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R. Bede Clarke, Thesis Supervisor 

ABSTRACT 

 

This body of work presents ceramic serving and drinking vessels in a series of 

arranged compositions. These vessels include teapots, ewers, decanters and cups 

presented along with bases. As an object maker, I am attracted to vessels for serving and 

drinking to convey my conceptual framework of community and the ever-present 

dialogue between the individual and the collective. The service sets I create are a 

metaphor for social cohesion.  The work has a sense of quietude while at the same time 

demanding attention from the viewer to contemplate the composition and its meaning. 

 The acts of serving and accepting reflect a shared exchange of human contact. 

The iconic phrase ‘tea time,’ whether in the family setting or that of the larger community, 

allows for a certain leveling of the social hierarchy and thus, for fellowship.  With this 

grouping of ceramic objects, the shared moment becomes elevated and the mundane 

becomes ceremonial. 
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PROLOGUE 

My father is my role model and inspiration. He was a teacher; he was a 

compassionate and generous man who taught me the meaning of service to the family and 

to the community at large. I remember when my siblings and I were little, my father had 

us put together hundreds of care packages to be donated to an orphanage. From 

experiences like this, I learned to be grateful for what we have and to share that fortune 

with others.  

Growing up in Malaysia, I worked in the kitchen of my family’s restaurant; this is 

where I learned a strong work ethic, self-discipline and patience. As an adult, I have 

sought to balance my physical strength and mental decisiveness with the fragility of 

human life; these concepts are cornerstones of my art. The balance between strength and 

vulnerability resonates in my work. As the artist Agnes Martin has said, “ $%&!#'()&!*+!

',-! ".! "/! -%&!*0.&,#&,1!2%&/!3*)! +"/4!*)-!5%'-!3*)! ("6&7!3*)!',&!,&'((3! +"/4"/8!*)-!

'0*)-!3*),.&(+19!(Martin, 1998, 79)  
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I.  INTRODUCTION 
!
!

My aesthetic decisions are grounded in feelings of gratitude, as well as in the 

intricate weave of process, material, and work ethic. My ceramic work reflects this 

coming together and sharing. It symbolizes the act of giving and the act of receiving, 

which in turn, represents the main theme of my work, a communal sense of gratitude – 

gratitude for being a part of a tribe, a whole, a working community. It is gratitude that is 

the root of my inner aesthetic. Gratitude is a quality of being thankful. This is the quality 

that I want to portray in the objects I create.  

This body of work consists of teapots, ewers, decanters, cups and bases presented 

in compositions. They call upon the viewer to ponder the vessel’s utility and the daily 

ritual of drinking. Drinks are served to quench the thirst, accompany conversation and 

show hospitality. In my work, I use the teapot as a universal pouring container in order to 

present this idea. These serving and drinking vessels become a metaphor for me to 

portray the act of giving and receiving. 

The act of giving and receiving brings many diverse threads of family and society 

together. Historically this sharing of goods is steeped in the human desire to protect and 

to be protected. This act of sharing becomes individual communion. An individual needs 

to offer something of themself in order to belong to a group. This belonging in turn 

strengthens the whole as the united group fosters a broader cause. In the moment of 

sharing, issues of individual worth and hierarchy are put aside. This bowing of the 
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individual to the collective is a natural aspect of social bonding, bound not by religion or 

kinship but by a belief in the common good. !

An artist is defined by the parameters of tradition, identity, beliefs, and social 

values. I strive to have a sense of unity and balance in my life having been brought up in 

Malaysian culture and subsequently building a life here in the United States. This pool 

of personal experience has spurred me to create the objects for this body of work – the 

communal hospitality implements of my own culture: vessels of offering and receiving. 

Jules D Prown, a Professor Emeritus of Art History at Yale University, states: 

The [teapot] has given us a clue that the drinking of tea, and perhaps the 
entire ceremony of tea drinking, may be related metaphorically to the 
fundamental human act of giving and receiving, and has the potential of 
being a symbol of generosity and charity, of caritas. (Prown, 1993, 20) 

This body of work is heavily informed by my belief that the individual is an integral part 

of the collective and that neither survives without the other. The act of sharing is the ‘tie 

that binds,’ that unites individuals within the family unit as well as in the larger 

community. The idea of serving and receiving connotes a balanced, harmonious interplay 

of these two distinct actions.  

