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Na Kradao and Baan Bunkham Yay on the north side of the 
Bolovens Plateau, later in the Cham villages in coastal Vietnam, and, 
finally, most recently seen in the Vietnamese Central 
among several ethnic groups. This was partly confirmed by returnmg 
for short visits to Baan Na Kradao and Bunk.ham Yay, in the first of 
which production continued as we had observed nine years 

Cambodia: northeast - In January 2007 Lefferts VISited 
Mondolkiri, Rattanakiri, and Stung Treng provinces in Northeast 
Cambodia. In some ways, these are an extension of the Vietnamese 
central Highlands to the west and many of the same ethnic groups 
Jive there as to the east. The research agenda included, as in the 
Vietnamese Central Highlands, questions concerning stoneware jar 
use for ritual purposes as well as making beer and earthenware 
production. Trafficability was more difficult in these provinces than 
in Vietnam and Lefferts was not able to get to several locations 
where he was told earthenware pots were produced. This was 
especially the case in Mondolkiri, where he only received a verbal 
description with gestures, as opposed to actual production. 

Fina lly, in Rattanakiri, where there is currently much less 
earthenware production because of the inroads of commercial 
products through markets, he saw the complete process replicated by 
5 older women. Here, a lump of clay was made into a preform on a 
bamboo slat platform resting on overturned wooden rice mortars, 
covered with a banana or other large leaf to provide a fairly smooth 
cover. This was peeled off the clay base to complete the bottom. 

Again in this location he observed the use of the bamboo 
hoop scraper on the inside of the pot, while the outside was pol ished 
using a stone that potters inherited from their mothers. 

The members of this community called themselves 
Tampuan. Later, in Stung Treng, he met with Lao and Khmer 
women - in both communities they said they and their parents had 
always been members of their particular ethno-linguistic group -
who described production in essentially the same terms. 

Laos: Attapeau, Salavan, and Champassak provinces: 
Finally, again, in February 2007 Lefferts returned to southern Laos 
to pursue jar use and the distribution of earthenware pottery 
production. 

Baan Saphouan, north of Attapeau City, Baan Chuomphouy, 
again, and Baan Tha Hin, in Sanamxai District, Atteapeau 
were a ll visited. Essentially the same kind of technique occurred 10 

each. The major difference seemed to be that, in Baan Saphouan, 
cloth covered the board on which the preform was thus, when 
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the form was lifted off, the basal clay remained attached to the walls 
and was pushed out to form the base (very similar to that found in 
the (see above) village in Rattanakiri Province). 

Fmally, yet another village, first discovered in 2006 and 
revis_ited for an extended period in 2007 in Salavan District, Salavan 
Provmce, northwest of the capital, showed production similar to 
Baan Choumphouy and Naa K.radao. However, these women 
produced a wider range of forms, including bowls and rice steamers 
as well as jars for cooling water and distillation jars. ' 

Discussion 

Research that has taken place over the past 15 years has 
defined a number of techniques by which earthenware pottery is 
produced in Mainland Southeast Asia. While the reasons for this 
diversity are unknown, it seems clear that Mainland Southeast Asia 
may be an important world area showing a great diversity of 
production technologies. 

This paper has documented the spread of one of these 
production technologies_ in nineteen villages across a very wide area, 
currently seen as extendmg from northeastern peninsular Malaysia to 
southern northern Vietnam and from Cham sites on the southern 
central Vietnamese coast inland across the Vietnamese Central 
Highlands into northeast Cambodia and southern Laos, almost to the 
Mekong River (Figure 6). There is an equally wide dispersal of this 
tec_hnique across ethno-linguistic groups, including Malay, Kinh 
(VIetnamese), Cham, Mountain Cham (Churu), Mountain Khmer 
(Phnong/M'nong, Tampuan, Ede Bih, Ma, Ba Na, Oy, Sapouan, and 
Souei), as well as among people who call themselves Lao and 
Khmer. 

This production technology seems to have the fo llowing 
characteristics: 

A lump of clay is placed on a turntable, board, or bamboo 
slat platform, forming a base that remains unshaped during the 
preform shaping process. 

This turntable/board/platform may be covered by a leaf or 
cloth. 

. If the piece is large, the potter may make the upper half on 
th1s board, using long, flat coi ls to make the sides, without placing a 
clay base from which to push up the walls. 

The woman potter either slowly turns the turntable/board/ 
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platform or walks around a post on which the board is placed, 
wedging the clay upwards to form the walls of the form. . . 

She completes the preform by shaping the neck, nm, and hp 

of the pot. . 
After letting the preform dry, she removes tt from the 

platform or base on which it has been resting. 
If the preform has rested on a leaf or cloth, this leaf or cloth 

can be peeled from the basal clay so that it can be used to form the 
base. If a leaf or cloth was not present, the potter will have to shape 
the base using new clay. . . 

The potter completes the inside, by scrapmg and smoothmg 
with a bamboo hoop scraper. 

While completing the inside, or immediately the~eafter, the 
potter builds the base, either pushing out the clay that IS there, or 
adding new clay to form a curved bottom. Often t~is.is accompa~ied 
by scraping out the inside and scraping and p~hshmg the ou~stde. 

Finally, the whole is polished and set astde to dry for finng. 

We make an assumption that these and other techniques used 
to produce pots are neither happenstance nor. coinci~ental. We ~ave 
found out that the bodily motions involved m .mak~g these p1~s 
are the result of standardized, informal, apprent1ceshtp-type learnmg 
by women from their mothers o! n~ig~bor~ or relatives. The 
questions come, then, how did th1s d1stnbut10n occur and from 
whence does it come? 

