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INTRODUCTION



T he relationship between the food we eat and the tableware on which it is served is fascinating. As both food-lovers and potters we see parallels between the two. Working with clay is about working with the earth and respecting the finite resources available. It is about embracing a slower pace of life with an emphasis on process rather than solely the end result, and it is about learning and repeating traditional techniques in a predominantly digital world.
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Plate, bowl and espresso cup in Pottery West’s ‘sand’ glaze. (Photo: India Hobson)








For many of us, a vast amount of our time is spent in front of a screen; this digital landscape is replacing the physical one in which the skill of the hand and an intimate knowledge of our land is no longer a prerequisite for survival. We can easily find ourselves disconnected from the material world and the way in which objects are made; indeed, many things that we purchase are mass-produced at an industrial scale. In a general sense, many of us have forgotten how to use our hands.


Fortunately, in the past decade there has been a significant resurgence and revival of our heritage crafts, pottery being a popular one. Many of us turn to clay for its soothing, humbling qualities as an antidote to busy lives, creating functional pieces to use at home, especially if we are keen cooks. Designing, making and using our own tableware taps into something very human and primitive within us all.


This revival perhaps follows a monumental shift in the food world too, with most of us all too aware of the environmental chaos of food production and health crises world-over, where diet has come to rely on heavily processed food that is so damaging – not only to our health, but also to the environment and our cultures. As many people have returned to a process of ‘re-learning’ the skills of the generations before us in food preparation, so too has a fresh appreciation for craft emerged in a whole new generation.


This is a cause for celebration. While reading this book you’ll encounter two voices: my own (Catherine’s) and my husband, business partner and fellow potter – Matt’s. We are a husband-and-wife team of potters, makers and designers and we’ve written this book together. Our studio, Pottery West, was established in 2015. Almost a decade on, we’re now a team of three, keeping operations deliberately small scale and specialising in the design and production of wheel-thrown tableware using traditional techniques.


At university, I studied Fine Art and Matt studied Design, both at Goldsmiths, University of London. After a few years working as a professional designer after graduation, Matt made the decision to re-train as a baker, following his passion and increasing interest in the Slow Food Movement. During this time our combined interest in cooking led us to start collecting studio pottery, mainly wood-fired pieces from potters such as the late Richard Batterham and Svend Bayer, purchased through David Mellor Design in Hathersage. We started to visit pottery exhibitions, including the W.A. Ismay Collection, which was exhibited at the Hepworth Gallery, Wakefield, and I worked in promoting and marketing for craftspeople, followed by a marketing and writing position at an architecture firm. It did not take long for us to give throwing at the wheel a go. As they say, the rest is history.


Because our passion for pottery began with a love of food, we’ve always been proud to celebrate and specialise in the design and production of tableware at the wheel, as opposed to producing more decorative pieces. We are both largely self-taught in our craft, something that we think is important to say because pottery is a hugely technical and varied discipline. This book focuses on the areas in which we have learnt so much through practical trial and error, research and knowledge acquired through a generous and clever network of fellow potters over the years, and also many hours of dedicated study and practice. As a result, we hope that this book will provide a technical, personal and accessible instruction into the design and production of tableware at the wheel, a subject that is certainly a passion of ours, and hopefully will soon be yours too.




CHAPTER 1


TABLEWARE DESIGN


T he things we make and the pieces we choose to use in our everyday lives tell a story about who we are. If we look at the history of ceramic tableware, we can see a perfect honing of form and function, a process that has been percolating in delicate balance for thousands of years. From a simple vessel formed out of raw clay with only hands as tools, to a highly engineered piece created using industrial techniques in a factory, these processes and items reflect our society, our material knowledge and our food cultures. While many crafted objects turn to dust over the centuries, a great many pots survive, leaving behind fascinating clues into ancient ideas, practices and contexts.
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A completed prototype of a batter bowl.








Pottery is an ancient craft rooted in basic materials and human skill while also being extremely relevant to us today. There are so many techniques and skills that can be used to create pots, and innovative production methods are always in development. This book focuses on one mode of traditional tableware production – hand-thrown pottery. In this chapter we will outline a series of design considerations and tips to get you started with the design and production of your own hand-thrown tableware.
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Working with our hands to create wheel-thrown tableware is a practical antidote to fast-paced living where we spend more and more time in front of computer screens.












DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS


Sustainability


One of the overarching dilemmas with which we must engage is that the production of pottery isn’t necessarily a sustainable process: by producing a pot we are using finite resources, often precious metals and minerals from the earth; once fired, it will be thousands of years before it will be returned to the earth as a useful material. Furthermore, we are using energy and water in the process, albeit on a small scale.


It is important to acknowledge this and consider, as the most fundamental design consideration, whether or not the piece really needs to be made in the first place. Will this be useful, will it have a place, does it need to use this particular material and is there a more efficient way of making this? Producing pottery in small batches at the wheel is hardly mass production, but it is still important to be a responsible producer.


There are many ways in which we can be more resourceful in the production process, which we will discuss in more detail throughout the book. Using a local clay and sourcing glaze materials that are abundant in your region is a good place to start. Some oxides and raw materials will inevitably need to be sourced from elsewhere but you can also consider how to incorporate waste materials into your work. Wood ash from a wood-wood-burning stove and waste glaze from tests can be incorporated. If you make something you are not happy with at greenware stage, be sure to recycle the clay rather than fire the pot. Developing methods to reduce firing times, using single firing and also making sure your electric kiln is powered by renewable energy are all good things to think about.
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The flecks in the glaze used on this jar are composed of ‘waste glaze’ from a phase of glaze testing. The spent glaze tests were dried, biscuit fired then added to an existing glaze. It is always worth thinking about ways in which precious raw materials can be used rather than discarded.








Form and Function


The relationship between man and earth is a complicated one, yet pottery encapsulates a harmony between the two that goes back to the beginning of civilisation. Its evolution follows a fascinating anthropological narrative. Rooted in a situation of pure function and circumstance, and becoming something more cultural and delicately balanced in our globalised society, hand-thrown tableware is just one small discipline under the expansive umbrella of ceramics. However, something specific to tableware is that it serves a function – it must be able to be drunk from, eaten off or cooked with.
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A batch of trimmed soup bowls drying on ware boards before being biscuit fired.








For many makers at the beginning of the journey into designing and producing hand-thrown tableware, the requirement to function can present itself an awkward inconvenience in the creative process. Playful ideas and special glaze effects are very seductive and it can be tempting to ignore the more pragmatic side of making. But once you get going and use some of your pieces, a more restrained voice begins to dominate. Your exquisitely elegant bowl with the tiny foot might be prone to toppling when full of food, for example, or the seductive matt glaze you’re using for a mug might become tea-stained instantaneously. We would also add that as potters and designers, we don’t want to diminish all creativity and playfulness for the sake of function. Hand-thrown tableware offers a double-edged sword: on the one hand it needs to function well; on the other, if it doesn’t celebrate the character and craftsmanship of the maker and process then what is the point? Our biggest offering here is that humans are not machines; we have hands that feel and the objects we make are reflections of our time, circumstance and emotion. It’s a balancing act of creating something functional and keeping those elements present in the work. Starting off with simplicity in mind, with the objective of improving skill and building a solid foundation of knowledge, will put you, the maker, in great stead for adding in character and playfulness as you progress.


Connection


Within the design process, one of the first questions to ask yourself is ‘how do you want the user of your work to feel?’ For example, do you want the shape of the mug to be comforting in the hand? Would you like the glaze to feel a certain way? Do you want to create a feeling of calm, or are you hoping for elegance or opulence? There isn’t a right or wrong answer but it is a very useful exercise to begin with. Once you understand your desires for a piece it will be easier to make technical decisions later on.


Functionality and Purpose


In most cases the function of a pot will, if not dictate, suggest the form. Think about the food type that will be served in a bowl, for example, or the types of drink to be had from a particular sized mug. Because you are designing and making pieces to be used it is vital to interrogate whether or not your work is fit for purpose. Use the piece yourself and ask friends and family to also test out prototypes before committing to a final design.
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The gently tapering lip of the bowl is an intentional design decision as well as an aesthetic one, enabling the user to walk easily with bowl in hand without spilling the contents.