My work speaks the language of craft and care. This can only be achieved with a 

firm grasp of craftsmanship. Through years of careful study, I have developed a deep 

knowledge and understanding of the material. This command of material is what allows 

me to draw an emotional connection between the work and the viewer. In all decisions 

regarding form, texture, color and spatial rapport, I have chosen to render these 

contrasting elements using a minimal approach. I believe this way of working captures 

my emotion and vision. These formal and aesthetic decisions are analogous to my desire 

to create unity out of division. 
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My intention is to achieve a balance between the contrasting earthenware base 

and the porcelain vessels. The base has been simplified to be sturdy and quiet in order to 

represent the grounded philosophy of my aesthetic used in my compositions. In contrast, 

the organic forms and translucent character of the porcelain animate the vessels contained 

within the base. The vessels have lightness in the way that they reflect light from their 

smooth surface. The silhouette of these delicate forms contrasts with the muted solidity of 

the earthenware base. 

Pottery has a long and complex history in human culture around the world that is 

often tied to everyday use. Clay’s tactile and inviting material reveals the touch of the 

maker. This intimate connection between the user, the maker and the objet is an 

opportunity to reiterate the importance of social cohesion through domestic objects.  
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II. COMPOSITIONS: DUALITY & BALANCE 
 

 

 The drinking sets in this series of work are called compositions. The bases, serving 

vessels and cups are designed and arranged to capture the essence of unity. These 

compositions also represent my conceptual framework of social cohesion through the acts 

of serving and drinking in a group. In order to portray unity, I decided to employ a 

minimal approach in the presentation of the drinking sets to present duality and balance. 

According to Professor Bede Clarke: 

Many good pots share a poignant balance of geometry/order/restraint and 
vitality/energy/wildness. Pots seem to make me happy when they strike 
this balance, and leave me feeling a bit troubled when they venture to 
either extreme. (Clarke, 2013, 28) 
 

I am seeking to portray this balance within my own compositions. Nevertheless, I take on 

extreme opposites to find it. I am interested in these complementary opposites and their 

complexities. As a maker, I have an interesting role, to create one part knowing the other 

will be its counterpart.  Only when they are put together is their purpose is recognized 

and become complete. In the discussion that follows, I hope to bring clarity to the ever-

present duality and balance in my ceramic compositions.   

The duality in the compositions begins by utilizing two very different types of 

clays, earthenware and porcelain as seen above in Figure 1. These clays require different 

handling and, therefore produce different finished results.  In addition, these clays 

influence the color and texture of the bases and the vessels. The colors come from the 

presence or absence of naturally occurring metallic oxides within the clay itself. The 

earthenware clay body contains iron oxide giving it a reddish brown hue.  In contrast, the 
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porcelain pure white color is due to the absence of impurities such as iron oxides. The 

clays also vary in texture from different consistency of particle sizes in the clay. 

Earthenware clay is coarse whereas the porcelain is made up of only fine particles that 

give it a smooth and creamy texture.  

 

Figure 1. Unfired earthenware and porcelain clay 

The forms of the bases and vessels are influenced by the characteristic of these 

clays in many ways. The bases are made of earthenware clay that is malleable and 

forgiving, and has strength is in its thickness. As a result, the bases are created to look 

solid and massive in order to suggest a place or position of immovable strength as seen in 

Figure 2.  

  

Figure 2. Earthenware base 

On the other hand, the serving vessels and cups are made of porcelain. The clay is 

rigid and temperamental resulting in serving vessels and cups that are thin and light 

(Figure 3). Their forms are animated and delicate, suggesting fragility and impermanence. 
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Figure 3. Thin and light 

The identity of the pieces in the composition is further developed in the surfaces 

of the base and porcelain vessels. The base’s surface is covered with pits, scars and 

gashes that accentuate their weathered texture. The weathered surface and the 

massiveness of base, ground the composition. The smooth quality of the raw porcelain 

surface is partially covered in glossy white glaze that creates a subtle textural interplay. 

