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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

R aku is a Japanese word that has been freely interpreted in the West as ‘enjoyment’.

The ‘enjoyment’ is generated from the ‘full-on’ involvement and total engagement with an exploration of ideas interlocked with a magical process! It is a constant search for an elusive unknown perfect outcome. The famous potter Hans Coper once compared his work to that of a ‘demented piano tuner, trying to approximate a phantom pitch’. Many contemporary makers are engaged in a way of working which could be defined as ‘Raku’, a fusion of ideas and process that continues to develop and evolve. In this book, the concept and practice of Raku is revealed through insights provided by some leading practitioners, informed by the first-hand experience that is constantly increasing their knowledge.




Stephen Murfitt, tall textured vessels; height 60cm.



Pottery is as tactile as it is visual and should be seen and experienced in the round. Manipulating clay and making is an extremely tactile experience. As the forms slowly develop, intuitive decisions are made. A change of direction here, a seam added there, more scraping and refining required. Developments that take place during the making process are influenced and informed by ideas that have been developed from experiences absorbed and observations made over many years.

Visual connections are noted, memories of museum visits and ancient pots revisited. Sketchbooks are referred to, and even older and undeveloped ideas remembered. The anticipation of the firing to come builds as recipes are adjusted and pieces are glazed, with some new combinations of colour to be explored.

The first piece is gently placed in the kiln and as the temperature slowly rises, the excitement and expectations increase. The glaze has matured and the vessel is carefully removed from the kiln with metal tongs and placed onto a pre-prepared bed of sawdust and wood shavings. Flames and smoke erupt as more shavings are added and the lid is put on the bin. The hours slip slowly by, the lid is removed, with a combination of expectations, doubts, anxiety and enjoyment, the form (still very hot) is slowly revealed. That fundamental desire to create, the total involvement with the drama of the firing process and the hopeful anticipation for the potential of the outcome, are all part of the Raku experience.

The earliest Raku was produced in Japan around 500 years ago, and has been greatly developed since those early beginnings to become the exciting and constantly evolving practice used by many leading makers of ceramics today.

As with most creative processes, there is never a right or wrong way to do things. There will only be ways which work for the many individual and inventive makers currently involved with a particular process. Experimentation is the key to progress in all creative fields, and for me personally, each firing is an experiment! The results from the kiln will often indicate another focus for the next firing. This will usually involve further developments being made to forms and surfaces.

THE ORIGINS OF RAKU

Raku has its origins in the sixteenth-century tea ceremonies of Japan. The greatest of the tea masters was Seno-Riyku (1522–91). He established the concept of ‘Wabi’, which translates as ‘austerity’ or ‘simplicity’.

Rikyu commissioned Chōjirō to make Raku ware which he felt best represented the idea of ‘Wabi’ and was most fitting for tea ceremony use. Usually these were ‘pinched and hand-made simple bowl forms’, often with a subdued glaze of shades of grey through to black.




Japanese Raku tea bowls attributed to Raku Sonyu and Raku Chongu; 11.4cm and 12.4cm diameter. Toshiba Gallery of Japanese Art, V&A. (PHOTO: CERAMIC REVIEW)



Sebastian Blackie was my tutor at Farnham and later succeeded Henry Hammond as Head of the Ceramics Department. Sebastian went on to become a Professor of Ceramics for the MA course at Derby College. Sebastian here provides an insight into the development of Oribe ware and how this relates to the contemporary approach to Raku.


Since 1996, Gifu Prefecture in Japan have offered a ceramic award. It is named after the warrior and tea master Futura Oribe who inspired a new and distinctive style of ceramics. The award is for innovation, its purpose to spread ‘Oribe-ism’, its ‘spirit’ rather than the shapes, glazes and decoration that emerged in an explosion of creativity over a few short years in the late sixteenth century before settling into a rigid set of forms known as Oribe ware over the next 400 years. The ‘spirit’ of Oribe seems more about spontaneity, creativity and play than technique or style.

I do not consider myself as making Raku but I accept that my potting might, in a similar way to ‘Oribe-ism’ be in the ‘spirit’ of Raku, something that involves performance as well as product, an approach that plays with process and sees the firing as making a significant creative contribution to the production of the work. Raku is individualistic and clearly speaks of values far from that of industry or contemporary consumer culture. It is about recognizing and accepting what is given rather than imposing. It might then be best understood as a philosophical idea in material form embracing any process that elucidates similar ideas.



