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The less perfect an object seems, the more honest it is.” Evelyn Schoen-
mann assigned this quote from a Scandinavian designer to her series, 
Chawan. These vessels inspired by traditional Japanese teabowls are 

neither regular nor uniform. On the contrary, they sometimes have fissured rims, 
rough surfaces, and in places, no glaze, revealing the clay beneath. No two of 
her chawan vessels are alike. One opens out like a red-brown bud, another has a 
cracked surface like an old map, another has the appearance of a blue-white karst 
mountain range. In Japan, making a chawan is among the highest-ranking tasks of 
the potter and it is one of the rules of the tea ceremony that the guests admire the 
beauty and uniqueness of the drinking vessels. Also, their value does not decline 
with use. Cracks and chips are even sometimes repaired with gold, raising the value 
of the piece. 

The perfection of a chawan thus does not lie in its symmetry but in the unique-
ness of its form. A part of this is the divergence from a regularity in its dimensions, 
which precludes production in series. All of Evelyne Schoenmann’s chawan are 
hardened with a traditional primitive firing technique, which makes every one of 
them unique. Such firing techniques, which are dependent on the weather, the fire 
and the fuel, by nature never produce identical results. Form, surface and glaze are 
subject in varying degrees to random elements. Irregularities in varying degrees, 
unforeseen patterns and colours are the characteristics of this process. Individual 
pieces emerge through the unrepeatability of each attempt. And if we take the 
quote mentioned above seriously: is there not a greater degree of honesty in the 
individuality of the one-off piece?

A major characteristic of Evelyne Schoenmann’s work is a sense of the aesthetic 
of the ceramic raw material. The various kinds of clay and its additives, its colours 
and its plastic qualities inspire her and often influence the making of her artefacts 
directly. Notches, marks of flow and cracks are haptically perceptible for the eye, so 
that it can actually feel the surface like a hand. Schoenmann says that even in her 
first encounter with clay, she was aware that she had found the only true medium 
for her artistic language. But it is not only the malleability and cohesiveness of 
clay that suit her so well but also the expressiveness of the material itself. Her work 
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shows that she is guided by this just as much 
as by the manifold impressions of the world of 
nature and of things to inspire her imagination. 

Schoenmann’s career as a ceramic artist was 
not predetermined from the outset. She trained 
as an interior designer and subsequently as an 
export manager, where she could benefit from 
her organisational talent. She also learned to 
play the piano, achieving a professional quali-
fication. An injury to her hand made it impos-
sible for her to continue her career as pianist. 
From 2002, craft ceramics became her pro-
fession. Schoenmann took courses in leading 
studios at home and abroad and studied the 
technical and artistic subtleties of making and 
decorating from scratch. In her two studios, 
in Basel and Liguria, she has since developed 
a unique series of artefacts in which ancient 
models and rituals have been expressively 
combined. International workshops and the 
membership of American, Spanish and Swiss 
ceramists’ associations have established her 
work internationally. 

Viewers of her works, their colours, mys-
terious patterns and markings from the fir-
ing wonder how they have been achieved – a 
branch and a leaf have been delineated on a 
vessel, like a shadow, or there are fine, black 
curls forming an irregular pattern. Both motifs 
are a result of guiding random outcomes using 
additives in the pit. Minerals, plants and hair 
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are added during the firing in a pit, which leave 
marks on the clay after they have burned. To 
a certain extent, the effect can be controlled 
by altering the time this material is added to 
the kiln or the way it is fixed to the pot. The 
final appearance of the vessel or the artefact 
still remains a surprise, however. It is always an 
expressive decor that lends an auratic quality 
to the work. The firing and the smoke marks 
are like an alchemical process that the body is 
subjected to and that it retains in its form and 
surface. 

The aura of the ritual plays an important 
part in all of Evelyne Schoenmann’s work. 