The monotone quality of the surfaces on the base and vessels are meant to minimize 

distractions in the viewer’s mind.   

The base is essential as a symbolic structure in one’s life and community and is 

crucial conceptually to the development of the idea behind this work. It also serves as a 

platform to hold and to protect something precious. The base represents my core beliefs 

and traditions. In contrast to the grounded flatness of the base, the contained porcelain 

vessels represent the growth of ideas, ethics and sentiments.! 

The duality of color in the compositions has a metaphoric quality to further show 

my philosophy behind the work. The dark and earthy base provides a counterpoint to the 

graceful, lightness of the porcelain vessels. The positioning of the colors with the darker 

surface at the bottom and the pure white on top, can also relate to the earth & sky or day 

& night. This concept of duality and balance can be related to the Chinese philosophy of 
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yin and yang seemingly opposite elements that are actually complementary. These 

differing characteristics represent the opposite forces at play in the natural world, a 

system that is interconnected and interdependent.  

Proportion is an important instrument to counterbalance the duality of the forms. 

In order to achieve balance in the composition, the proportion must be distributed 

appropriately. Nonetheless, the complexity in the arrangement is not only between forms 

but also in size and numbers of the individual parts. As a whole, the massive size of the 

base is counterbalanced by the quantity of the porcelain vessels as seen in Balance I 

(Figure 4). This composition not only conveys the interplay between porcelain vessels 

and their earthenware base but also, between two separate compositions that combine 

into one. 

 

Figure 4. Balance I, 2013 

In addition, I also employ a hierarchy in the arrangement of the serving vessels 

and cups. Hierarchy is applied through division and height to create a point of interest in 

my minimal compositions to direct the viewer’s eyes from one point to the other as seen 

in Figure 5.  The compartments designed within the base dictate the division and height 

in the arrangement of the porcelain vessels.  
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Figure 5. Family III, 2013 

The nature of interaction of the elements in the arrangement can also influence the 

title of the finished piece. The Family series are among the first exploration in the design 

of the bases. The base’s design in this series evolves from the same template. This 

inspired the title much like a family that may have the same root, but evolves differently 

through time and place. The next two compositions in the series portray the differences 

that happen when hierarchy in the composition is changed. In Family I, the serving vessel 

and the cups are placed in the same compartment as seen in Figure 6. The size of the 

serving vessel is proportionate to the numbers of cups whereas, in Family II, the serving 

vessel is smaller and not proportionate to its cups (Figure 7). The serving vessel is 

elevated and separated from the cups. While Family I is more casual, the different 

elevations within Family II’s design making it look more reserved. 
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                        Figure 6. Family I, 2013                                          Figure 7. Family II, 2013 

Other than creating compositions that come from the same template, I am also 

interested in varying scale within my compositions. This is inspired by my memories of 

many gatherings, whether of large groups or just a couple of people. My home in 

Malaysia serves as the gathering place for our extended family. It is not uncommon for 

30 people or more to come together on a weekend. This inspired me to create 

compositions that can serve many people. The drinking sets in the Generosity series are 

the largest of all the compositions, stretching almost four feet in length. In Generosity II, 

a cluster of serving vessels are separated and elevated from the cups. The serving vessels 

are arranged on the top tier in order to catch the viewer’s attention, indicating this is 

where the celebration begins. This set conveys the quality of plentitude and portrays a 

sense of abundance as seen in Figure 8.  

 

Figure 8. Generosity II, 2013 
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In comparison to the composition above, large gatherings among family happen 

occasionally, whereas intimate gatherings with a few friends are more frequent. The 

Intimate series, explores this notion; they are the smallest compositions in the body of 

work consisting of two to four cups. Although they appear simple, they are in fact the 

most complex to create because the porcelain vessels are modeled to conform to the 

shape of their base compartments. The rims of the cups are undulated creating movement 

and adding drama in order to convey the complexity in the expression of intimacy 

between people. In Intimate III, the serving vessel is placed in the lower compartment, 

showcasing the four delicate cups as seen in Figure 9. Lowering the serving vessel makes 

the composition less formal and more welcoming, suggesting an intimate conversation 

between a person and three close companions. 

