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FOREWORD

Handbuilders Unite!
A short, unprecise history of a way of working.

The Kansas City Art Institute was a hotbed of ceramics when I arrived in the
fall of 1972. Jacquie Rice had joined the faculty to add a new point of view,
including a variety of hand building and decorating techniques. We were
charged up by the challenge she brought to the strong high-fire throwing
culture championed by Ken Ferguson and Victor Babu. While they focused
on Asian pottery, Jacquie taught us to use low-fire commercial glazes, decals,
lusters, and china paints on hand-built vessels. This entirely different
aesthetic was infectious and led to what seemed like a revolution.

At some point that year, a student printed bumper stickers. They were
bright orange, about 5 x 6 inches, and read: Handbuilders Unite! 1 wonder
sometimes what people thought when they saw the bumper sticker. What was
a hand builder and why did they need to unite? The politics of the day led to
many diverse manifestos on car bumpers. Ours was a Declaration of the
Freedom of Ceramic Art.

We did not invent that phrase, but it felt like we were on the cutting edge
of a new way of working. John Gill was a senior, and already showing his
work. His soft-slab teapots, jars, and cups influenced other students,
including me. (I was so impressed, I married him!) Another curious
connection was the one we made with Mark Pharis, who visited KCAI with
Warren MacKenzie and a group of students from the University of
Minnesota. I don’t know if he had already experimented with soft slabs, but
he soon added hand building to his body of work and has since made
magnificent pots using the technique. About the same time, Victor Babu
demonstrated how to use very large, stiff slabs to make a box. This is how I
make all my work. One demo: a life is changed.

When I first came to ceramics, I was a painter and form seemed alien to
me (which was only reinforced by a bad grade in Freshman 3D Design).
However, from the start I found building with slabs was different; it was very
much like drawing. I could invent line with a knife and volume by pressing
slabs into molds. This system made it possible to create well-rendered
generic shapes quickly, then combine them to make work as large as my kiln
would accommodate. It was like stretching a canvas, giving me the freedom
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to play with two-dimensional shape, color, and pattern. I had found my voice,
and was then able to experiment and play.

I still love how clay feels as a perfect leather-hard slab, and I usually have
at least two hundred pounds rolled before beginning a series. I enter the
studio with few expectations other than an approximate number of works I
will make. The making stage is divorced from decorating: I learned early on
that the fewer clues I left on the surface, the more I could invent the shapes of
color. Sometimes I coat the pot with a thick, white glaze known as Majolica,
from the Italian Renaissance technique. Other work is decorated with layers
of engobe. Over the years, I have found particular cultural and historic
patterns to use as a starting point. The forms, although not planned
specifically, are in response to the shapes I see in the images. From Japanese
prints and Turkish robes to a particular image of a basket of flowers on a
Chinese plate, I am always looking, seeing possibilities for making when I
least expect it.

I have taught Introductory Hand Building at Alfred University for about
thirty years. The course has evolved over time from one that emphasized
vessel making to one that is heavily sculptural and includes slip casting and
press molding. Yet we did not want to change the course name to “Ceramic
Sculpture.” Hand building does not indicate a type of object, only a way of
working, and that is how we want to think about it—by questioning ways of
making, ways of using materials outside the typical beginning assignments of
coil/slab/press mold then glaze. Clay can be bone dry, already fired, the
consistency of mud, or, of course, the plastic clay that now comes in
convenient square blocks in plastic bags. Hand building has never been so
easy or as challenging as it is today. Handbuilders Unite!

—ANDREA GILL, Professor Emeritus of Ceramic Art at Alfred
University



Basin and Vase Series: Parrots. Andrea Gill. Slab construction with press molds.
Photo courtesy of Brian Ogelsbee.
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1 THE BASICS

I BELIEVE IN KEEPING THINGS SIMPLE.

It is easy to complicate your studio life by thinking you need certain things
to get started. Maybe it’s a special tool or that perfect clay. There will always
be something you want or you think will make all the difference. However,
over the past two decades, I have learned that the most important tool is one
you always have: it’s you! If you’re in the studio, you can make great work.

That said, your studio, tools, and clay are important when it comes to hand
building. Where you work and what you work with will affect your journey. I
will cover all of this on the pages that follow. In this chapter, I'll also
introduce some key terms and techniques used throughout the book. These
will be especially useful if you’re new to clay and just might help you over
those initial hurdles to get going strong in the studio.

One last note before we begin: throughout this book I advocate doing
things a certain way. If you’re a more experienced potter, my way may be
similar to yours or it may be quite different. As you no doubt know, at some
point you stop thinking about how you hold your hand or a tool. You start to
think instead about what your pot needs to look like and how to achieve that
goal. There is no need for you to change the way you do things to match how
I do them. I encourage you to experiment: you may find you like doing
something in a new way! Yet if you already have good studio habits and
effective methods, incorporate only what makes sense. It’s all about what
works for your body, materials, and desired objects.

Let’s get started!
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THE STUDIO

It’s often said that working in a clay studio is like “playing with
mud.” There is some truth to that! But studio setup and safety are
very important. Please take your clay environment seriously and
ask experienced potters whenever you’re in a situation and you're

not sure how to proceed. Safety comes first.

CONSIDERING YOUR ENVIRONMENT

If you’re like most potters—myself
included—you’re probably working
in a shared studio space. Establishing
habits that keep the studio tidy is
doubly important for these settings,
but even if you have your own
studio, you should keep it clean.

One clear advantage of a clean,
well-organized studio is that you can
come in and get right to work.
Another advantage is that you’ll
create a safer environment for
everyone in it. Moist clay is
considered inert and safe. But when
clay dries and is crushed up, you will
eventually breathe in the clay dust. A
studio covered in layers of clay dust
is not safe.