Durability


Hand-thrown tableware is inherently bound to have more inconsistency in its making than industrial techniques of production. Having said that, if pieces are looked after and cared for there is nothing to say a well-used pottery piece can’t be passed down as an heirloom. Using stoneware or porcelain and firing to cone 10 (see Chapter 7 for more about firing) while using a well-fitting and durable glaze creates the strongest tableware. It is absolutely possible to make tableware using earthenware (indeed, in Britain we have a great heritage in this), but a greater level of technical expertise is required, which we will cover in later chapters.


Most people use a dishwasher and handmade pottery can be compatible with this, although dishwashers can be very abrasive. We would always encourage people to care for their ceramics by hand-washing but also understand that it isn’t always practical, especially in a restaurant setting. In Chapters 5 and 6, we will talk more about how to create a durable glaze.


Efficiency in Making


Hand-thrown tableware is often produced in small batches and so it is prudent to consider whether elements of your design are repeatable and whether they can be scaled up. There is an inherent time pressure when it comes to working with clay. As the clay begins to dry, the window of opportunity closes for attaching components, such as handles and spouts, without the risk of cracks appearing. You may also want to think about the time something takes in terms of cost and failure rate. Where there is a problem there is a challenge and usually a design solution that leads to new innovate findings. It is always good to embrace the problem head-on rather than ignoring it.
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A small batch of pourers being assembled.








Take note of how long the processes are taking you for a batch so that you have an accurate record for later, should you wish to establish a price for selling.


Colour and Texture


Many potters at the beginning of learning their craft focus heavily on the throwing aspect and therefore the form. But it is important to think about glaze at the outset. Unfortunately, this isn’t always straightforward and takes some trial-and-error work and therefore time. For example, a bowl that looks great in one glaze colour might just not work well for a mug. A dark, semi-matt glaze might help food with colour ‘pop’ in a restaurant setting, but for something more domestic, perhaps a paler and cleaner glaze would be more appealing. Colour is very subjective and different people favour different things. It is important that you work within your own design objectives and tastes rather than allowing other people’s influence or trends to dominate your choices.
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An assortment of different glazes and tableware forms.








As well as colour it is useful to consider texture. Glazes can be glossy, matt or satin and special effect glazes can be intentionally crawled, crazed (see Chapter 5), crystalline or volcanic. Normally we wouldn’t be using special effect glazes for any pieces intended for food, but occasionally, if working with a concept-driven restaurant, for example, we might incorporate some of those elements so long as the function upholds.


Learning from the Past


We can benefit by studying historically validated archetypal forms by other potters. Our museums and libraries offer a wealth of information and design resource. It’s good to question why different forms, styles and glazes were used in certain geographies and contexts. What type of food did this hold? What does the delicate foot of the pot say about the owner of this vessel? Don’t be afraid to follow the lead of the potters that have gone before you as a primary form of inspiration; it isn’t plagiarism. After all, with a craft as ancient as pottery, much of the trial-and-error work of developing forms has already been done by others and it would be foolish to disregard that. But rather than imitate, think whether or not it relates to our present-day context and whether an element can be challenged and improved.


A Slow Craft


Many potters talk about their process being a slow one and how it is not easy to create an economically efficient practice (particularly when making thrown tableware as opposed to display pots). I like to take these negative attributes and flip them on their head. Slowness is a guiding principle; taking your time to make this labour-intensive product to the best of your skill is an antidote to a time-obsessed culture.
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Embracing the slow and repetitive nature of making tableware by hand is important. Here is a teapot being assembled carefully by hand.











THE DESIGN PROCESS


Questioning


At the outset of a project, it is useful to have a discussion with the client or end user, if applicable, about their expectations of the piece. If not for a client but for a personal project, ask yourself these questions or even include a friend in the discussion. How is this piece going to be used? Who is going to use it? How do you want them to feel? How will it be cared for in terms of washing and storing? What temperature does it need to withstand? How big does it need to be in terms of scale and capacity? How many need to be produced? Is there a particular typology for this form, for example a tea bowl, and how does that relate to a particular culture? Does this piece need to be made on the wheel rather than by other processes that may be more appropriate?