It was Bernard Leach who introduced the concept of Raku to the West. His famous Potter’s Book contains a description of a garden party in Tokyo in 1911. This included a tea ceremony and participation in a Raku firing, which was Bernard’s first pottery experience.

Raku soon became known in the West as a process in which pots are rapidly fired, and removed from the kiln when glowing red-hot. A more recent Western development was to place the glowing pot into a metal bin or pit which contained combustible materials, creating many colours, textures and metallic lustres. This became known as post-firing reduction and involved the restriction of oxygen inside a reduction chamber, usually a metal bin. This often created some striking and dramatic surface effects.

Raku has evolved into the exciting and challenging process now being explored by contemporary potters using many varied and individual approaches.

PAUL SOLDNER

The Raku process was explored and developed by the American artist and potter Paul Soldner during the 1960s. His strong sculptural pieces (often thrown and altered) were decorated using engobes and metal oxides, and expressed Soldner’s intuitive feeling for the affinity of form and decoration. It was Soldner’s approach to the Raku process that made a huge impact on the work of potters in the West. Here Sebastian Blackie gives an account of his first-hand experience of Paul Soldner and his approach to Raku.


I first met Soldner in the autumn of 1981. I had heard he was coming over from the USA to work at the art school in Aix-en-Provence with whom my college had an exchange programme. He gave us a two- or three-day workshop performance that included demonstrating how he made various forms he had evolved over the years. Work was forced dried and bisque-fired overnight, then decorated and glazed and fired in a kiln he built on the spot. At some point he fitted in a slide show, with Q&A session as well. It was an astonishing performance done with great calm and ease and timed to perfection. A month or so later I was invited to attend his French performance and, released from the obligations of host, had the opportunity to compare the two events. Later that term on a cold, grey November day I collected Michael Cardew from London who gave an inspirational talk to the same group of students. I felt we were offering an education.

It was clear that for Soldner, Raku was not just about a type of firing but about an attitude towards the whole process of making, a way of thinking. For example he threw a very squat, fat, bottle-like form with a closed spout. When leather hard this was inverted so that the spout became a foot and the former base broken off to give a jagged rim to produce a vessel that roughly equated to a bowl. His working method was a series of questions: what is a bowl, what is a foot, what is a rim and what if I do it this way not that way? Convention dictates that glaze is weighed dry and mixed wet; Soldner measured his recipes by volume and mixed ingredients dry in a bag. I do not think it made much difference to the result but illustrates his deconstruction and rethinking of each element of the process.

He told us that when he went to Japan he learnt that only the Raku family produced Raku and that removing the red-hot pots from the kiln and carbonizing them in combustibles was a Western process, something he claimed to be the first to do. It begs the question what is Raku? One way to look at it is comparing the students of Soldner with those of Cardew. The students of Soldner demonstrated a diversity of style, methods, and materials while the students of Cardew proved to be remarkably similar. Raku could then be understood as a particular form of freedom or perhaps lack of inhibition. Soldner’s approach is clearly informed by the West Coast beat generation and hippy attitudes, free love and free thought. His time with Voulkos at Otis was a huge influence, with its emphasis on learning through making and experiment.




Paul Soldner, pot form, approx. 36cm tall. (PHOTO: STEPHEN BRAYNE, CERAMIC REVIEW)











Paul Soldner piece made at Aberystwyth, showing both sides. (PHOTO: DAVID ROBERTS)



Soldner encouraged us to take risks but it is a relative term. In 1995 he returned to Britain to make an exhibition for Galerie Besson in my Hampshire studio and to fire the work at Derby where I lectured. The forms and techniques he used were largely the same as those he had demonstrated fourteen years earlier. These included building up textures with the treads of shoes and the general detritus found around the studio. This is not a criticism but an observation that as with many artists inspired by abstract expressionism, courting the unpredictable can become predictable and there are limits to the freedom of working intuitively.

Much has been written on the development of postwar American art. Soldner like many had been soldiers before they studied. The experience – in Soldner’s case as a medic who liberated both Dachau and Buchenwald concentration camps – may have supported a desire to break rules, making work from the present rather than looking to the past.