Breathing in clay dust over — N L D
extended periods is unhealthy and Aslab rolleﬁf |s éonsidéred essenti;';l st‘u:jylo egj—iﬁ;ment
can lead to disease and lung issues. If for many hand builders.
you think, “Ahh, T don’t make that
much dust,” try working with red clay in a primarily white clay space and see
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Breathing in clay dust over extended periods is unhealthy and can lead to
disease and lung issues. If you think, “Ahh, I don’t make that much dust,” try
working with red clay in a primarily white clay space and see if you stand by
that opinion. (&)
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Note: In shared studios, be extra courteous. Even if you feel cavalier about
clay dust, think of those around you. As an instructor, I believe that if even
one student per class disregards what I say and sweeps instead of mops,
that’s extra clay dust I am breathing in. While this may seem like common
sense, it is not always obvious to everyone. Please be considerate!

That brings me to the idea of the mental space of a studio. I have been
blessed to travel to some amazing facilities around the country, from state-of-
the-art studios to small buildings in the woods with no running water. While
a studio might have a certain feel, what I’ve noticed is that the magic isn’t in
the space; rather, it’s what you bring to it that matters. The best studios I've
visited all stood out because of the people. Think about this whenever you
join a new studio. Ask yourself: How do I contribute to this space?

That said, you also need to set boundaries in communal studios. My studio
space is about being free, comfortable, and safe to create anything. My studio
time is mine: It is valuable and deserves my respect and the respect of my
studio mates. My studio time is primarily about making, not socializing. Even
though I do require some social interaction and enjoy that part of a shared
studio, it is important that it is a secondary function. In any studio there needs
to be a balance.

Note: When people share a studio, there are bound to be conflicts. Try to
handle these conflicts with sensitivity and kindness. Remember, everyone
coming to the studio deserves to have a safe, happy, and comfortable space to
work. If conflicts have gotten beyond easy resolutions, seek out assistance. If
you have a studio manager, that person can often help.

In short, I encourage you to bring your best self to the studio. Come to
work and engage in a productive way. Respect the time you are devoting to
your practice and the time others are devoting to theirs.

YOUR WORKSPACE AND STUDIO EQUIPMENT

In addition to the social interaction, shared resources are a major benefit of
working in a communal studio. Before I get into specialty equipment you
might want to buy, let’s take a quick tour of the setup you’ll find at most
communal studios—including some larger pieces of equipment. Most studios
have electric wheels, scales, extruders, kilns, wedging tables, slab rollers, and
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sinks with running water (often with clay traps). Some studios may allow
supervised use of clay mixers, pug mills, spray booths, air compressors,
sandblasters, and grinders. Others even have shared ware boards, bats,
shelving, rolling pins, and piles of plaster molds. The list can go on and on,
depending on the studio and whom it serves! Here are my notes for making
the most of your studio setup.

Note: If you don’t know how to use a tool or machine, ask someone! You
don’t want to risk breaking something (ceramic equipment can be costly to
repair or replace). If it’s not on your shelf, or clearly meant for communal
use, don’t use it without permission.

The first step is figuring out where you’ll work. Do you want to stand or
sit? Any studio will offer a variety of options, because potters tend to labor
for long periods of time. Be mindful of how you hold your body. If a table is
too high or your piece is large, stand up to work.
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As far as a sitting workstation goes, make sure to adjust your chair so that
you’re comfortable and your spine is straight. Even small differences in seat
height can affect your posture. It may seem insignificant, but sitting hour
after hour in an awkward position will make a difference in how you feel at
the end of the day. @ You can exhaust your body by being uncomfortable;
be kind to it in the space available. Adjust the height of your work on a table
for better posture. (D)
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Too often when I travel, I encounter stools that are quite uncomfortable to
use for an extended period. The first thing I did when I set up my studio was
buy myself a chair with a back and adjustable height! If you don’t want to
commit to a chair, try cushions to improve the available seating in your
studio. Whatever you do, think about your posture and remember to stand up
and move occasionally. Sitting too long in one position can cause stiffness
and sore muscles.

If you like to work while standing, remember to monitor your projects as
they grow and adjust the height of your table accordingly to keep yourself
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comfortable. Also, you are most likely standing on concrete, so wear good
shoes and take breaks.

Next comes your work surface. If the tabletop isn’t sticky, you may be
able to work directly on that. Some tables are covered in canvas, which can
be fine. (Still, canvas does have a tendency to leave marks on clay and can be
very dusty. When cleaned with a sponge, it becomes wet and requires drying
time.) Rather than working directly on a table, however, I recommend
working on drywall, a ware board, or even a bat. Having a work surface
that’s portable will allow you to easily move your piece and keep your main
work area clean.

The wedging area of most studios includes one or more wedging tables as
well as a scale or two. @ If you don’t have a wedging table, clay can be
prepared on a sturdy, dry canvas-covered tabletop. Wedging can even be
done on a piece of drywall. Just be careful to work on dry wallboard that has
been properly prepared: There should be duct tape around the cut edges and
the paper covering should be intact. You don’t want any parts of the drywall
to get into your clay.
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and it may take a lesson or two from someone in the studio before you’re
comfortable using one on your own. If you don’t have access to a slab roller,
no problem. Slabs can be easily made using wood slats and a rolling pin (see
here for more on making slabs).

The extruder is similar to the slab roller: It’s a convenient tool, but not
essential. (F) I actually prefer to make my coils by hand as I go (see here).
But an extruder can save you time when you’re making a lot of coils (or other
extruded shapes) for a large project. Take a look at Nathan Craven’s pieces
shown here or Robert Brady’s images shown here for some ideas on what can
be achieved with extrusions. Again, different models have different
mechanisms, so always get a tutorial before using an extruder by yourself.
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workstation for the next step and sets me up for success. It’s a way for me to
transition more fluidly with tools and equipment at the ready.
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STAGING WORK

Staging your work means setting up an area so that you will be able to return to continue
working on your project or so that you can easily move your project from place to place. When it
comes to staging my own work, | try to problem-solve in advance any situations that may arise
during the entire making process. From preparing slabs to the final glazing, | know I'll need a
clean workspace, boards large enough to hold my clay slabs, and enough plastic to transfer
them. I’ll also need ware boards, a space on a shelf to let my greenware dry, a place to store
bisqueware until | am ready to glaze, and often a ware cart to move my work around.

