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The Master Artisans of Thailand in 2023
Categorized in Metal Art (Gold and Silver Filigree)
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Mr. Pongmit Uppanun
Chiang Mai Province
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“The distinctiveness of the filigree work at Ban Kat is its
# | unique artistry that is timeless. It allows for various patterns
4 and designs according to the artist’s imagination. Even if it is
the same pattern, each rendition would look different. Thus,

" - every piece is one-of-a-kind.”
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Fifty years ago, as a teenager, Mr. Pongmit Uppanun learned the craft of goldsmithing and
silversmithing from Chinese artisans who migrated to the Ban Kat area. Initially, most of the products
were daily utensils based on the traditional Lanna silverware designs. With continuous practice and
growing expertise, and with the skills developed over time, he expanded from traditional Lanna
silverware to designing silver filigree jewelry that represents intellectual heritage. Currently, he is the
only craftsman in the Ban Kat community who still preserves this filigree art.
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Filigree is a special technique for designing jewelry. It has a long history, with archeological evidence
found from the 5th century BC in Egypt, Greece, and other ancient civilizations. It was often used to make
jewelry and tableware. While it has been famous internationally for a long time, this art form was
unprecedented in Thailand. Filigree jewelry originated and gained fame in Ban Kat, Chiang Mai Province,
this becoming the first of its kind in Thailand. It remains the signature silverware of Ban Kat to this day.
The craftsmanship is intricate and complex with the aim to produce very fine silver or gold threads for
various types of jewelry like earrings, necklaces, and brooches. The delicate patterns created within the

structure of the piece result in beautiful, unique designs.”
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Mr. Pongmit Uppanun learned from silver and gold artisans, specifically from Uncle
Sarang Pan, who was a silversmith who migrated and lived in the Ban Kat community since
he was 17 years old. In those days, the initial production of silverware was mostly small
items, such as bracelets, rings, etc., because there were not many convenient tools available.
He learned and practiced consistently until he gradually became skilled. Eventually, he
decided to take silversmithing seriously as a profession. He established a group within the
Ban Kat community and developed more innovative work, thus creating unique community
pieces. Later, he expanded his market outreach and became well-known. He distributed
silverware to various stores outside the community like at Wua Lai Road, San Kamphaeng,
and Bo Sang. As the products became more popular and were well-received, especially
among Thai and foreign tourists, he began to distribute them outside Chiang Mai Province
and expanded to international markets.
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[In the early days, when Mr. Pongmit began
practicing silversmithing, there were very few tools or
powerful equipment to choose from. The products created
at that time had design limitations, such as being
small-sized utensils or tiny ornaments like bracelets
and earrings. As times changed and advancements
occurred, more tools, equipment, and technology,
like metal wire rollers, melting machines, and wire
pulling tools became available. This made work more
convenient and allowed for the creation of more varied
and intricate designs. He began producing larger
silverware or more intricate and complex designs that

were traditional utility items used daily like silver trays,

candle stands, etc.
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Later on, Mr. Pongmit continued to develop his skills. Moving from traditional Lanna silversmithing,
he experimented with the filigree technique, which involved delicate and intricate patterns. He was a pioneer
in creating a unique identity for silverware in the Ban Kat community. Moreover, not limiting himself to just
silver, by the end of 2014, he began studying and experimenting with applying the filigree technique to
gold items, consequently resulting in rare gold filigree artwork. Nowadays, with many artisans abandoning
this craft, the Uppanun Family remains one of the few families preserving this expertise in the Ban Kat
community by passing down this wisdom from generation to generation. Even as his descendants
continue this legacy, Mr. Pongmit has never abandoned his pioneering arts and crafts. Instead, he continues
to innovate and draw inspiration from nature by producing even more magnificent and intricate artwork

reflecting his immense skills and expertise from over 50 years of experience.
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Wisdom reflecting craftsmanship skills

The process of embedding designs from silver or gold consists of as many as 35 detailed steps.
Mr. Pongmit still meticulously preserves the ancient method of work. Paired with the intention to create
intricate work, each produced piece exudes elegance and unparalleled beauty. The main technique
involves initially creating a framework and then using tiny threads as fine as hair strands to delicately
embed them into grooves, a process called pattern embedding.