DAVID ROBERTS

The very distinguished English potter David Roberts was intrigued by the attitude and working methods employed by Soldner. He appeared to break all the ‘rules’ established by the Japanese makers of Raku ware for the tea ceremony. His approach was very experimental, both with form and process. David remembers an event he attended and experienced:


Many years ago in the mid 1980s as part of my role as chair of the CPA, Jan and I attended the first Welsh Potters event in Aberystwyth where Soldner was demonstrating. On the last day there was a fundraising raffle. Jan bought two tickets, lost one whilst the other was first out of the draw so she had the pick of the donated pieces. I can’t help feeling that Soldner would have appreciated the serendipity of this event!






David Roberts, bowl form, 60cm across, 1983. (PHOTO: DAVID ROBERTS)






David Roberts, large bottle form, mid-1980s. (PHOTO: DAVID ROBERTS)



Seeing how Paul Soldner worked clearly had a vital influence on how David Roberts was to develop his own approach to Raku at this time. His mind was opened to the potential of Raku by seeing how American ceramicists, and especially Soldner, had developed the process in such a dynamic way.

Since the late 1970s, David Roberts has earned the reputation of being a leading maker in the development of ‘fine art’ Raku ceramics in the UK. He is now recognized as one of the most significant ceramic artists working in Europe today.

SCHOOL AND EARLY INFLUENCES

My obsession with clay began at Soham Grammar School in the late 1960s and early 1970s. I was very fortunate to have an art teacher, Peter Askem, whose enthusiasm for many areas of art and particularly sculpture and pottery was most influential. We frequently visited the Fitzwilliam Museum, Kettles Yard and the Primavera Gallery in Cambridge. Many hours were spent drawing from the fantastic collections of ceramics in the Fitzwilliam Museum, in particular the Medieval, Greek, Roman, Egyptian, Japanese and Chinese pottery.

An exhibition of studio pottery at Kettle’s Yard in the early 1970s included works by Hans Coper, Lucie Rie, Gillian Lowndes and Bryan Newman (amongst others). I became an admirer of Hans Coper’s work from that time. His innovative approach, which involved the combination of thrown elements to create powerful sculptural forms with rich textures, continues to be an inspiration.




Stephen Murfitt, earthenware coil pots, incised decoration with manganese oxide rubbed in, influenced by Greek pottery and Picasso, made at Soham Grammar School, 1971, height 58cm.



Peter encouraged and supported my application to the local foundation course in art and design at the Cambridge School of Art (now part of the Anglia Ruskin University). This was where I experienced my first Raku firing, towards the end of a two-year foundation course in the summer of 1974.

A group of a few students, all due to attend degree courses in ceramics at various colleges of art and design, built a small Raku kiln in the garden of pottery tutor Zoe Ellison’s home. We had each made some small pots suitable for a Raku firing. In one day the kiln was built, the pots were glazed and then fired, and cooled by the evening.

Much enjoyment came through this first-hand engagement with an exciting process, being directly involved with each stage of making, mixing glazes, glazing the pots and building and firing the kiln. The anticipation of seeing the results of this project and the revealing of the cooling pots contributed to an exhausting but rewarding day!




Hans Coper, group of twenty-one pots. (ADAM PARTRIDGE AUCTIONEERS & VALUERS)






Hans Coper, spade form and hourglass pot. (ADAM PARTRIDGE AUCTIONEERS & VALUERS)






Stephen Murfitt, group of small bowls, Raku fired in the garden of my foundation course pottery tutor, Zoe Ellison, 1974.






The author in the ceramics studio at Farnham, 1975.






Stephen Murfitt, hand-built, wire-cut form with impressed newsprint texture, 1977.



My memory of the anticipation and drama of that early experience stayed with me throughout my ceramics course at Farnham (West Surrey College of Art and Design). The ‘Farnham experience’ proved inspirational and life changing. Influences were many and included the course leaders Henry Hammond, Paul Barron and my personal tutor, Sebastian Blackie. Duncan Ross was our ceramics technician and Magdalene Odundo, Dave Burns and Martin Simpson were fellow students (to name but a few!)

It was at Farnham where I met my wife, the artist Terry Beard, while she was completing her degree course in textile design. Having mainly focused on throwing in the first year, it was a hand-building course run by Sebastian and Mo Jupp that inspired me to develop my ideas within this area of study.

While exploring many other methods of firing at college, it was the Raku ‘experience’ which had inspired me to explore this magical process further. After gaining my post graduate art teacher’s certificate at the Middlesex Polytechnic, I set about making a career that combined teaching and making pots.

BUILDING MY FIRST RAKU KILN

Shortly after leaving college, after my first year of a teaching post, combined with some making in the school holidays, my partner and I were renting a farm cottage on the Vestey Estate in Suffolk.