 

Figure 9. Intimate III, 2013 
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The element of duality exists throughout my compositions in order to convey 

unity through differences. Using binary elements of color, texture and form to explore the 

dynamic of interdependence, the parts come together and the composition is complete. 

These explorations are made possible by the use of proportion and hierarchy to balance 

the visual weight and also direct the viewer’s eyes. The design elements in my 

compositions become the vehicle to express many qualities of relationships and create 

metaphors for social cohesion. Whether it is a small or large gathering, the compositions 

portray these experiences to the viewer. 
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III.  CRAFTSMANSHIP 
 

 

The construction of community is implicated in the use of clay as a conduit for 

my creative expression. Clay holds true authenticity as a building material. Sun-dried 

clay bricks have been used to build structures since pre-historic times. Clay is a 

fundamental element composed of the most abundant minerals on the earth’s surface. The 

ability to transform the malleable clay into permanent containers through firing was an 

important technological advance of humankind. 

Craftsmanship and modeling are the backbone of the ceramic arts. Ceramics 

differs from many of the two-dimensional media in that the clay forms will not reach 

their full potential without the intimate knowledge of building techniques. Skilled and 

aesthetically rendered craftsmanship can give dignity to the form as well as a sense of 

completeness. Joseph H. Kupfer, a Professor of Philosophy, discussed how a viewer can 

get the sense of completeness through the aesthetic:  

The hallmark of an aesthetic object is its completeness. It is completion 
itself. What is begun is carried forward, developed, elaborated, and 
rounded out. Although the parts or moments are distinct and individual, 
the whole unfolds continuously. (Kupfer, 1983, 13)  
 

This body of work engages the language of craft and care. I have applied systematic 

methods of constructing the forms so the vessels fit precisely within the base while 

leaving a certain amount of freedom in their arrangement. I believe a well-crafted 

composition should have a sense of both tension and resolution.  

I find that different approaches to craftsmanship are necessary to achieve my 

desired ends. My attitude was forceful in making the bases; it is necessary to pound the 
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clay to give it strength, requiring strength and stamina. The next step is to even out the 

thickness of the clay using a rolling pin to make a large slab. I repeat these steps for each 

slab used to construct the base. In contrast, when working with porcelain clay, my mind-

set must be fluid to create with a soft touch. This is necessary due to the extremely 

creamy quality of porcelain. I find it stimulating and engaging to work in these two very 

different ways.  

The making of this body of work has been a great learning experience for me. The 

earthenware used in my compositions is forgiving, making it ideal for constructing large 

structures. I enjoy making work with clay slabs in the hand building process. I have 

learned that when a slab is laid horizontally, it requires support or it will slump. I add 

internal structures to support the tops of bases as seen in Figure 10. This way of working 

requires a preconception of the larger container in order for the small elements to join 

together and allows me to build large structures up to 4 feet in length. Later, the internal 

structure is covered with slabs and the outer form is revealed as seen in Figure 11.  

      

                            Figure 10. Internal structures                          Figure 11. Outer form is revealed 
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To prevent cracking, these bases are slowly dried to a leather-hard stage over the course 

of several days. The internal structures need time to stiffen up and to have the same 

moisture content as the outer slab. Holes are then poked throughout the base to vent gases 

during firing to avoid breakage. When the entire piece is leather-hard, I scrape the entire 

surface to refine the profile of the form as seen in Figure 12 and 13. In this process pieces 

of grog are dislodged and are dragged along the surface causing a pitted, weathered 

appearance.  

   

                            Figure 12. Before scraping                 Figure 13. After scraping 

The completed form is dried slowly over the course of several weeks to avoid cracking. 

After the forms are bisque-fired, a dark stain is applied filling the pits, to increase depth 

and contrast. Soda wash is then applied before it is fired the second time to give it a satin 

finish on the surface of the base.  

At the same time, I have been working with a translucent porcelain clay. 

Porcelain is considered a master’s clay because of its beguiling temperament. It starts out 

stiff, but it becomes creamy when you add pressure and water during throwing. The 

vessel forms I create on the potter’s wheel begin as flexible cylinders that are later 

modeled. When modeling, the clay reveals its inflexibility and resistance to change. In 

order to get the desired form, I must cut or change the structure; this has to be done while 
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the clay is very wet. After modeling, many construction marks are left which are then 

sanded off as seen in Figure 14.  

