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FOCUS: CERAMICS IS COLLECTED

by Penny Smith

Since the early 1990s, the gradual evolution of our weekend owner-builder shack at Apollo Bay on 
Tasmania’s Bruny Island, meant that we’d spend our weekends sleeping in the back of our 1970s 
Holden panel van and cooking over an open fire.
 
In time, the shack (renamed The Observatory), The Boathouse and its immediate surrounds 
became a kind of laboratory for outdoor cooking experiments that included a woodfired oven, a 
hāngi-style firepit and a Japanese-inspired irori. Cooking food wrapped in clay in the open fire and 
in the wood oven led naturally to the use of cooking in clay pots and braziers. Coals heated in the 
firepit were used to fire up the Japanese hibachi and the Hida Konro, a Thai Knom Krok brazier 
and clay stoves from Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Tunisia and Ethiopia – all of which became regular 
cooking practices and are featured in a couple of my ongoing blogs.1

Thus began an addictive obsession.
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Realising the diversity of traditional clay cooking pots and their far-ranging sources of origin, all 
travel destinations became dictated by the need to seek out and source more pots and maker 
knowledge from around the world. Different cultures have developed specialised clay pots for 
cooking, preparing and storing food that require the specific qualities of earthenware. The use of 
local materials and produce not only reflects the seasons, but also the region, creating a distinct 
culinary and pot-making identity reflective of geographic location.

The collection no longer resides in The Boathouse on Bruny as the property was sold in October 
20202; they are now re-housed on Mount Stuart. The collection of pots has since been culled 
and replenished to better reflect those that illustrate Indigenous identities through the connecting 
elements of clay, fire and food.

The pots illustrated here are just a small example of those in the collection. They represent those 
groups who are still deeply embedded in their indigenous pottery making practices with many 
makers retaining ancestral connections that go back centuries.

 
LA CHAMBA, TOLIMA, COLOMBIA   
Probably the most familiar traditional 
clay cooking pots in use in western 
kitchens are those from the region of 
Tolima in Colombia. La Chamba is a 
line of oven-to-tableware recognisable 
by its smooth jet-black sheen, that 
has become increasingly popular on 
the global market. Hand-pressed over 
fired clay molds, the finished pots are 
covered with an iron rich slip when 
leather-hard, then burnished before 
being fired in 44-gallon drums. Once 
the temperature reaches 800°C, the 
drums are hauled out of the kiln and 
smoked to create a reduced finish. Such 
is Colombia’s pride in its pottery that 
no self-respecting restaurant serving the 
national dish of ajiaco would present 
it in anything other than La Chamba 
ware.
 

 

La Chamba lidded vessel (rear), 2008, hand-molded, reduction-
smoked, 700-800ºC, h.13cm, w.29cm; photo: Penny Smith
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MICACEOUS BEAN POT 
LA MADERA, NEW MEXICO
Felipe Ortega (1952–2018) was an 
Apache medicine man and micaceous 
clay potter of international renown, 
best known for his simply designed 
bean cooking pots. Mica’s insulating 
properties make it an ideal medium 
for cooking pots, negating the use 
of tempers usually added to clay 
bodies to withstand rapid temperature 
fluctuations on direct heat. His pots 
were coiled and scraped, a technique 
used for making traditional cooking 
pots (and then revived by Ortega), 
connecting him to his ancestors from 
400 years ago. Pots were fired rapidly 
to about 800°C with wood or dung, 
and once fully oxidised, were pulled 
from the fire to cool.

 
DONABE WITH WATER STOVE 
IGA, JAPAN  
Fukumori Michiho is an eighth-
generation potter and owner of 
Doraku, a pottery in the village of 
Maru-bashira, Mie Prefecture in Iga, 
southern-central Japan – an unusual 
position for a Japanese woman in a 
male-dominated profession. Also a 
qualified chef, she specialises in making 
earthenware donabe cooking pots in 
the hope of reintroducing their use to 
a younger generation. Donabe have a 
long history dating from the 8th century 
when they would be used to cook and 
serve a hotpot over a portable charcoal 
grill for communal dining. Sadly, since 
the advent of COVID, this form of 
dining is currently discouraged.

1 Felipe Ortega, micaceous bean pot, 2003, coiled and scraped 
bonfired, 800ºC, h.18cm, w.25cm 
2 Fukumori Michiho, donabe with water stove, 2021, thrown 
gas-fired, 1200ºC, donabe, h.28cm, w.27cm 
Photos: Penny Smith
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What makes Iga-ware (Iga-yaki is also known as ‘breathing clay’) so unique is the clay. The region 
of Iga resides on the remains of Lake Biwa whose clay deposits were laid down more than 3 to 
4 million years ago. When fired, the clay’s fossilised microorganisms and abundant coarse silica 
particles create a porous and fireproof body.
 