Drawing at the Wheel


Drawing is so important. It helps get the ideas out of your head and into something that is tangible. We find sketching ideas for shapes to be a really useful exercise before committing something into clay. Having said that, drawing can only take us so far and there is an element of ‘sketching at the wheel’ to be done to help understand ideas three-dimensionally. Once you have a notion of shape and size it can be useful to go ahead and throw some forms at the wheel, treating them as three-dimensional sketches.


After assessing these ideas, you can then go on to making prototypes. We would recommend producing at least three options even if there are only subtle differences between them. At this point, think about scale, weight of clay, shrinkage, the limitations of the clay and also your skill levels. You can finish these prototypes – but not fire them – and analyse the shapes, breaking down any you don’t want to pursue and reclaiming the clay.
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Initial pen sketches of a mixing bowl and batter bowl.
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Three different prototypes for a mixing bowl design. These have been thrown and trimmed but not yet fired and so can be recycled as needed.








If producing for a client, this is a good time to take photographs and communicate your ideas in order to gain feedback before going too far down one particular design path. As potters, we are fortunate that our material is infinitely recyclable until the point that we fire the clay, so we can experiment with form without creating too much waste.


Material Exploration


Once you’ve answered the initial questions and have sketched ideas in both pen and clay, it is worthwhile thinking about materials. You don’t always have to use the same clay body although there are benefits to using a body; you have sound knowledge of when it comes to things like glaze fit and shrinkage. You might like to investigate, for example, using a local clay, found raw materials, or non-­ceramic components for things like handles, lids or trays. At the beginning of the project, start to create test tiles of glaze swatches and material samples. If you have success from your test tiles, scale them up and test on larger pieces to see how the glaze works on different shapes. Store all your findings in a box, container or on a shelf so everything is in one place. Keep notes and take photographs as you go. Apart from anything else, I find keeping all of this information in one place to be mentally stimulating and encouraging at points when you might feel stuck or unsure about the project.
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Glaze test tiles and raw materials. When working on a new design, I like to keep swatches and materials together in one place.








Acknowledging the limitations of both material and evolving skills is important. Often we have an idea of what we’d like to produce, but the clay might not be the right material for this idea or it requires a great deal of skill to achieve. Retain a humble but ambitious approach, remembering that pottery is a lifelong journey of discovery and that success will come over time and not always instantaneously. However, this doesn’t mean that we can’t try and it doesn’t mean we can’t adapt our designs to work for us in the current chapter of our own particular making story.


It might be a cliche but the best way to learn and improve is to fail; this is certainly true when working with clay. Push the clay and your skills to the limits and then examine the results.



Test and React


Pottery is a slow process and it can be very tempting to rush or even skip the testing phase, especially when working to a deadline. Try to allocate enough time and headspace to really interrogate your prototypes. Take the piece home, use it intensively and ask yourself the questions you started with. Try to answer honestly and embrace any failures as important developmental milestones rather than negativities. If you are working alone, include others in this process and get some feedback. Take ownership over the design and making decisions rather than incorporating every suggestion into your design.


Sometimes there are things that go wrong in the making process, such as lids warping, cracks in handles and glazes that have too much movement and drip onto kiln shelves. The good news is that, with patience, knowledge and testing, it can potentially all be fixed for future pieces. The bad news is that it can take a long time and there can be headaches along the way. We hope that much of the information required will be found in the following chapters of this book, but sometimes a problem can be so persistent it is a good idea to leave it for a while, move on to something different and return again with fresh energy.


How we react at this stage is important. As a piece becomes more refined in the design process, it’s often the subtle changes that enhance the character and success of the pot. Could you change the way the base of the pot is trimmed? Does the handle need to be higher or lower? Could the shape taper slightly, and so on? Sometimes these subtle alterations happen over a series of years.