  

Figure 14. Before and after sanding (left to right) 

When I sand the bone-dry surface, it becomes smooth and dense, forming a beautiful skin 

and soft lines that cast soft shadows (Figure 15). I am seeking for these languid and 

lyrical forms to harmonize with the smooth surface of porcelain. 

 

Figure 15. Soft shadows on the surface 
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The drinking vessels, with their simple cylindrical forms are made quickly and in large 

quantities as seen in Figure 16. The cups are thrown in a variety of different sizes. I 

welcome the uneven rims and slight asymmetry of the cups. The care given is the same as 

the serving vessels discussed above. When arranged in the base, the different heights of 

the cups create a form that has a movement as a collective. As seen in Figure 17, the cups 

create a mound. 

     

        Figure 16. Large quantities in progress                     Figure 17. Mound made by the cups 

My porcelain forms require a minimal finish. I realize the quality of the form 

suffers from added markings on the surface. The porcelain forms are complimented by 

the interplay of a simple white glaze. My mentor, Naoma Powell, introduced me to the 

white glossy glaze I use. For seven years I taught my students what to do and not to with 

this glaze. When it is applied too thick, it will run and stick to the kiln shelf.  Knowing 

this I experimented with the application of the glaze and pushed it to its thermal limits. 

The process produces a graceful and spontaneous movement on the surface (Figure 18). 

The top one-third of the porcelain forms is dipped in this glaze, leaving plenty of raw 

area for it to run. I am interested in how this viscous movement of glaze is captured in 

time.  
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Figure 18. Glaze that runs and thickens at the edges 

My work reveals the quality of the materials that I use. The interplay of the two 

different forming processes I utilize are equally intriguing and inspiring. Without a doubt, 

clay is a craftsman’s material. The more I work with the clays the more I learn. My 

materials respond to my every intent as they quietly assume the forms I am creating.  

Clay is a tactile material that allows me to capture the careful craftsmanship of the form 

and the balance within the compositions. 
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IV. EXPERIENCING THE OBJECTS 
 

 

I strive to impart my compositions with a sense of quietude; a state of intentional 

awareness, a reflective pause. For me this working aesthetic reflects the idea of 

community and unification of the many parts. Indeed, there is a sense of completeness 

when balanced quietude is attained.  As Kupfer states: 

This kind of completeness answers to the competing demands of economy 
and adequacy. Each element is essential to the unity of the whole: none is 
extraneous. Aesthetic unity is more valuable, the more complex the 
elements and relations brought into harmony, for a unity devoid of 
dissonance or diversity would be vacuous. (Kupfer, 1983, 14) 
 

Although I have my own intention, my minimal approach allows the viewers to bring 

their own experience to the piece. I hope my work captures his or her attention long 

enough for them to investigate the purpose of each vessel and contemplate his or her own 

idea of what it means to be part of a family or society.  

The viewer’s initial experience with the compositions happens in the gallery. 

Each composition is placed on a table rather than a traditional pedestal. The table is 

custom made of wood; its warm tone is inviting and approachable. The table lends a 

sense of familiarity from the domestic setting of a home. They are simple in design and 

complement the minimal quality of the bases and the lightness of the vessels.  

The quiet and simple nature of my compositions requires space. Thoughtful 

placement of the compositions within the gallery is to create a sense of order and a 

feeling of ease throughout the exhibition. The space in between the compositions is 

necessary to encourage a moment for contemplation. All the tables are positioned away 
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from the wall, offering the viewer the opportunity to investigate the complexity of each 

design from multiple angles (Figure 19). 

 

Figure 19. Thesis Exhibition 

My ceramic art is both visual and utilitarian. Accompanying the visual aspect of 

my work is the functionality of tea service, so my expectations for the viewer includes the 

actual handling of the serving and drinking vessels. I find even greater satisfaction when 

the compositions are actually used. Drinking liquids in a social context predates tea’s 

discovery and is not limited in the type of beverages consumed. When making the 

pouring vessels, I was not necessarily thinking about the type of liquid the vessel will 

pour but how well it pours as seen in Figure 20.  