Starting with the selection of the materials, it must be silver or gold pellets with a purity of 99%
because of their soft and flexible properties. They can be beaten into thin sheets and drawn into fine
threads more efficiently than other metals or alloys. Silver mixed with other minerals like copper or
brass is not used, as they are fragile and challenging to shape. Due to the embedding technique, the
metal undergoes various processes to be stretched and drawn into threads as fine as hair ready to

be used for embedding in the next step.
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Pure silver or gold is melted at temperatures between 800-1,200 degrees Celsius. Once liquefied
in the crucible, it is poured into molds to obtain silver or gold rods of the desired size. After cleaning
with acid, they are hammered to smooth the surface. Then, they are rolled continuously until reaching

a diameter of 5 millimeters. The rod’s end is sharpened to insert into a wire-pulling plate, so stretching

the silver or gold into a wire with a diameter of 0.2 millimeters, roughly the size of hair.
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The obtained 0.2-millimeter wire is then coiled
onto a board, a process known as ‘thread coiling’.
. By placing it on a flat surface and turning it into a
unified texture, once coiled, it is flattened to fit into
a 24-gauge silver thread, which has been flattened
to match the embedding thread’s size. These thin
threads are then coiled into the prepared frame by
gradually filling it. Once the embedding is completed,
a solution is applied to the surface of the work and
heated by starting from the framework. Then, the
temperature is gradually reduced as it reaches the
core threads, and fusing the work together seamlessly.
The piece is then cleaned with acid, layered, and
shaped to give various dimensions. Additional
decorations are added for beauty. Finally, the piece
is polished and cleaned using a brass brush,
enhancing the framework’s shine and inner threads,

and making the work look attractive.
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The main components of the inlay work are the structural wire, the inner wire or inlay
wire,and the solder.

The structural wire is a wire that has been flattened or made to be upright and then bent
to form the main framework of the piece. It makes up the external skeletal portion, and this
section must always be bent vertically.

The inner wire or inlay wire uses the finest wire similar in size to a hair strand. Two of these
wires are twisted together and then flattened to resemble the structural wire. The inner wire
is then wound, starting from the innermost circle and pushed into the structure, making sure
both wires are aligned vertically. The inlay process must be done as tightly as possible. Before
attaching the solder, if the piece is lifted, the two wires should not come apart.

Solder is used to join the structural wire and the inner wire together. A good solder must
bond the metals together while maintaining the clarity of the inlaid patterns. The solder should
not damage the twisted wire, and it should be a special formula developed through research,

testing, and continuous development. This knowledge is passed down from generation to generation.
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Beyond creating detailed inlay work
composed of many complex steps, what is more
subtle is that even if the main methods are similar,
each pattern and design has different steps,
techniques, or carefulness. This requires skills
training. For example, to make certain designs, the
wire has to be pulled, then twisted, and shaped.
It needs to be softened by continuous heating,
and requires continuous pulling and cutting to

maintain the consistency.

Furthermore, each time it is worked,
the wire size must be appropriate for the size of
the piece, from the structural wire to preparing the
inner wire for the inlay, thus making sure they are
compatible. Consideration must be given to the
inlay process because the first patterns are easier
to insert, but as more is added, it becomes tighter
as it expands outward. As such, the balance must
be considered. All of this requires the craftsman
to plan from the beginning to ensure the work is

successful and attractive.
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Outstanding Work Identity

The process of creating engraved jewelry is quite
intricate, time-consuming, and involves complex steps.
However, Mr. Pongmit has never considered altering or
skipping any steps because the procedures and techniques
themselves are intrinsically beautiful. They can give rise
to work based on original designs and continue to evolve
endlessly according to one’s imagination. For instance, a
single floral pattern can lead to many variations, such as

rings, earrings, necklaces, bracelets, brooches, and so on.

