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    Disclaimer




    Raku firing can be hazardous and it is important that correct health and safety procedures are adhered to and manufacturers’ guidelines followed. The author and the publisher do not accept responsibility or liability in any manner whatsoever for any error or omission, nor any loss, damage, injury or adverse outcome of any kind incurred as a result of the use of the information contained in this book or any reliance upon it. Due to print media constraints some glaze colours shown will vary.
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    1     What Is Raku?




    Origins




    The origin of raku can be traced back to sixteenth-century Japan and the tea ceremony. The name rakuyaki or raku denotes a type of Japanese pottery which involves low firing temperatures and the removal of pieces from the kiln while still glowing hot. In the traditional Japanese firing process, the pot or bowl is removed from the hot kiln and put direct into water or allowed to cool in the open air. Raku is recognized as the traditional method for creating clay bowls for the tea ceremony. These raku bowls are hand-made from earthenware and, due to the low firing temperature, have a porous body and were usually decorated by using a lead-based glaze. Some of these tea bowls are highly prized, each having a distinct form and individual style.




    It was during the late sixteenth century that these raku artist potters were able to rise above the general craft potter of Japan with the formal recognition of their skills. The name raku is derived from the kanji character which means ‘enjoyment’ or ‘ease’. It was during this century that Chojir, first of a long line of raku potters, came under the patronage of the tea master Sen-No-Rikyu. In 1598 the ruler Hideyoshi bestowed the name Raku on Chojir after he began making tea bowls to the great tea master’s specifications. Upon the death of Chojir in 1592, his son Jokei continued the raku tradition. Both the name and the ceramic style have been passed down by the Raku family and continue to the present.




    Raku as it is practised today in the West bears only a little resemblance to the original method used for tea ceremony bowls. Paul Soldner, the American potter, is credited with westernizing this traditional practice sometime in the middle of the last century. The use of a reduction chamber at the end of the raku firing was introduced by him to compensate for the difference in atmosphere between the original, wood-fired, Japanese raku kilns and the more up-to-date gas-fired American kilns. Typically, pieces removed from the hot kiln are placed in chambers full of a combustible material, such as straw, sawdust or newspaper, which then provides a reducing atmosphere for the glaze, and to expose the unglazed clay surface to the black carbon. The use of lead in a glaze is now discouraged since it is toxic, but almost any low-fired glaze can be used.




    Contemporary Methods




    But the methods used in raku today are still similar, in that the piece is first bisque-fired and then glazed and placed in a raku kiln and fired to approximately 1000°C, at which time the piece is taken from the kiln, while still glowing red, and placed in an airtight container. Sawdust, leaves or shredded paper and various other inflammable materials may be used to cover the piece after which a lid is placed over the top of the container, which is then left, depending on the size of the work, for anything from 10min to an hour to cool. This process is not without risk to the piece, the thermal shock of such a rapid transition from 1000°C can and often does shatter the piece.




    The effects on the glaze are unpredictable, and although one can say with confidence that the effects will lay within certain limits, it is impossible to anticipate precisely what the surface quality will be. This freedom in allowing things to happen is so seductive for the maker and the collector; serendipity, or a happy accident? The unique appeal the raku experience has, in my experience, centres around the particular moment when we open the reduction bin and expose the finished article. But before this opening we hover over the kiln and with anticipation approach the reduction containers. How has the piece reacted to the kiln and reduction, has the glaze worked? These and more questions are asked and finally answered, at the great ‘unveiling’.




    However, it is also my habit to refire until I am satisfied with the results, a practice that can and often does lead to the complete destruction of the piece. By its very nature, raku leaves an indelible imprint on any work. This can be small crackles in the glaze or glaze that runs; this is not a fault, but as Japanese tradition states, ‘The history of the fire’. Moreover, according to Japanese lore, a raku piece that has been given as a gift is very lucky for the owner and should never be given away.
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      ‘Shrine’.