Also, consider the size of your piece. Will the piece eventually be so large it will be difficult (or
impossible) to move by yourself? I’'m of the school that if you can’t move it alone, you shouldn’t
build it, but that comes from moving a lot of other people’s work! Check with potential helpers
before you start going large with your project. Also, consider the space you are using because
building large-scale work takes up valuable studio real estate while it dries.

Even if your work is not what you would consider big, you need to make sure it will fit in your
studio’s kiln. More than once, | have attempted to load a kiln and found that someone’s piece
wouldn’t fit. Know the dimensions of your kiln before you create a beautiful piece you can’t fire.
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SELF-CARE

Self-care is something that has become very important to me. A lot
of the language in this book is deliberately geared to make you
think and relate back to your body or mind. Our mental and

emotional states can affect our studio practice.

I have been working in clay for decades, and a long time ago I made the
development of professional practice my priority. Physically, I always feared
I would injure my hands or my arms in a way that would prevent me from
working. But I was unprepared for what actually happened a few years ago:
My studio practice and livelihood were threatened in a different way when I
hit an emotional and physical wall. I was traveling extensively,
workshopping, teaching, and trying to make pots in the studio. I found myself
exhausted, unhealthy, and unhappy! At the end of an incredibly busy year, I
wasn’t sure I wanted to do it anymore. I had put my health, emotional and
physical, at the bottom of my to-do list for too many years, and something
had to change.

I started the next year by instead putting myself at the top of my list. I
made a commitment to improving my health, losing weight, and making
exercise a priority. I made changes that allowed me to take better care of
myself when I traveled, and I made some new rules for my studio life. No
more twelve-hour days or pulling all-nighters, eating chips while I glazed!
Some habits were easy to break, and others took some time. After years of
putting my studio life first, I had to remind myself that devoting a couple of
hours a day to me and my well-being was in my best interest.

I’m happy to say this strategy worked. I love my studio practice again, and
I am a more energetic teacher. I am able to bring my best self to my work and
my home life. This commitment to self-care has changed my life.

If you are thinking about making a career in ceramics, strive for balance,
take care of yourself, exercise, and make time outside the studio to refresh
and energize your body and mind. I promise it will serve your studio practice
well and help sustain a long career. On the other hand, if you are coming to
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clay later in life, clay may become your self-care. Awesome! There is
something magical about clay and how it can make the hours melt away. It
can be a gift to yourself and a wonderful outlet. Just make sure to nurture and
protect your newfound creativity but spend some time away from clay too.

BEST PRACTICES

There are some general best practices for potters. Posture and ergonomics are
important for all studio artists. Be aware of how you’re sitting or standing
and for how long. Pay attention to how you are holding your body and your
hands. Most people tend to hunch over their work, increasingly tightening up
over time. Breaking this habit, or at least moving around and straightening
your body, is very important.

I also recommend setting tasks that are limited in time. For example, I
weigh out a limited number of balls of clay to make mugs, then I make those
mugs. When it’s time to make more mugs, I have to get up and weigh out
more clay. In this way I make sure I’m not sitting in one place for hours on
end. If you need a reminder to move but don’t want to break up your work in
this fashion, try setting a timer.

Working with clay is an activity that requires physicality and strength in
different, sometimes previously unused, parts of your body. You may get
tired or sore, which is fairly common. Counter this by stretching, taking
breaks, and building up your strength. If you work in discomfort and ignore
what your body is telling you, ceramics won’t be as much fun. We all want to
use our bodies as long as possible! On the following pages are some ideas for
keeping yours healthy in the studio.

HAND STRETCHES

Do your stretches! As my mother, who is a physical therapist and my go-to
source for this kind of help, is always reminding me, “Flexibility is the key to
longevity.” So, with her help, I have developed a few basic moves that
address some of the common issues we hand builders face.

Before trying any of these stretches, remember to listen to your body. I am
by no means an expert in this subject and certainly don’t know your
limitations! If you can, consult a doctor or your own physical therapist,
chiropractor, or yogi for moves suited to your body and physical ability. The
following stretches can be performed every hour or two, or anytime you are
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starting to feel fatigued (when you experience hand cramps, for example). Do
each stretch for twenty to thirty seconds.

Finger Push-ups: Start with your hands pressed together in a prayer position,
fingertips all touching. Next spread your fingers apart as far as you can, then
“steeple” the fingers by separating your palms but keeping your fingers
together. (A)
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idea to stop and reverse this action. Relax your shoulders and back, and sit up
straight. Think of it as realigning yourself!

Expand on the Hand Stretches: Stand up and start with Thriller Hands and Flip the
Script. These will get you warmed up. Then progress to the following more
intense stretches that address the rest of your body.

Head Stretch: Move your head, ear to shoulder, on each side. Be gentle.

Doorway Stretch: Position yourself in an open doorway, hands on the doorjambs
at about the height of your shoulders, with elbows pointed down. Now lean
forward. This should stretch your shoulders.

Table Dog: This is one of my favorites and easy to do in the studio. Stand about
2 or 3 feet from the table, feet planted under your hips. Place your palms on
the table and slowly bend forward. The goal is to have your head come
between your arms, butt back, and gently stretch your body (don’t hit your
head). You should feel this stretch in your thighs, lower back, between your
shoulders, and maybe even your arms.

Move!: Okay, this one is not really a stretch. But you have a whole body, so
use it! Often during that midday lull in the studio, I take a bicycle ride. It gets
my body moving and my blood flowing. It also gets me out of the studio and
into the sun for a bit. I return energized and ready for another few focused
studio hours. Choose your own adventure. Just make sure you break up your
day up with some physical activity.

Note: I am a huge advocate for massage. I trained to be a massage therapist
many years ago. During that training, undergoing massage was a huge part
of day-to-day life. The physical nature of massaging others necessitated
receiving massage myself as therapy. Beyond being relaxing (for some), it
can be helpful as a type of recovery treatment. If you undergo massage, have
your masseuse or masseur focus on your hands, arms, shoulders, and back,
or anyplace that is tired or sore.
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FEATURED ARTIST

Bryan Hopkins | Clay and the Motivation to Make

How did you get your start in clay?
I first touched clay my junior year at West Chester University of Pennsylvania. At that time | was a
mathematics major and needed an art elective to graduate. | followed a friend into a ceramics class.
| did not like the feel of clay and was not good at hand building at first. However, the potter’s
wheel was another story. The first time | made a pot on the wheel, something clicked inside me. And
I don’t mean that in some hippie potter, pop-Zen way. Making that pot made sense and felt natural
in a way nothing in my life ever had. | started selling work at craft shows on a very local, farmers’
market level and gradually worked up to selling at the premiere craft shows in the United States.