Making a Batch


Once you’ve gone through the testing process and perhaps even produced some new prototypes, it is time to make a small batch. This is important because it will tell you how possible it is to repeat a form and scale up for small batch production. Often very small tweaks and developments happen gradually over time from batch to batch. This is because, over time, skills and knowledge develop and the maker might realise an easier or more advanced way of making. Accept this inevitability and go with it. Make a note of how long this first batch takes to make. It isn’t always easy to record times as there are so many small jobs to include from clay preparation right through to fettling and firing, but try to be as accurate as possible. By making a batch rather than just a one-off, you can see if you speed up as you work. Often muscle memory kicks in quite quickly and you find that you speed up a little as you work. This aspect is less important if you are making for a personal project, but if you are needing to price the work, you’ll want to know how much labour goes into the piece.


Technical Drawing


Once you are happy with the prototype, it is a good idea to commit your final design to a technical drawing. All of this work can be intensive but it is so easy to lose all of your technical information as projects move on, only to return to the form a year or so later and have to rely on memory. The technical drawing can either be created by hand or on a computer. Include the necessary information that you’ll need to reproduce the piece, that is, the weight of clay thrown with, shrinkage rate (see Chapter 2), height and diameter, and trimming notes.
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A technical drawing of the final design for a mixing bowl. Information to be included on the drawing consists of the weight of the clay, and the dimensions of the bowl to be thrown to and trimmed. You can also include glazing and other notes on this technical drawing.












AUTHENTICITY, INTEGRITY AND CULTURAL APPROPRIATION


Designing and making wheel-thrown tableware in a studio pottery context can present some complexities in terms of ownership of the design. This is not only a design process; it is one of craftsmanship, process and skill. Furthermore, certain form typologies are universal and ancient and so no one potter can claim ownership or copyright over them. Potters can be protective about their glaze recipes but it is always good to remember that no two potters, even using the same glaze formula, will have the exact same outcome as there are so many variables in the making, from origins of raw materials, to firing cycles and glaze application.


It is not a coincidence that the works of many potters, especially when just starting out, bear aesthetic similarities to others. It is not a bad thing to imitate, particularly in the early stages of learning about throwing at the wheel. But as you progress and become more skilled, it is important to be mindful of this aspect. If looking at the work of other potters and peers for inspiration, be sure to acknowledge it to yourself. Look at their work analytically as well as emotionally and question what it is that works so well about their pieces and what doesn’t. Compare this to your own matrix of design considerations. Include these pieces in a mood board if you like but be sure to separate and distinguish them from your own drawings. In our own studio, when we’re working on new designs, we often ‘mute’ other potters on social media so that we are not even subconsciously influenced by their work. It sounds extreme, but it is very easy to be influenced, even at a subconscious level, by fashions and trends rather than what you know to be true to your design aspirations.


Cultural Appropriation


Pottery is rooted in the history of all nations and certain forms and styles are particularly ingrained into food cultures. Many Western potters take influence from Japanese and Korean pottery for instance. Be sure to honour the principles in which the originals were created. Educate yourself about the culture, explore, visit and be sure to understand the intricacies of that principle. In recent years, nuanced and difficult-to-articulate concepts such as ‘wabi-sabi’ have been used to name and sell Western products that miss the mark of the original impetus. Inspiration is always valid but appropriation isn’t, even with your best intentions. If you’re ever unsure, it may be good to talk it through with a friend – even better if you can involve someone from the culture in which you are referencing.


Finding Your Visual Identity


One of the most difficult things is to establish a visual identity with your pottery. Take comfort from the fact that, like most things, this takes time. In the early days, much of the learning is about technique, but once you have some skills under your belt you’re probably going to be entering a phase of experimenting and making many types of form, glazes and firing techniques. This is excellent, healthy and essential. Make sure you take a step back now and again to observe which of these styles makes you happy and proud. What do you enjoy making? Is there something fascinating about the process that you would like to research further and does it spark ideas? You’ll know when you are onto something good, and at this point try to pare down your output so you have a small selection of forms, glazes and techniques to follow. Taking the time to develop one or two signature pieces, such as a mug that is overtly yours, is well worth it.