Mr. Pongmit has designed numerous pieces of jewelry
using the engraving technique. Notable works include five
distinct family emblem floral designs: sunflowers, peonies,
Sakalong, spiral petals, and Emperor blossom. He has
designed, practiced, and developed these initial patterns to
serve as the prototype for the family emblem. This enables
future generations to study and practice the craft. Moreover,

these designs can be produced for commercial purposes.
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Creative development, adaptation,
or expansion of the work (if any)

With a passion for creating engraved designs and seeing nature
as an art form, it is not surprising that Mr. Pongmit can consistently

adapt and design new forms of engraved jewelry over time, and never

stayed stagnant. By studying real-life models, such as flowers, leaves,
and various animals, and integrating them with unmatched skills in
engraving, the results are beautifully intricate works of art.

From these foundational designs or patterns, one can continually
innovate without any limits. For instance, various floral designs
representing a bloom can be adapted into brooches simply by adding
the leaves and stem to attach to the brooch pin. Even the enhancement
of adorning with gems can lead to the creation of a new piece, hence
enhancing its beauty and increasing its value significantly more than

the original.
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Important, Outstanding,
and Proud Work

A significant piece is the large peacock necklace, which
was designed based on extensive study from photographs.
There were multiple trials to perfect its details with the aim
to resemble a real peacock as closely as possible. This piece
took nearly a month to create.

Other notable works include the five types of family
specific flowers: sunflowers, peonies, Sakalong flowers,
spiral petals, and Emperor blossom. Even though these
patterns have been designed a long time ago, time has not

diminished their beauty. Despite the continuous introduction

of new designs, there still exists a demand and interest in
these original designs up to the present day. These patterns
are also used as foundational designs for the descendants
to further adapt by creating many unique pieces. This fulfills
and is a testament to the intentions and aspirations of Mr.

Pongmit , making it a source of pride.
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Commitment to conserve and inherit in arts and crafts

From Mr. Pongmit’s concern, someone who has been deeply involved and familiar with the art of
embossed patterns for over 50 years, he has recognized that the number of people practicing or
inheriting this craft is dwindling day by day. As such, he wants more people to know about the art
of embossed patterns because he has observed that many of the younger generation hardly know
what it is. As a result, he has passed on the techniques of silversmithing and the art of making
embossed jewelry to his family members to preserve and sustain this craft. He has also imparted
knowledge and guided skills training to the local community of Ban Kat with the aim of creating
jobs and strengthening this exquisite art in the community. Moreover, he has extended his

teachings to the general public.
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In addition to passing on knowledge to the Ban Kat community, he has also continuously taught student
interns from various educational institutions, such as Silpakorn University and other universities
offering gem and jewelry courses. It is well known that the art of making embossed jewelry is a craft
unique to Ban Kat, and currently only practiced there. Thus, students regularly come to learn and hone
their skills. On average, each batch of students spends over 100 hours training with Mr. Pongmit every
time. This has been a yearly tradition for more than 50 years, and he never tires or becomes possessive
of the knowledge in a craft he loves and is dedicated. He is determined to preserve and pass on the
artistry that uses this unique embossing technique, thus ensuring its longevity in Thailand for generations
to come. He is also pleased to share the knowledge of embossing with anyone interested. It can be said

that Mr. Pongmit is a genuine giver.
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Received Certificates or Awards

-Local Wisdom Teacher, Mae Wang District Inheritor
of Silver Handicrafts in 2004 from the Chiang Mai
Provincial Cultural Office

-Handicraft Teacher 2016 from the International
Center for the Promotion of Arts and Crafts (Public
Organization)

-Awarded various product contests, such as award-win-
ning prizes of the Chiang
Mai OTOP Product Selection Contest 2014, 5-star
OTOP Awards 2019, etc.
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“Adhere to the principle of creating filigrees that must be beautiful, exquisite,

durable, and truly functional.”
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