What is your motivation to make?

Change. Although a pot will never change the world, | believe strongly that a pot—say, a mug—has
the potential to affect a single person’s life. Drinking your morning coffee from a handmade mug
becomes a ritual, and the mug attains an importance in your life as an instrument of that ritual.
Slowing down enough to consider what object you will consume that coffee from becomes almost a
political choice. You decided to buy a mug from a potter, whom you perhaps met at a craft show, a
potter whose hand you shook upon purchasing the mug. That mug and the memory of that
interaction become part of your life.

I, as the maker, receive not only the price of the mug but also the reinforcement that that design,
that mug, resonates with another human being. This creates a connection between two people and
completes the thought of why the mug was made in the first place. So while my pots might never
affect society as a whole and all at once, | believe affecting one person will ultimately affect each of
our worlds.

What led you to discover the method of building you use?

| am a perfectionist, so porcelain and | are made for each other. It’s white, translucent, smooth, with
no grit. | hate gritty clay. Porcelain is not passive in the outcome of a piece. Porcelain is a partner |
am working with, trying to negotiate simple issues like verticality. It has a mind of its own, and | feel
I do not simply “use” porcelain. | feel we are in a long-term relationship. | developed my current
methods to fully exploit the translucence of porcelain, and it is important to say that firing to cone
11in a gas reduction kiln adds as much to the result as does my construction method.

What type of clay do you use and why?

| use a porcelain of my own formulation. | make it in my studio. It’s small-batch, artisanal, and
gluten-free. It is the whitest and most translucent porcelain | have ever encountered, and it took
about four years to perfect. Translucence and whiteness are beyond important to me. | use only a
monochrome palette, so | need that purity of clay to have a clear and concise conversation with it.
My clay has set me apart and shown people how much | care about participating in the continuum
of porcelain tableware.
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What important lessons have you learned in your process?
1) Control is a negotiation, not a given.

2) There are no absolute truths. (Scoring? No need.)

3) Being a perfectionist sucks.
)

4) Developing a clay body specific to my needs was essential and has become almost as important
as the forms.
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Basket. Bryan Hopkins. Slab construction, pierced, reductive process.
Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Vase. Bryan Hopkins. Slab construction, pierced, reductive process.

Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Tray. Bryan Hopkins. Slab construction.

Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Raised Bowl. Bryan Hopkins. Slab construction, pierced, reductive process.

Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Small Cup. Bryan Hopkins. Slipcast slab.

Photo courtesy of the artist.
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Small Cup, backlit. Bryan Hopkins. Slipcast slab.

Photo courtesy of the artist.
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TOOLS AND MATERIALS

As I said at the beginning of this chapter, the most important tool in
your studio when it comes to making work is you! No matter what
other tools you have or don’t have, nothing in the studio will get
done if you don’t show up. So show up! Don’t let issues such as not
having enough space or not having the perfect tool or clay prevent
you from making work. You will make progress and build your

skills when you show up and make.

Okay, with that pep talk out of the way, let’s talk clay tools! I am a right-
tool-for-the-right-job sort of a person and try to keep the number of my tools
to a minimum. It’s natural for your tools to become more stylized and
specific as your practice grows. But many of us tend to collect tools. At some
point you need to get rid of the excess. Call it a spring cleaning of tools: Once
a year go through your tools and eliminate the things you never use. Donate
them to your studio if it offers community tools.

COMMON HAND-BUILDING TOOLS

I have worked in clay for two decades in many different studio situations.
What follows is a distillation of all the tools I’ve encountered. Again, keep it
simple! Start with the basics and add more as you like. While some of these
tools will be referred to throughout the book, they are suggestions only.
Check to see what tools you have that will work; there’s no need to go out
and buy every tool on the list. I am all about being resourceful, either
grabbing what I have handy or quickly improvising a tool. Tools are about
being more efficient in the studio and making the most of the time you have.
Don’t waste time waiting on tools.
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The Basic Toolkit
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sur-form: This surface-forming tool is what I often use for leveling or evening
out leather-hard clay. I reach for it frequently when shaping lids or boxes
with capped lids. I also use it as a plane for larger surfaces. A sur-form and a
level can take care of clay that’s ill-suited for a cheese cutter. I keep two
types of sur-form in my studio. I use a 4-inch-long handheld rasp/plane that is
easy to find at a hardware store. I also like a more specialized sur-form you
can get at clay store or sometimes at a hardware store: it’s a short, 2.5-inch
sur-form with a slightly rounded or bent blade.

Note: For sur-forms, I actually prefer the blades dull. When they’re new and
sharp, they catch on everything. I’m also not a huge fan of the handle for the
small blade. The 4-inch-long blade is more like a plane, so that handle is nice
for fluid motion. The smaller one I generally use without a handle so I can
manipulate its direction more quickly. It is better for working on the round,
like a lid or something else that I will also be holding in my other hand.

Brushes: To avoid smudging things with your fingers, you can use a wet brush
to apply water or a dry brush to brush away clay burrs. There are lots of
styles of brushes available. The most common in my studio are cheap
hardware-store brushes, which I find are great for burr removal and simple
water or glaze application.

Cut-off wire: Some type of wire is essential for removing your work when it’s
stuck on a work surface. My preference is for shorter cut-off wires to avoid
tangling. I also like the kind with soft rubber handles.

Needle tool: This is always needed and a must for a basic kit. I often use my
needle tool to trace and cut around templates (see here). It typically won’t cut
into a tabletop surface the way a blade tool will.