 
STEAM POT, YUNNAN, CHINA       
These unique clay steam pots come from family run workshops in the pottery village of Wanyao 
just outside Jianshui, in the Honghe Hani and Yi Autonomous Prefecture of Yunnan Province. Since 
the Qing Dynasty (1644–1911/12), the Jianshui area has been producing the famous ‘Southern 
Yunnan Red Jade’ ware using the rich local red, yellow, black and white local clays. Firstly 
wheelthrown and turned, the pieces are then burnished with river stones. Decorative elements are 
scratched or carved into the body, infilled with a contrasting white engobe and scraped back. They 
are fired to 1200°C, with a final grinding and polishing afterwards to achieve the characteristic 
matt, satin smooth and slightly porous finish.

Traditionally used to cook Qi Guo Ji, or steam-pot chicken, the steamer is placed onto another pot 
that is filled with water. The steam passes up the internal funnel, condenses on the lid and returns 
moisture to the ingredients in the main pot.

Yunnan steam pot, 2011, thrown, burnished, gas-fired, 1200ºC, h.18cm w.28cm; photo: Penny Smith
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PANELEIRAS DE GOIABEIRAS 
ESPÍRITO SANTO, BRAZIL  
The women potters of Goiabeiras 
use the techniques of their ancestors, 
the Tupi people, the indigenous 
inhabitants of the area before the 
arrival of European colonisers and 
their African slaves. Forms are made 
by punching into a mass of clay and 
pushing outwards, gradually working 
the clay to the required thickness with 
a cuia (a piece of shaped gourd). The 
form is scraped and further shaped 
until leather-hard when it is burnished 
smooth with a river pebble.

Firing time is fast, and once maximum 
temperature of 600–700°C is reached, 
pots are hauled out with poles. While 
still hot, a muxinga3 brush, pre-soaked 
with a thick treacle-like solution of 
tannin ‘juice’4, is used to beat the pot 
all over, creating an instant localised 
reduction that penetrates the pots’ 
pores with both carbon and tannins to 
seal the surface.

Regional identity is embodied in much 
Brazilian food and the traditional clay 
pots from Goiabeiras have contributed 
to this, adding to the country’s sense 
of its history, geography and culture. 
This is evident in eateries throughout 
the country where the national dishes 
of feijoada (assorted meats and bean 
stew) moqueca baiana and moqueca 
capixaba (both fish stews from Bahia 
and Espírito Santo) are usually served up 
in an assortment of these robust baking 
dishes from Goiabeiras.
 
 

Lidded vessel for feijoada, 2015, hand-molded, burnished, bon-fired 
then reduced, 800ºC, h.19cm, w.26cm; photo: Penny Smith
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COOKING POT AIBOM, SEPIK RIVER 
PNG    
The most exciting piece in my collection 
has to be the cooking pot from the 
potter Alexessia, from Aibom pottery 
village on the Sepik River in Papua New 
Guinea. The best known and most 
universally recognisable pottery from 
Papua New Guinea is made at Aibom 
village, on the edge of the Chambers 
Lakes. Aibom has become renowned for 
its distinctive sago storage jars, cooking 
pots, gable ridge ornaments, fire 
hearths, sago frying dishes and serving 
bowls. The ware is usually fairly heavy 
in its construction with zoomorphic 
decorations on the sago jars in coloured 
slips. 
This piece represents a bucket list 
achievement, (ever since reading 
Tuckson and May’s book on PNG 
pottery5) of travelling up the Sepik 
River; one of our last trips before 
COVID hit.

Nowadays, adding to the collection has 
required long distance correspondences 
and lengthy wait times, not nearly as 
satisfying as collecting firsthand.

Penny Smith is a practising potter 
from Hobart, Tasmania. She is 
currently researching indigenous 
clay cooking pots from around the 
world and their role in reflecting 
regional identity.

1 For cooking, collecting and travel stories see brunyfirepower.wordpress.com and claycookers.wordpress.com

2 Search for “29 Youngs Road, Apollo Bay” on google.com/maps to find images of The Observatory and The Boathouse.

3 A local bush from the region said to have fire-resistant qualities.

4 Bark from the red mangrove (Rhizophora Mangle) tree is made into a liquid solution.

5 The Traditional Pottery of Papua New Guinea, by M Tuckson and P May, Crawford House, 2000 (revised)

Alexessia’s lidded cook pot, hand-molded and scraped, bonfire, 
600–700ºC, h.28cm, w.32cm; photo: Penny Smith

Below: Alexessia with Penny, Aibom Village in Chambri Lakes  
Papua New Guinea, 2019; photo: Aaron Smith