The experience of using the set differs for each composition. They can be used to 

serve sake, wine, distilled spirits as well as teas. These vessels often vary in shape and 

this may affect how the liquids taste (Figure 21). !
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                          Figure 20. Pouring liquid                             Figure 21. Various serving vessels 

During use the experience is broadened because the sense of touch smell, and taste are 

also stimulated. For the first time the viewer becomes the user, allowing them to relate 

more closely to my experience as the maker. There is a whole new degree of interaction 

with this body of work when the viewer takes the piece home and uses it with an 

individual or a group of people (Figure 22).  

  

Figure 22. Using the composition 
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On these special occasions, the vessels are removed from their base and used for pouring 

and drinking. The experience extends beyond touch when the cup is used for drinking. 

The act of bringing the cup to the lips is a gesture of intimacy and engages the sense of 

taste as well. In addition, the liquid nourishes the body. When a person has been 

nourished, they are more comfortable to be themselves in conversation and participation 

within the group. Someone will take on the role of serving the drink, while others will 

take on the role of receiving as Prown states: 

Coffee and tea drinking are marked by a sense of well-being that derives 
from the stimulation of the drink itself, by the physical act of giving or 
pouring and receiving, and frequently by conversation. Drinking hot 
liquids and talking seem to go together. (Prown, 1993, 18) 
 

When the conversation is complete, someone will take the role to clean and care for the 

vessels, rearranging them back in the base. Most likely, the arrangement will be slightly 

different than before. There are many ways one may experience this body of work. As a 

maker, my experience is tactile and emotional. This body of work, being both visually 

intriguing and utilitarian, allows for multifaceted interaction between oneself and others. 
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V.  CONCLUSION 
 

 

Some potters make teapots to serve tea. Some craftsmen make teapots in 
which to pour loving attention. Some artists make teapots to make a 
statement- to communicate. Some philosophers make teapots to hold their 
thoughts. Some seekers make teapots to discover truth. All are correct. 
(Clarke, 2006, 2) 
 
During my graduate studies, I initially chose to explore the teapot. In my training 

to become an artist, I have explored different aspects of their representation. My work is 

a marriage of functionality, respect for tradition, and aesthetics. The ritual of drinking to 

quench thirst, for pleasure or ceremony, is rooted in many traditions. My compositions 

consist of pouring and drinking vessels that portray the universal importance of giving 

and receiving as a way to promote social cohesion.  

I react to the material intuitively and use the knowledge of craft as a tool to design 

a body of work that speaks of more than utility. Balancing the clay bodies, colors, surface 

textures and the forms is similar to way in which I balance my world around me. I want 

to promote the individual qualities through differences to show how we can come 

together to do good for one another. The cups are individually used to drink liquids. 

However, only when they are paired together do they unite to serve a group. This is much 

like people united becomes a team that can accomplish more than the individual would be 

able to.  

This body of work also centers on individual communion. When all people come 

together, through sharing, they can put aside individual differences and hierarchy. This 

bowing of an individual to the collective is a natural aspect of social bonding. I believe 

this act can have a great influence on society, even more than that of religion.  
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My life experience has played a significant role in finding my identity. To 

embody the aspects of a multi-cultural life, I create these sets in clay in order to celebrate 

life. I find pleasure in each new experience using it as a lesson and trying to understand 

how we can balance one another. I also discover that in the process of seeking for my 

truth and learning about the art, I restore my flow of life.   
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VITA 
 

 

Norleen Nosri (b.1978) was born and raised in Malaysia. She came in the United 

States to study business at Columbia College but soon discovered her interest in art. She 

transferred to the University of Missouri-Columbia to pursue a degree in fine arts. Nosri 

took time off from school and taught pottery classes to children and adult at a local 

community arts center.  While teaching, she worked consistently in the studio to develop 

her aesthetic voice. In 2007, she returned to school and graduated in 2010 with a BFA in 

Ceramics, with a minor in Art History. She returned to the University of Missouri-

Columbia to earn her MFA in Ceramics. Nosri continues to work as a studio artist as well 

as teach, exhibit her work nationally, and is involved in the local arts community. 
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