Ribs: | have three favorite ribs: a standard metal rib, a green right-angle
Sherrill Mudtools rib, and a small metal Sherrill Mudtools rib. I usually cut
cheap metal ribs into different shapes using tin snips or decent scissors. If
you want to do the same, be careful when cutting. Make sure you don’t leave
razor-sharp edges. I usually reshape my ribs so that they have a 90-degree
angle instead of only round edges. I like the Sherrill Mudtools polymer ribs
for their varying sizes and degrees of flexibility (different colors indicate
different levels of firmness). I do have a couple of serrated ribs for good
measure, but I rarely use them.
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Cheese cutter: At workshops I am often asked what my favorite tool is, and I
think this is it! Yes, a cheese cutter is indispensable. It’s a reductive tool I use
primarily to cut my forms evenly, sometimes in combination with my wood
measuring stick. Unlike knives, it stays perfectly sharp. It doesn’t drag. It
cuts cleanly and elegantly every time. When you’re buying one, look for one
with a flat handle. The larger, bubble-like handle can actually make it feel
clumsy in the hand. Most cheese cutters come with a small roll guard for
slicing cheese. Just remove that because it is not useful for our application.

Scoring tool: A needle tool is not a scoring tool. A scoring tool should have
multiple needles on one end, as the purpose of the tool is to make scoring—
roughing up the surface of the clay—easy and effective. You can make one
out of plumber’s epoxy and T-pins if you can’t find a commercially made
tool. With hand building, you’re constantly attaching coil to coil, coil to slab,
and handle to pot: Your attachments are a vital part of your practice, often
making or breaking your work. This tool is essential to good scoring and
strong attachments.

craft knife: X-ACTO knives are readily available, but I don’t love the thickness
of the blades. Instead I use a craft knife or surgical blade, a knife with a fixed
cutting edge. They can stay sharp a long time, depending on your clay. The
only time I have broken one is when I’'m working with clay that is too hard.
So remember that disposable knives are not meant for clay use, let alone
long-term use, and can have a shorter lifespan than an X-ACTO knife, whose
blades are intended to be replaced often.

Wood knife: This classic knife is another favorite I use constantly, especially
when I’m coil building. I use it as a rib substitute when a regular rib will
gouge or be cumbersome—or when my hand no longer fits—inside a form.
It’s a great compression tool for corners as well.

Cut-off/measuring stick: This stick has notches on it for measuring, and I use
them as a guide for the cheese cutter when I even out the top edges of forms.
(For some projects, it’s useful to have a pair.) These sticks are also great for
making slabs from a block of clay. As an alternative for the projects in this
book, you can get by with a ruler instead.

Banding wheel: While I love my cheese cutter, the banding wheel is the one tool
that I’d need to replace the same day if it broke. I am not alone in feeling this
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way! The banding wheel is a fundamental tool for hand builders. Mine is
heavy-duty, and its weight and design let it spin and spin and spin. A good
one is an investment, but it should last forever. Don’t suffer bad banding
wheels! They can turn you off and keep you from discovering what an
effective studio tool they can be.

Note: While you want a good-quality banding wheel, bigger isn’t always
better. Of the three I have, I use my smallest, a short tabletop wheel (8.5
inches in diameter), the most.

sponges: | keep a few standard kit sponges handy, and I like them even better
after some wear. I don’t like sponges with a lot of pushback! I prefer them
soft and want them to wring out easily. For some reason, though, sponges
tend to walk away. Keep more than one around.

Optional Tools

The tools on this next list are the extras. But they’re also tools that I now
consider indispensable in my hand-building practice. While they’re not used
for everything, they are used often enough for me to recommend that you
consider them once you get serious about hand building.

Brayer: A brayer is a useful tool for flattening out clay. I use my brayer mostly
to make very thin, wide strips of clay used for decorative effect. But brayers
come in handy also to thin sections of clay that will be scored and joined; this
helps reduce the amount of clay overlap. They can be used to a similar effect
as beveling (cutting the clay to increase surface area).

Trimming tools: When it comes to trimming tools, the basic shapes work best in
most circumstances. I recommend three shapes: the classic loop (pear shape),
a rectangle, and one that is about a quarter of the size of the standard loop
tool.

The key to effective trimming tools is keeping them sharp. If I’m planning
a trimming session, I sharpen my tools beforehand with a grinder. Some
people also use grinding stones (used for sharpening knives) on their
trimming tools.

Wood knives: While I consider one wood knife essential, I like to keep a variety
of them handy to use different blade shapes for different situations. They are
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an optional addition to your toolkit, but they are inexpensive and worth
adding early.

Paddles: Paddles are wonderful for shaping larger objects or to firm up
attachments such as knobs to lids. All of my favorite paddles are handmade,
and they serve different purposes. If you have access to a sander and wood,
you too can make custom paddles. However, start off easy with something
like a wooden spoon. Or your studio might have some communal paddles
available. Paddles are an optional tool, but once you come across (or make) a
good one, keep it nearby!

Level/ruler: A small level comes in handy when you need to level off larger
forms (vases) or forms that have feet or are raised from the tabletop (plates,
boxes, cake plates). The type of ruler you choose is up to you, but I
recommend a clear gridded ruler as shown in the photo on the next page.

Texture tools (roulettes): There are lots of commercially made texture tools
available, and you are welcome to play with those. But there is more
character if you make your own texture tools—and they are cheaper! One of
my favorite downtime activities is to make some coils, let them get leather
hard, and carve into them. I make ten to twenty at a time, bisque fire them,
and then keep the best three or four. You will eventually break them, but it’s
okay. Keep pictures of patterns and texture ideas in an image file on your
computer, then when you’re ready to make roulettes, you can sit down and
browse through the pictures for inspiration. (For more on making roulettes,
see here.)

Torch/heat gun: It may sound like an indulgent addition to the studio, but a
simple torch or heat gun is not expensive. It can often be purchased for
twenty dollars or so. I prefer the trigger-style propane torch. It uses a regular
propane can for camping, and even as a full-time studio artist I replace the
propane can only about once a year.

