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Swanica Ligtenberg explores alternative glazing, kin and firing, including buming horsehair

An artist’s love affair with ceramics

Angela Jeffs

SPEGIAL TO THE JAPAN TIMES

Ceramicartist Swanica Ligtenberg re-
turned from her native Holland in early
January with anew sense of purpose. She
nolongerfelt an outsider in a family of
goldsmiths and silversmiths, becausein
speaking with her uncle —still creatively
active at age 91 —sherealized that the
roots of his and her grandfather’s craft
were alsoinher own.

“He works with metal, I work with clay.
‘We both carve and etch into surfaces, and
one of my teapots is inspired by one made
by my grandfatherinthe Art Deco period

the 1920s. Just asthe art of Kamakura-
bori wood carving and lacquerwareis
handed down through the generations, I
now have areal sense of heritage, asif I
have come full circle.”

There are circles on one of the three
large plates that stand in the window of
her livingroom in Kamakura. “Circles of
Life" received a Judges' Commendation
Award in the Mashiko Ceramics Competi-
tion of 2008, and was then exhibited in the
Mashiko Museum of Ceramics Artsfor
two months.

“Lifeis continuouslike a dance,” she
quotes from her blog recording the event.
“By dancing together and turning in ¢ir-
cles, you watch and balance your steps to
find happiness and laughter together.”

Ligtenberg was happy during a recent
interview, despite atrocious weather. Al-
though the galleryis closed, she wasat
home —one step into the showroom (once
the guest room), up afew stepsintoher
studio (formerly the dining room), and
then up a few more to the bedroom, which
now acts as a dual-purpose living space.

Yes, she admitted, she’slucky tohave
such an accommodating husband. But
then he is out much of the time, and the
room is airy and bright, with a wall of slid-

ing glass doors that open onto a balcony to
offer a fine view of Mount Fuji, and the
Pacific Qcean across a rooftop or so.
“Wenever feel cramped or hemmed
in,” said Ligtenberg, tall, warm and wel-
coming. “And wedo have a homebasein
California. There in Los Altos we are be-
{ween the mountains and the sea. My hus-
bandloves the sea. I'm more a forest per-
mn‘“
Preparing to head for Fukushima Pre-
fecture for a wood firing at a friend’s kiln,
she had just taken possession of the first
printing of her second book: “Kamakura
Red: Ceramic Adventuresin JapanIi.”
Thefirst, alsodescribed as a “brief auto-
biography,” covers the years 2006 to 2008,
aftershefirst came to Japan.

Compiled from her blogs and beautiful-
lyillustrated with her own photographs,
the books describe a love affair with ce-
ramics, Japan and Kamakura, inthat or-
der. Most interestingly perhaps, they de-
seribe her creative process and progress
in a culture where ceramics areregarded
asnear sacred.

Aneducator with a degree in psycholo-
gy who then studied ceramics in Switzer-
land, Ligtenberg spent the next major
phase of her life in the U.S. bringing up
three sons.

“My husband first came to Japan on
business. I tagged along and fell inlove
with the country. I told him there and then
that wheu the boys were old enough, I'd be
happy to move. Now he tells people he is
here because of me,”

Swanica Ligtenberg holds a plate titled “Circles of Life” at her studio in Kamakura,

Kanagawa Prefecture. Below Is one of her ceramic works — a tea howi featuring
wave pmorns. ANGELA JEFFS. COURTESY OF SWANICA LIGTENBERG

Having moved into their current house in

Kamakura in January 2008, Ligtenberg be-
an seeking out like-minded souls. She

iinedthe Nippon Tougei Clubin Tokyo's
Hara, , started making
ok chawan (tea bowls), and be-
cameeligible to enter one of her “horse-
hair” pieces in their annual exhibition at the
Mitsukoshi store. Now she exhibits in the
Yufuku and First Light galleries in Tokyo.

Over the years, she had explored :xrg
numbero(alternaﬁveglwn%hkﬂn
ﬂrh\gtechni%ues.Especially tr
was burning horsehair (mostly tail hair)
onthe hot surface of a ceramic piece, a
technique traditional to the Pueblo Indi-
ansof the U.S, Southwest,
“Yougivedirectiontothehair. You
can'ttouch the plate, because it is about
600 degrees. Then youhavetolet it gosoit

te. If the wind blows,

will burn intothe
change onand it

itwill the will curl
and create lines. Ialsoburn
il meng"idspmﬁmfuﬂc '
sm ' th
chloride.

“Everypothasadifferent temperature
andreactsinitsownway, sothe varia-
tionsin color and design are subtlc andre-
AR

'ma person, so
domofthet quereally helped open
up my work and the way I see the world."”

Itisclear wherever you are inthe
house that Ligtenberg lives and breathes
pottery and ceramic art. Thereisadis-
tinction, she clarified: “Pottery Isfunc-
tional. If it's not functional, thenit's art.
Tomeit'sall ceramic.”

Her horsehair plates, vases, vessels
andwall artrangeﬁ'omthastm'dytoegg-
shell-fragile, and have experts and collec-
torsraving. Whenit comestoher essen-
tially practical range of “Kamakura
Red,” functionisforemostin her mind:
Will a teapot pour cleanly? Isa cup com-
fortable tohold? Does a piece dothe job
intended?

Butitisthe color that holds one’s atten-
tion. A dark, vibrant red glaze that emu-
%w depth and beauty of Kamakura's

craft: lacquered

‘Iwouldmti:e lor symbolizes]
: say the color sym ove,

passionand . I'd been experi-

menting withitfora while, but living in

Kamakura pushed me deepintoresearch

and refinement. Now the texture of the

Kamakura-boritechnigueis alsowell in-
tegrated into my work; engravingissec-
ondnaturetome.”

Her Kamakura Red “Bamboo” Teapot
provesshe is on the right path. Spotted on
her Facebooksite, ithasbeen accepted
competitively for the 2010 2nd Interna-
tional Biennial Exhibition of Conterapo-
rary Teapot Art, Shanghai, China (“quite
a mouthful,” she laughs), which opened
Wednesday. “AtlastIgotoChina!™

Qther pieces mirror classic patterns,
suchas the wave with carved out areas
made all the more thrilling by being
glazedred onblack, a characteristicof
Kamakura-bori. .

“Last year was wonderful,” she recall-
ed. “Thad an exhibition of horsehair ware
and Kamakura Red ware at the summer
festivalinKoyasan (Wakayama Prefec-
ture). Thenin November, WAas an-
other very happy exhibition in the Ginsu-
zu Gallery in Kamakura. There’sa You-
Tube movie about it onmy Website.”

Now she is busy preparing 150 pieces
for a big show in November at the Toko
Galleryin Mashiko, while at thesame
time launching classestoteach the full
range of ceramic techniques, from throw-

ona wheel toglazing.

‘Swan Ceramics can take three stu-
dents at atime inthree-hour sessions,”
she explains, adding that her name Swan-
ica signifies swan, or “hakucho" inJapa-
nese. Sosaying, she glides off majestical-
ly towash up our cups of licorice tea.
Swan Art Gallery, 5-8-23-5 Zaimokuza,
Kamakura 248-0001 (Tuesday-Sunday, 10
am.4p.m., but best to phonefirst and make




