When the lines are
touched upon the surface, the form becomes lively, joined with the power and beauty of glazes, all in unity in life, with

clay.

natural materials around him, there is an unlimited opportunily fo produce creative works with clay. Rama |X Art Museum Foundation

Some wenly years ago, as a college student | took a first step in the course of ceramics. Ten years ago | set up my studio
in Chiang Rai fo become a studio-potter and began fo pursue pottery as the way of life. The more | dipped my head and
hands into the clay, the wider | saw the horizon open for clay work. | could perceive the potentialities of working in clay
which are beyond fraditional potting, in other words, pottery as providing other forms of creativity: i.e. painting, drawing
and sculpture.  They are all inferrelated and can be demonstrated in one form, pottery. The perception that pottery is a

potential art form, was a promise as well as a hope for my endeavors in clay work and furthermore, in my pursuit of art

in ceramics.

There is still much more to discuss about the methods and techniques which | used for the works on display, e.g., the use
of a traditional paddling method to distort and create a new form of clay sculpture or the application of new glazes and
their effect on the clay, etc. However, in order fo challenge and explore the breadth or the depth of pottery, there are
more works instead of many words yet to be done.  So | will conclude my thoughts with the words of Michael Cardew,
an English potter and pioneer in the development of twentieth-century pottery. “...the only way to set about that with any
hope of ultimate success was by hard work..., cut out the talk and concentrate on the work - that is, do some practical

thinking, leave the discussions for another time, or a future age.”
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PLATE, UNGLAZED

43 x 4 cm.
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POT, WOOD ASH GLAZED

38 x 34 cm

VASE, IRON GLAZED
POT, UNGLAZED

| 32 x 36 cm.
IR 29 x 27 cm




WOQOD ASH GLAZED
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BOWL

42 x 28 cm.

VASE, COPPER RED GLAZED

24 x 4] cm.
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VASE, WOOD ASH

35 x 22 cm.




POT, UNGLAZED
40 x 35 cm.
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POT, LEAYE ASH AND COPPER RED GLAZED
36 x 32 cm.
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POT, UNGLAZED
30 x 25 cm.

VASE, IRON GLAZED
20 x 38 ¢m.