Although you must use extreme caution with either device, I think heat
guns are more dangerous than torches. Maybe it’s because people are
naturally more careful around fire, but in any case most everyone respects a
live flame. (I’ve been burned only by a heat gun, never by a torch.) Again,
safety comes first no matter which you use, and be just as careful with these
tools before and after you turn them off as when they are turned on. They
remain hot and can still injure you.
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CLAY

One of the most common workshop questions I get is “What clay
are you using?”’ My answer is hardly ever the same. That’s because
I use whatever is handy in the studio where I'm teaching. I don’t
travel with the clay I use in my studio—and even there I do not mix
my own special clay. In fact, I’ve traveled and moved a lot, and my

clay of choice changes based on where I live.

That said, clay is my canvas. It is important since it is the foundation of
what I am building. My main concern when choosing a new clay is that the
clay is the right color for the content I’'m interested in developing. It is also
important for my practice that the clay I use is workable and not overly fussy.
While making your own clay can be cheaper, and for some it can be integral
to their work (see Bryan Hopkins), I am happy to buy my clay. It frees up
time for me to do what I love: make things with the clay! So my advice to
most beginning potters is to find a clay that is workable and the color you
want. Then spend time making things. Developing a clay body or exploring a
custom clay body can come later if you are still interested in that avenue of
exploration.

SELECTING A CLAY

When you’re starting from scratch, a good place to begin is finding out what
your studio’s clay guidelines are, such as firing temperatures and any rules on
the type of clay you can bring into the studio. You may not have as many
options as you thought. Speak to studio mates and mentors to find out what
they use and go from there. It is true that not all clays are created equal. Some
will be easier to work with, especially for beginners. So don’t be too quick to
blame the clay for not working. Failure is often caused by user error rather
than clay error. It takes time and practice with a clay to learn its rules.
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Note: When I first started in ceramics, I tried every clay I could get my hands
on. It helped me develop a sense of how different clays worked and didn’t
work. I know this will seem absurd to some people, but I found I love a clay
that pushes back and is a little hard to work with—even to the point of
dictating the type of work I can make with it. Clay can be smooth as silk or as
rough as concrete. Each is beautiful and complex, depending on how you
approach working with it.

Here is a list of the things | think about when I select a clay:

color: Is the clay the right color for the palette I am interested in exploring?
How will it work with the glazes I have access to? Will the glazes completely
overwhelm the color, or will the color be a wonderful backdrop for the glaze?

Grog content/plasticity: Clay is a plastic material. If you have a coil and you bend
that coil, the amount the clay breaks or cracks at the fold will help you
determine how plastic the clay is. If there are very few breaks, it is probably
considered a “plastic” clay. If it breaks a lot, you have a “short” clay. Most
commercial clays are plastic in nature, as this makes the clay good for
throwing and generally suitable for hand building too.

Part of developing a nice, workable clay body is having a variety of
particle sizes in your clay. Grog is used to help with diversity of particle size
and is present in many types of stoneware—and even some earthenware-style
clays. What is grog? Simply put, grog is clay that has been bisque fired
(chemically changed to ceramic, so it can’t be slaked down to workable wet
clay again) and then ground into a variety of small particles able to pass
through different sizes of mesh. Some grog added to a clay body can be great,
especially when building large pieces. But the particle size will make a
difference in how the clay feels. I am not a fan of large-mesh grog and prefer
fine-mesh grog, which allows the surface of forms to remain smooth. Too
much grog can also cause clay to be crumbly at scored joints. If all of this is
too much information, just remember you want a plastic clay with a bit of
tooth (sand or fine-mesh grog), at least to start.

shrinkage: Another thing to be mindful of when selecting your clay is how
much it will shrink. Clay shrinks throughout the process: from building, to
drying, to bisque firing, and then glaze firing. Some clays have high
shrinkage rates (10 to 13 percent); others, low (5 to 9 percent). This can be a
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factor when you begin building. With shrinkage of 10 percent or more, the
size of a piece may surprise you after the first firing. Clay with a higher
shrinkage rate will also be a bit more prone to cracking, especially if you are
attaching pieces that have different moisture contents (soft leather hard to
leather hard). If you’re curious about a clay’s shrinkage, check with the
manufacturer.

Note the difference in size between the fired cup on the left and the greenware cup on the right. This is a
good example of shrinkage.

Hardness/softness: This last consideration is not about selecting a clay body, but
about selecting a clay to work with at a particular time. In a communal studio,
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it is often worth considering what the bag of clay you can buy on any given
day is like. I want my clay to be soft when I work with it. I don’t want to
work with hard clay! Hard clay can be an indication that the clay has sat too
long on a shelf or that the moisture content wasn’t great to begin with. More
important, working with hard clay is exhausting, and my hands start to hurt
and tire quickly. I also don’t want to be racing the clock, trying to catch up to
the clay—meaning, that it is drying faster than I can keep up. The perfect
moment to work with the clay may have already passed. On the flip side, I
don’t want my bag of clay to be so wet that it feels as though I am waiting
forever for it to be ready to work with. Still, if it’s a choice between too hard
or too soft, I will lean toward too soft.

SPECIALTY CLAYS

Although I have not run across any paper clay or flameware clays available
commercially, you may encounter these two types of specialty clays along
with raku clay in your studio. Specialty clay bodies typically are developed
according to a maker’s need. They can be unique to a specific function or
firing process. When you get to this point, you are entering the realm of
making your own clay. This section is a brief description of three common
kinds of specialty clay bodies.

Paper clay: Paper clay is a favorite clay among some large-scale hand builders.
It can also be used as a repair compound. Paper clay is made by combining
paper pulp with slurry-like clay and then letting it firm up enough so that you
can hand build with it (this happens once it has dried to the consistency of a
regular bag of clay). Since paper pulp is fibrous, it creates a structure in the
clay that makes it incredibly strong during building and drying. It’s flexible
to work with and easily repaired at all stages.

Don’t jump ahead and think paper clay is the answer to all your problems,
though. As with any clay, it requires a learning curve, it has its own issues,
and it usually stinks to high heaven (thanks to all that rotting paper). There is
no need to consider paper clay for the projects in this book. However, it is
something you should explore if you’re thinking about moving into large-
scale work. There are whole books about using and making paper clay.