These are archive images from 1979. They show the stages of construction of my first Raku kiln from the base upwards to the fire-box and firing chamber. Some of the fired pots can be seen on top of the finished kiln.



A large stack of old house bricks behind the garden shed provided the opportunity to build a small, simple Raku kiln. This would be based on a wood-fired one I was involved in building at Farnham. We had obtained a plentiful supply of old, thin wooden slats from a demolished shed, which would be most suitable for firing this kiln.

The kiln was constructed in a day using 250 of the old house bricks. About fifty small pots, mostly bowls, were glazed up to be ready for firing throughout the next day. An old college friend came to help and shifts were taken on stoking the kiln. It took six hours to get to a red glow in the firing chamber and the first pieces were loaded.

It was a challenge to try to control the rise in temperature and from around 1000°C a rapid rise took place. Out of the fifty or so pieces only about a dozen were worth keeping! However, the surviving pieces were enough to inspire and fuel the desire to explore this absorbing dramatic and risky process further.




Thrown and cut-faceted bowls which survived the firing.



New materials were now being used in the construction of portable and lightweight kilns. This, together with the idea of firing kilns with propane gas would provide a more controlled and efficient way of firing, which I would become intensely involved with.


CHAPTER 2

INFLUENCES AND INSPIRATION

T he makers featured in this book each have many years of experience in developing their very individual approaches to the art of Raku. The knowledge gained and awareness developed over those years will help to inform each batch of new work. As the work is created and developed, awareness and experience increase.




Detail of textured turquoise vessel by Stephen Murfitt.



My own work is driven by an obsession with clay and its versatility. Influences are diverse and come from a fusion of elements seen in the natural and built environments, absorbed through a constant process of searching, looking and absorbing, in a direct way (through use of a sketchbook and/or a camera, or subconsciously).

Raku embodies a way of working which involves a state of mind and a way of thinking. This combines a full-on engagement with a process of adding the ingredients to a melting pot that enables things to happen, sometimes with amazing results and sometimes with disappointing outcomes. It is a relentless and all-embracing exploration of form and surface, informed and inspired by the beautiful environment we find ourselves in. Each firing is an experiment and will always indicate the next focus for investigation with further developments to be made.

It was that total involvement (but never total control) with the whole process, together with the way that the drama of the firing is often reflected in the vessels and forms, which drew me to Raku in the first place.

Rather than attempting to be in total control of a process, Raku is more about developing the confidence that is related to knowing your materials so well, exciting outcomes are made possible.

Born and brought up in the Fenland village of Little Downham, the Cambridgeshire fens will always have a very personal affinity for me. After several years as the ceramics and sculpture tutor at Marlborough College in Wiltshire, I returned to my native fens to establish a studio and workshop near Wicken Fen in Cambridgeshire.

A recent move to a converted Methodist chapel in the Huntingdonshire fens has inspired new ideas. The vast and ever-changing skies with the beautiful surrounding environment of fen woodlands provide constant points of reference. My workshop windows overlook a Fenland nature reserve, which contains a preserved brick kiln and the remains of clay pits that supplied that cottage industry in the past.




View of the fens.






Fen sky.






Fen woodland.






Fen woodland with drain.



The handling of clay is a very tactile experience. Kneading, manipulating, moulding, throwing, constructing, cutting, burnishing and polishing are all extremely tactile processes. This increases awareness and sensitivity to the tactile qualities seen and felt in other materials such as stones, rocks, tree bark, bones, rusting and corroded metal and many more. Weathered and eroded forms and surfaces will provide constant sources of reference. The visual vocabulary we develop is influenced by that acute tactile awareness of form and texture.

Fen landscape has mainly been developed for agricultural purposes. Grids and networks of fields are defined by the linear patterns of dykes and drains which help to control the water levels of the low-lying terrain. Upright and vertical features such as pylons, telegraph poles and the proliferation of wind turbines are very prominent.




Linear structures provide sources of influence for textures on pots.






Fen drain.






A stack of uncovered bog oaks.



The evidence of the ancient forest that once covered the fen is often revealed as sculptural bog oaks often emerge from the black fen soil. Man-made marks left on the fields by heavy agricultural machinery form striking linear and layered patterns that indicate the contours of the land. All these images (often recorded) are absorbed and contribute to a ‘visual memory bank’. Later they will be translated and developed into ideas, which can become forms and surface features.
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