However, she does not reference specific 
rituals from archaic cults or civilisations but 
she creates her own mystique and function. 
Among her latest works are the series of Tri-
pods, which Schoenmann is currently develop-
ing further. She took the main inspiration for 
this from drinking vessels from various Chinese 
dynasties, but also from ancient Egyptian civi-
lisation. These are pairs of vessels in manifold 
variations of clay colours and sculptural orna-
mentation: black Spanish clay and white por-
celain, for example, are combined to produce a 
marbling effect, or perforations, leaf forms and 
skin-like textures are used as decor. For the art-
ist, the tripod vessels are a field of experimen-
tation, more than with any other forms. Their 
forms and variations are as elemental as they 

"Buffalo ark" - stoneware, pitfiring, 39 x 12 x 10 cm

"Ritual vessel" 
Mixture of stoneware, sand, powdered marble, tenmoku glaze, 32 x 20 cm, Ø 13 cm
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Evelyne Schoenmann was born in Basel, Switzer-
land. after training as an interior designer, she stud-
ied music. in 2002, she discovered the medium of 
her passion and trained as a ceramist in Switzerland, 
italy and Spain. in 2009, she set up a studio in Basel, 
where she makes her ritual vessels. She fires them in 
her second studio, in liguria, italy in a primitive, tra-
ditional firing process. The series Tripods, modelled 
on ritual chinese wine vessels, has occupied her at-
tention for some years. in future, further versions 
of these cultic objects will be seen. The artist uses 
her wide network of contacts with ceramic artists all 
over the world to prepare specialist articles for NEW 
cEraMicS. She also helps interested ceramists to 
run courses, participate in symposia and to appear 
in international exhibitions. 

Dr. maria Becker is an art historian and writer, who 
contributes to the Neue Zürcher Zeitung. She writes 
for institutions and private clients. her freelance 
texts go into the interface between art, literature 
and science.

are inexhaustible. And are not the male and female principle implied by the act 
of filling and pouring? In these pieces, the function has acquired the aura of a 
symbolic action.

Buffalo Ark is the title of a piece with which Schoenmann has largely aban-
doned the fundamental principle of shaping in ceramics. Here, it is no longer the 
vessel that served as a model but the ancient symbol of the ark. Black fire marks 
weave over the uneven surface, on which a migrating herd of buffalo has been 
impressed as a patterning band. What function may be enshrined there? The ark 
is a symbol of life, but at the same time it also stands for the transition from 

one form of existence to another. Many things 
are referenced by this piece, perhaps even myths 
from the New World. The narrative qualities of 
the artefact are some of Schoenmann’s finest 
achievements. Navette, for example, is reminis-
cent of a kind of bowl with a perforated collar 
decorating the rim, a sacramental vessel for ritual 
acts. The formal tension between the curve of the 
bowl and the applied collar form, reminiscent of 
an ancient crown, is superb. This piece is a vessel 
and a work of art in one. 

Like Buffalo Ark, the Ritual Disks are pure 
artefacts. Schoenmann drew her inspiration for 
these pieces from Chinese work that she saw in 
an exhibition. The discs were badges of rank of 
powerful Chinese officials and were placed in 
these men’s graves. They were laid on the breast 
of the deceased. In the middle of the disc, there 
was a hole. If the circle was the symbol for the 
self, the middle here represented the human form. 
The disc is also an ancient symbol of the sky, 
where heavenly bodies follow their course across 
the firmament. These artefacts thus also gain a 
stellar meaning. The artist has made not only 
richly decorated versions but also purist ones, in 
which it is the beauty of the material that ap-
peals. Each disc is unique and has the perfection 
of a unique object. It is a cultic object, a symbolic 
form and a focus for emotion: it is this balance in 
which the works of Evelyne Schoenmann move. 

Bi-ritual disc "constellation" - stoneware, pitfiring, Ø 27 cm

ritual vessel "chi&naa" - fireclay, oil-drum firing, overall 50 x 25 cm, Ø 15 cm each
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