Flameware: Flameware is a clay for making finished pieces that come into
direct contact with a flame. You’ll want to use it if you want to make
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something like a clay frying pan or a tagine. While most clays will withstand
a small degree of thermal shock, some are prone to cracking when the heat
becomes too great. Flameware is more specific in its chemistry: it’s designed
to absorb the shock of cooking over a flame or the shock of, say, transferring
a pot from the oven to the refrigerator.

There are various materials that can decrease the thermal shock in fired
clay, but most flameware recipes are closely guarded. So if this piques your
interest, research and test!

Raku: Raku firings require a clay that has strength and good thermal-shock
properties. There are many recipes out there for raku clay bodies, and
commercial raku clays are likely available for purchase at your clay store.

STATES OF CLAY

One of the keys to learning the language of ceramics is describing the states
of clay. It can seem mysterious and confounding until you get a good feel for
what’s what. In this section I will outline some of the basics.

The states of clay relate to the projects and lessons in this book, as many
hand-building techniques are easiest to perform during a particular state of
clay. Only with regular studio practice will you master knowing when to do
what with your own pots.

Clay straight out of the bag through to the bisque firing is considered
greenware. At any point up until bisque firing, you can still recycle or
reclaim the clay and begin again. Within the green-ware state there are many
stages of workability. The different names we use to identify those stages
indicate how much the clay has dried and how much more workability
remains.

Let’s get cheesy! Yes, believe it or not, cheese can be helpful when it
comes to discussing the stages of greenware. To begin with, think about wet
clay, the clay right out of bag. This clay should be very moist and soft, sort of
like cream cheese. It can be torn into a handful of pieces and easily smashed
back together. It should stick together easily without needing any slipping or
scoring. Using clay at this stage, you can easily coil, press mold, build with
slabs, and add handles, knobs, and feet. This is also the best stage for
repairing any issues with the form.

As clay sits in the open air, it begins to dry. The first commonly referred
to stage you’ll reach is soft leather hard. (a) Clay in this state is firm but
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still very flexible and plastic, although no longer wet (think of that famous
yellow processed cheese or Muenster). If you bend a piece of clay, it will fold
over and onto itself. Clay at this state will retain a shape as long as you
handle it with care, yet it’s soft enough to take on impressions from your
hands or other objects. It will support itself somewhat but still easily stick to
additional wet clay or other clay at the soft-leather-hard stage. Attachments
generally will require a small amount of scoring and a bit of slip or water.

-

With clay at this stage you can do some soft-slab building, building with
molds, template building, and texture application. If you’ve left clay to dry in
this state, you can still add to it by coil building, and you can combine clay in
additive processes (such as incorporating handles, knobs, bottoms, or lids).
You can also try reductive trimming or carving.

Before moving on to the leather-hard stage I want to mention that I love
the time when clay is between the states of being. In other words, I find the
place between soft leather hard and leather hard to be the sweet spot of
working with clay. Your own sweet spot will also likely be somewhere in this
range, depending on the task at hand.
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Once clay is leather hard, @ it will support weight without losing its
shape. It will retain limited flexibility, but there will also be a shortness to it.
Think of a thick slice of cheddar cheese: If you bend the cheese and try to
fold it in half, it will break into two pieces. The same is true for clay at the
leather-hard stage. It still bends slightly, but there is very little flexibility.
That said, this can still be a great state to work in. You’ll have to score and
slip attachments well, but the clay will also hold its shape—there will be very
little chance of distorting your form when doing something like adding a
handle.

56



Once all the physical water leaves the clay, it is considered bone dry. @
While you want the clay to reach this state before you move on to bisque
firing, it is not a state in which you want to work on your piece. There is no
way to add new clay to your piece once it’s bone dry. In fact, even if you find
a crack, it’s best to just let it be. Bone-dry clay is no longer repairable.
However, bone-dry clay can be a good state for some decorative processes
such as water etching or laying in colored slips.
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After the first firing of the clay it is no longer greenware. Now your piece
is bisqueware. Once it’s bisque fired, the chemical water is removed and it’s
considered ceramic. Your clay can no longer be recycled, and you can’t add
anything to the piece or carve into it. It’s time to move on to underglaze or
glaze decoration.

Note: Does your studio have a shelf labeled “To be fired”? This isn’t really a
state a clay. Studios often mark their shelves for pieces ready to be bisque or
glaze fired. The “To be fired” shelf is for bone-dry work. The “To be glaze
fired” shelf is for work that has already been bisqued and glazed, and is
awaiting its final firing.

Once you glaze your piece and it’s fired a second time, you have
glazeware. Depending on your clay, this final firing could be anywhere from
cone 04 to cone 10; each clay has a different vitrification point. Vitrification
is the term we use to describe the fusion of the clay and the low porosity of
clay after the firing. Think about the difference between a terracotta flower
pot and a diner mug. Those objects have very different densities! Commercial
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clays in the low-, mid-, and high-fire ranges are formulated to achieve
vitrification at the prescribed temperatures. For functional work, most
glazeware will be dishwasher- and microwave-safe if fired to its vitrification
temperature. Some glazes and iron-rich stoneware will spark in the
microwave, though, so be cautious. Always talk to the studio supervisor if
you are unsure about using a particular clay or glaze for functional ware.

59



FEATURED ARTIST

Janice Jakielski | Ceramic Exploration

Jardiner. Janice Jakielski. Quilled tapecast porcelain. When using this new material, | am trying to push

the boundaries of what can be made in clay. Quilled porcelain seems almost magical, and | am not one to
eschew a little magic in my work.

Photo courtesy of the artist.

How did you get your start in clay?

I was incredibly lucky to have a high school art teacher introduce me to clay early on. He nurtured
my love of the potter’s wheel and introduced me to some of the greats in our field, such as Lucy Rie
and George Ohr. | was given a copy of Daniel Rhodes's Clay and Glazes for the Potter at fourteen and
made a science fair project on lead substitutions in low-fire glazes. | still have a huge fondness for
ceramic chemistry, though it’s taken on a different form these days. This teacher had a pipeline
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from our little high school to Alfred University. It’'s amazing how many of us he has sent there over
the years.