CHAPTER 2


TECHNICAL DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS


N ow that we’ve covered some design principles, it is time to go into more technical detail, considering techniques and design interventions we can implement directly into the making. Chapters 3 and 4 cover practical step-by-step guides to many of the forms and techniques described in this current chapter.
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Using a calliper tool to measure the diameter of a teapot lid.











THE FOOT


Observe any potter encountering the work of another potter and most likely they will pick up the pot and examine the base of the pot carefully. The care and attention paid to the foot of the pot speaks volumes about the design intentions of the potter and is one of the first things to think about when creating a new form.
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Cross-section drawings of different foot profiles. The detail of the foot can say a lot about your design intentions for a piece and impact the weight and balance both aesthetically and physically.








Consider how the glaze will work with the trimmed form, both aesthetically as well as practically. If you have a glaze with lots of movement, it can be a good idea to trim a line before the footing (5a and 5b in the image) to break the flow of the glaze.


When making forms such as plates, multiple foot rings can provide support to prevent the plate from slumping or warping during the firing.


A bevelled edge on the foot-ring (6a and 6b) can create an effect of weightlessness, almost as if the pot is hovering above its surface. Meanwhile, no foot-ring at all (1a and 1b) can provide a more rustic aesthetic, as well as being quicker to produce. To take weight out of a pot without altering the aesthetic, you can create a hidden foot-ring (2a and 2b).


The pot always needs to be sitting on a point rather than one flat surface, so even if a pot doesn’t have a foot-ring, it is always trimmed or even pressed to have a very slightly concave base so that it won’t wobble.


Often, when designing a piece, the base of the pot within the foot-ring is carefully thought out in terms of shape and size to echo the interior form of the pot. This helps with balance and weight both physically and aesthetically.





MAKER’S MARKS


Most potters develop a signature to mark their work with. Like an artist’s signature, it provides provenance and authenticity. There are few rules when it comes to the method and style of the mark, or indeed, whether to have one at all. It is relatively straightforward to carve your own mark – porcelain is a good material for this due to its strength – or you can also submit your design and purchase a laser-cut stamp. Other methods include writing or brushing with oxide or using a decal transfer.
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The foot of this bowl has a bevelled edge to create one fine point upon which the pot sits on a surface. It also lifts the form slightly, giving an impression of being lighter in weight.
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On this pot we’ve used both a maker’s mark and iron oxide to date the wood firing in which the piece was fired. Wood firings can be unpredictable (and therefore special) and so we thought it would be a good idea to date the piece.
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An example of a maker’s mark on the foot of a pot, this time placed on the lower tapered and unglazed foot rather than the base.
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An example of marking the foot of a pot with the maker’s mark and a client logo.








Consider the placement of your stamp, and how subtle or noticeable you would like it to be. If you are producing a piece in collaboration with a client or restaurant, it might be that they would like their logo on the form somewhere also.





CLAY AND GLAZE CHOICES


While we discuss this in more detail in other chapters, the colour and texture of your finished piece are of course some of the biggest technical design aspects you will consider. It is almost impossible to consider the clay body without also considering the glaze, as the two are so interlinked with needing to fit together. It is also really important not to only think of the form and then consider the glazing later, as to create a really cohesive piece, it all needs to be considered as one. For example, a glaze that is very fluid will require attention as to where it should be glazed up to and whether it should be used on a vertical surface. Some glazes just don’t work as well on different forms and so this needs to be tested in the prototyping stages.
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A plate with the majority of the base glazed, with the exception of the foot-ring and maker’s mark.











CLAY SHRINKAGE


Many people do not realise just how much clay shrinks in the making process as water evaporates from the clay in the drying process and then again in the firing process. It is not uncommon for a new potter to throw their perfect bowl only to find the fired version being so much smaller, as if it had shrunk in the wash! Most stoneware clay bodies have a shrinkage rate of approximately 12 per cent (and this varies a lot between clays). The shrinkage rate will be specified by the clay manufacturer but you can also calculate shrinkage yourself by measuring the pot at different points in the process – freshly thrown, green, bone dry, biscuit fired and glaze fired (see Chapter 7 for firing). Another good system is to create a clay ‘ruler’, which once fired should have a different ‘one centimetre’ than the original, by which you can establish the shrinkage rate.
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