      PHOTO: VICTOR FRANCE
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      ‘Shrine’ (detail).




      PHOTO: VICTOR FRANCE


    




    This Book




    Having specialized in raku firing for over twenty years and since having my own web site, I have been inundated with requests for glaze recipes and tips on how to achieve certain types of result. I therefore decided to gather all this information together in one handbook. The glazes I have collected over these years have come from a number of sources, such as books, journals and the Internet, and, of course, other raku artists, plus some of my own efforts. Several of the glazes I have altered to suit my own style of firing and so they may differ slightly from the original. Where possible I have acknowledged the authors of the glazes, and to the ones I have omitted or have not known I apologize now. Several glazes have been passed around from person to person and the original creator may be forgotten, and in addition the glazes may become changed subtly over time. I hope readers enjoy trying out these recipes and I do stress that everyone should test first before trying out a new glaze on a precious new form or pot. You have to also take into consideration that many ingredients change subtly over time.




    

      [image: ]



      ‘Shrine No.2’. PHOTO: VICTOR FRANCE
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      ‘Temple Tower’.


    




    This can be observed when a glaze recipe does not produce the same results as before. It also means that you have to retest the glaze recipe with the altered ingredients. Copper and frits are often changed by the manufacturers; frits will be given different ingredients and copper often has ‘fillers’ added, which can be observed by the colour, as the darker green the copper the more pure copper it contains. Furthermore, reduction has a lot to do with how a raku glaze reacts. A heavy reduction in an airtight container will give an entirely different appearance to the same glaze that has had a very light reduction in an unsealed container. Once again, test with different reduction materials, such as leaves, seaweed (this is best used dry), newspaper (can be useful either wet or dry), pine cones or pine cone needles and different sawdusts such as pine (light wood) or jarrah (dark wood). You can also try a reduction in the kiln during the firing to get different results on your glazes. To me, the joy of raku is in experimenting with all these components and the excitement of opening up the reduction bin to see what, if anything, you have achieved. You should experiment with all types of glaze, reduction materials, the time of reduction and the oxidation effects. Keep good records of your experiments and in time you will build up a useful source of information. I also multi-fire a lot of my work, anything up to ten times, if I am not happy with it. This can lead to some wonderful results or total destruction; have fun and above all be safe.
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      ‘Elegant Lady’ (detail).
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      ‘Elegant Lady’.


    




    In this book I have also invited other raku enthusiasts, people whom I have admired and looked up to, to share my raku journey. They originate from around the world, Australia, Britain, Belgium and the USA. I feel privileged that they took the time and agreed to participate and share their knowledge and experience with us all.
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      ‘3 Friars’ (multi-fired).
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    2     Raku Firing


           and Raku Kilns




    There is an assortment of kilns available for raku, some ready-made and available from your ceramic supplier and others are home-made. Choose the kiln that suits both how you work and the size of your work. I personally have two kilns, a large one and a small one, which is also useful for glaze testing. I do not advocate the use of an electric kiln because the whole raku process is very damaging to the electric elements. Copper too has a detrimental effect on an electric kiln, corroding the elements. A liquid propane gas (LPG)-fuelled, outside kiln, which is movable and very convenient, is also popular, and one I would endorse. If you have natural gas in or near your studio, it can be cheaper to run this type of kiln and you do not have the inconvenience of running out of bottled gas at the wrong moment, but such kilns are usually quite large and not always suitable for use for raku work. You can also build a kiln from bricks and wood fire it. However, I am not going into the construction of kilns here since there are many books available on the subject, one of which is David Jones’ Raku – Investigations into Fire (Crowood).




    If you are new to raku, try to go to some workshops and see as many different kiln types as you can, in that way you will get a good idea as to the one that would suit you best. The size of a kiln is not the only important factor: there are ‘top-hat’ kilns or opening door kilns, kilns that are operable by one person or ones that need at least two. Do some research before you commit yourself to one particular type. Firing a kiln is particularly subject to variations, since with most glaze recipes there can be no guarantee of results due to disparities in mixing, firing and sometimes the constituent chemicals. I urge you to always test first, sometimes try to repeat the test under different conditions and reduction atmospheres.