Can you explain your clay and how your exploration has developed?

My husband is a ceramics engineer and over the years would bring home various samples of
ceramic components used in industry. | would drool over the catalytic converters with their
complex extrusion patterns, the silicon carbide armor plates, and nickel fumed aluminum tubes.
Invariably there would be a reason why these extraordinary ceramics were out of reach of the
ceramic studio artist—usually for reasons of cost, the dangers of the chemicals used, and most
often extremely high firing temperatures. One day he brought a piece of tape-cast alumina into my
studio, though, and this was a material that | had to have.

Tape casting is a casting process used to make thin ceramic sheets traditionally used in the
microelectronics industry for things like solid oxide fuel cells and piezoelectric devices. | began
reading about this process and used my time at various residencies to begin to develop a formula.
My goal was to create a safe tape-casting process for any clay or glaze in the typical ceramic studio
range. Once | had the basics down, | looped my husband in to help me refine and perfect the
process.

Are there any tools in your practice that have inspired you?

Because sheets of tape cast are flexible in the green state and never dry out, working with this
material is more akin to using paper than clay. | have been very inspired by the amazing work being
made by contemporary paper artists. This is a field that | might not have explored had it not been
for my foray into tape casting. | use a vinyl cutter in a lot of my work. | love its immediacy. But | have
also done quite a bit of traditional hand paper cutting as well as die punching. | find this new
material both exhilarating and exhausting. There are so many new avenues to explore and so much
research to be done.

What is your favorite thing about the method you use?

Everything: the newness, the excitement, and the subsequent exhaustion from a brain that won’t
stop racing. The fact that | know that every piece | complete will lead to the next, hopefully better
(and if not better, then at least educational), exploration.

What type of clay body do you use and why?

I am currently using a cone 6 porcelain that | have devised for its incredible translucency and ability
to carry color. | have no loyalty to a particular clay or firing range, though, and change as needed to
fit the work being made.
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7ardiner, detail. Jance Jakielski. Quilled tapecast porcelain

All photos courtesy of the artist.
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Slotted Teacup. Janice Jakielski. Slotted pieces of tapecast porcelain assembled into a three-dimensional
teacup form. This is the first in a new series of deconstructed teacups. | am intrigued by the combination
of historical vessel reference and industrial ceramic process.

All photos courtesy of the artist.
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Honeybee Porcelain Garden Collaboration. Janice Jakielski. Quilled porcelain strips. | am collaborating with

my honeybees by creating various porcelain, garden-themed designs for their hives. My hope is to have
the bees complete my designs.

All photos courtesy of the artist.
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MANAGING THE DRYING PROCESS

Now you know a bit about the states of clay, so how do you keep a
piece from drying out while you work on it? In most studios, a
simple, soft plastic sheet will be your primary tool (I recommend
dry-cleaner plastic). The longer you leave a piece out in the open
air rather than under plastic, the quicker it will dry. When you leave
a piece in the studio overnight but want to work on it the next day

or later in the week, you should cover it with plastic.

Besides the covering (or uncovering) of your work, the biggest factor in
how fast your work dries is your studio environment. I have been lucky to
live in places with a dry climate, so work tends to dry quickly and evenly if
it’s not exposed to directional air (for example, an air conditioner or fan).
What I love about a dry climate is you can work on multiple pieces
simultaneously, easily moving from one to the next when each is ready. Still,
it is always possible for work to dry too fast.

If you live in a humid environment, work can take a while to dry. I have
found that covering projects with plastic in high humidity can cause them to
become completely saturated, absorbing the condensation and making pots
seem more damp than when you first wrapped them. Chances are you will
still have to cover your work when you leave it overnight, and you may need
to return to the studio early to uncover it if you want to keep your work
moving.

Besides using plastic and gauging your studio environment, you may have
other options to slow or speed up the drying process. Damp boxes are great if
you need to rehydrate your work or keep it moist in a dry studio. There is
little risk in using a damp box other than the clay drying out faster than you
expected (which can happen, depending on the effectiveness of the damp
box). Use great care when using a dry box, though. It can be a very useful
tool in a humid studio, but it can also ruin your work. Set a timer and
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continually check your work until you can begin working on it again. Rapid
drying can lead to cracking and other problems, so it is best to let your work
dry at a normal to slow rate. The goal is to allow your work to dry at an
average rate despite the humidity—see here to learn about using a torch or
heat gun on the rare occasions when you want to speed-dry a piece.

The next thing to consider in the drying process is wall thickness. I like to
make work relatively thin. Besides conserving clay, thin walls help to reduce
drying time. The thicker your work, the more patient you’ll need to be.

Once you’re finished working on a piece, the final drying process is again
dependent on the environment and your clay. Is it picky clay or a fragile
object? Will it be exposed to directional air? In general letting your piece dry
slowly will help decrease the chance of cracking or breaking before firing.

If your piece might be exposed to directional air, drape some plastic or a
bedsheet over it to help it dry at an even rate. Also, throughout the drying
process, monitor forms that may be prone to cracking or getting too tight in
spots (for example, lidded jars).

PICK THE RIGHT PLASTIC

Not all plastic bags are created equal. In fact, | often refrain from using the term “plastic bag”
because what students often think of is the small bag you get from the grocery store or the
bag that the clay comes in. Neither of these bag types is great for wrapping your projects. The
grocery bags are not airtight. They breathe so well that your work will dry out under them.
Clay bags can obviously retain moisture, but they are so rigid that it can be hard to wrap them
around projects without trapping a ton of air or damaging your work.

That’s why | suggest using dry-cleaner plastic. It is soft and airtight, and when cut
lengthwise it becomes a large sheet perfect for flipping slabs or wrapping up a full board of
pots. It’s also transparent—a huge plus in communal studios where you want to quickly find
your work among others’ on the shelf.

Finding dry-cleaner plastic is usually easy. Someone in your family may already have extra
bags from a recent trip to the cleaners, or you can stop by the cleaners and purchase a few
bags. You can even buy a whole roll, though that much plas