In this consideration it is also necessary to reinforce the 
point that we are looking at women potters. Generally, of the tw~ 
genders Southeast Asian women tend to be home- and land-owner~, 
men tr~vel and women stay home, inheriting land from thetr 
mothers. It would be reasonable to conclude that, if we are looking at 
the dispersal of this technique for making earthenware acro~s the~e 
distances we must consider that women would have earned th1s 
techniqu~ as they have moved as members of groups such as families 
and communities, rather than isolated individuals. 

The wide north-south coastal distribution seems to lead to a 
hypothesis that it was dispersed by sea-~aring fami l~es that .settled at 
widely dispersed points. Recent discussiOn concemmg the 1mpact of 
Cham culture on southern and central Vietnamese culture leads to 
the assumption that the earthenware production technique observed 
in Nghe An could be a result of this Cham impact. Perhaps, even, 
the communities of potters in Nghe An could be Cham remnants 
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who have adopted Vietnamese language and customs over the 
centuries (Li, 2006). 

. The movement inJand could document Cham movement and 
mfluence through the Central Highlands and into Laos. Ian Baird 
(person~l com.munic~tion, .2006) suggested that the oral history of 
the Oy, mcludmg the1r earlier subjection to groups further east, could 
ha~e led to their adoption of this pottery production technique. It is 
of mterest that, ~n ~y th ird visit to Baan Chumphouy, these people, 
who had always ms1sted that they were of pure Lao descent, said that 
a wo~d they use? to referring to jars for making beer was Souei and 
that, mdeed, thetr ancestors had been Souei. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this research report is to suggest that a map 
of technolog1es used for living might differ dramatically from those 
usually drawn of nation-states, politics, languages, or ethnicities. 

Often anthropologists and other observers draw boundaries 
based on what seem to be easily observable and definable 
characteristics, orally elicited. Today, the theory of the nation-state 
~rvades our consciousness and theory-building. It is not often that a 
different, contrasting paradigm is developed that provides a basis for 
reconsidering these fundamental approaches. 

This pape! ~resents preliminary results showing that the 
appearance .of an t~dtgenous ly practiced aspect of technology does 
not agree wtth the lines usually drawn on a map, of nations, political 
systems, languages, nor ethnicities. Much work remains to be done 
!n presenting the documentation for this conclusion and showing that 
1t actually makes sense. However, this preliminary report may Jay a 
found~tion for further work on the "cultural" history of the 
c~mphcated area of southern Laos, northeastern Cambodia, and the 
V 1etnamese Central Highlands. 
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Figure I . Type "C" earthenware production (Lefferts and Cort, 2003) 

Figure 

Figure 2. Baan Na Kradao potter completing "preform", upper half of form 
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Figure 5. Baan Chuomphouy potter completing pot 
using clay left on board 
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Extreme dispersal 

From Nghe An to Malaysia 

t I 

Figure 6. DispersaJ ofType "C" earthenware production technique (double 
circles) (Squares, circles, etc. to west of Type "C" represent other kinds of 

earthenware production.) 

Notes 
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the unstinting generosity of the women potters they have 
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research. They also wish to thank the various national 
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sponsored this research and for which research permission 
was granted. Often our methods are obscure and not 
intuitively understood; however, without the willing 
assistance of everyone, this work could not have taken place. 
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1 Contact: LL, 132 12th Street, SE, Washington, DC, USA, e-mail: 
LLEFFERT@drew.edu. LL: Research Associate, 
Department of Anthropology, Smithsonian Institution and 
Professor of Anthropology, Emeritus, Drew University. 
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LAC: Curator of Ceramics, Freer Gallery of Art and Arthur 
M. Sackler Gallery, Smithsonian Institution. 

2 The written descriptions presented in this paper lack the immediacy 
and potential for point-by-point comparison of a technique 
which involved observing objects "in the making". 
Complete videotape recordings have been made of the 
processes described here in each community. We anticipate 
publishing a book accompanied by a DVD which will permit 
viewing and judging many of the conclusions presented 
here. 

3 This typical Southeast Asian approach may seem counter-intuitive 
to potters brought up in a Euro-American context. We 
emphasize that, regardless of the production technique we 
have observed, the upper part of the pot body is formed and 
finalized prior to the completion ofthe pot base and walls. 

4 The research materials of Georges Condominas held by the Musee 
Quay Bromley, Paris, show that this distinguished 
ethnographer paid close attention to earthenware production; 
however, none of it has been published. 

References 

Cort, Louise Allison, Reith, C., & Lefferts, L. (1997, November) . 
' Before' paddle and anvil: Contributions from main land 
Southeast Asia. Paper presented at the Symposium on 
Ceramic Technology and Production, The British Museum, 
London, England. 

Lefferts, Leedom, & Cort, L.A. (2000). An approach to the study of 
contemporary earthenware technology in mainland 
Southeast Asia. Journal of the Siam Society, 88( l & 2), 
204-211 . 

Lefferts, Leedom, & Cort, L.A. (2003). A preliminary cultural 
geography of contemporary village-based earthenware 
production in mainland Southeast Asia. In John Miksic 
(Ed.), Premodern earthenware of Southeast Asia (pp. 300-
31 0). Singapore: Singapore University Press. 

Li Tana. (2006). A view from the sea: Perspectives on the northern 
and centra l Vietnamese coast. Journal of Southeast Asian 
Studies, 37, 83-102. 

Narasaki Shoichi, Cort, L.A., & Lefferts, L. (2000). A regional 
survey of present-day earthenware and stoneware production 

180 

uy o; .tJaan cnoumpnouy 

in mainl~nd Southeast Asia (in Japanese). Seto-shi Maizo 
Bunkazaz Sentaa Kenlcyu Kiyo (Seto Municipal 
Archaeological Center Research Report), 8, 105-192. 

181 