    

      [image: ]



      ‘Temple’ (detail).


    




    Clay and Materials




    Almost any kind of clay can be used for raku firing, but the one used most often is one with an open clay body since this helps to give the clay more resistance to the thermal shock of the raku process. If you have a clay body that you like, the addition of grog or other materials should help to give the clay more resilience. Materials such as spodumene or petalite and even washed sand can be useful in this regard, but make sure that these materials are fully wedged throughout the clay. Porcelain can also be used for raku and tends not to need any added combustibles, but, due to the low firing temperature, it will not be fully vitrified. Almost all suppliers now have ready-made raku clays available for purchase.
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      ‘2 Friars’ (multi-fired copper matt).


    




    I often like to add other materials to my clay to give some additional texture. Crushed red brick, perlite, fireclay, vermiculite (a lightweight mica-derived mineral), and even copper or brass metal filings may be used. Some types of organic material that burn out but leave a texture can all be utilized in this manner. Experiment with different materials, but do not fire too high since some materials have a habit of exploding, which will not do your kiln much good. I suggest that you first make test tiles with some of the materials you wish to use and test fire them, always keeping records of the amount you used and the temperature you took the kiln to.




    Forms Appropriate for Raku




    Some shapes take the thermal shock of raku better than others. Here are a few suggestions that may help in the shaping and forming of your work. Make sure that the work is of an even thickness where possible and not too thick, and try to and make the piece without joints (square boxes are notorious for cracking apart at the seams and flat plates can crack, but if they are curved they tend to be much stronger). Slip-cast pieces are often to be preferred since the thickness of the clay is uniform throughout the whole piece. Attempt to make the piece so that it may easily be picked up with tongs, and make sure that the work will fit into the kiln, not too tall nor too broad. Try the piece first before you glaze it.
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      ‘Madonna’ (detail of life-size figure).


    




    Outline of a Glaze Composition




    To help you understand a little about making glazes before you begin, here is a short and simple explanation of their composition. A glaze is made by mixing specific quantities of chemicals and other materials together in water, where they are held in suspension by the viscosity of the liquid blend. Firing the glaze melts this mixture and causes it to fuse permanently on to the surface of the piece. The main components of a glaze are:




    

      	a flux or base; chemical symbol RO; the flux lowers the melting point of a glaze and by the use of more than one flux you can achieve a variation of glaze temperatures;




      	a glass stiffener, R2O3, usually alumina; the more you use the slower and more viscous the glaze;




      	a glass former; RO2, usually silica; silica has a melting point of 1710°C and requires a flux to reduce this to a more workable value;




      	colourants and opacifiers; these can often act as fluxes or stiffening agents too;




      	alumina is usually added as clay and is used to increase the hardness of the finished glaze and for viscosity during firing.
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      ‘Chalice’ (bronze under white crackle).




      PHOTO: VICTOR FRANCE


    




    Decoration




    There are many and varied ways of decorating pieces. Depending on the type of work and the methods used, raku lends itself to many of these diverse methods, apart from using a raku glaze. Raku can also be used in conjunction with other techniques. When making a piece of work it is generally a good idea to have a plan as to the type of decoration you might have in mind, but terra sigillata, resist technique, burnishing and slip are just a few that may be used alone or in conjunction with raku glazes. Textural glazes are excellent when used on a sculptural form and combine quite readily with a resist. A crackle white glaze looks stunning near an area that has been burnished and left to become carbon black. Lustres, slips and oxides can all be applied to raku and will give you a wide range of colours from which to work. The application of a blowtorch may often be used, but I advise you do this carefully so as not to heat up one area too much; if you have fired the piece with a copper-based glaze a blowtorch can frequently give you some good results.
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