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What I want to say to you here about our selves … arises out of my experiences with physical substance in the transformations of clay, out of my experiences of language, out of my dreams and my deeds, out of my sense of touch and my experience of death.


M.C. Richards, Centering


What else can tell you about human life more than a pot does?


Magdalene Odundo, The Journey of Things






Introduction


Clay is earth locked in a cycle with water and air that is only broken when we surrender it to fire. Lots of water makes clay liquid. Less means it is mouldable and can manifest our visions in the material world. Subject it to enough heat and it becomes a ceramic form that may survive 20,000 years or more into the future. Because of this, to mould a fistful of clay is to encounter a fission and a fusion of deep time and the human present. This way of making began in our most distant prehistory, and persists into the present.


The Japanese American sculptor and designer Isamu Noguchi described his working with ceramic as a ‘close embrace of the earth, as a seeking after identity with some primal matter beyond personalities and possessions’. It is this – an encounter with humbling geological timescales – but it is also about a tactile moment of human creation, because clay contains infinite possibilities in its transmutations, evidenced on the shelves of our homes, our galleries and museums. Every time we make something with clay, we engage with the timelines that are in the material itself, whether it was dug from a clifftop, riverbed or pit. In firing what we make, we bestow the material with function, meaning, or feeling, and anchor its form in a human present.


Objects made from clay contain marks of our existence that collectively tell the story of human history more completely than any other material. There is a reason there are so many pots in museums: because fired clay is one of the most effective keepers of stories we have. Archaeologists call fragments of pottery not shards but sherds. This book, then, is one of sherds – of fragments assembled and inspected. These sherds do not form a complete vessel that holds human history; instead they show us something about the way we make and create, the way we live and die, about the esoteric and the universal; the intimate and the global; the prosaic and the profound. They are about the sacred and the secular, the natural and the synthetic.


Our engagement with clay as a plastic material that can be pulled from a riverbed and formed in the hand runs further back than our earliest civilisations. There is enough history and narrative in any single ceramic object to write an entire book, but clay contains many more stories than that. As such, there are as many non-potters in this book as potters – if not more – because I wanted to create a cacophony of voices, to explode the narrow approaches that have come before me, that have restricted their writing to pots and vessels and objects. Contained here are the voices of architects and artists, scientists and musicians, poets and geologists, a witch and a geometer. I want to bring them all into the stories told here about this most profound material that almost every human on the planet interacts with daily, whether it’s a toilet on the tallest skyscraper or the raw ground on which we walk. The chapter themes emerged from encounters; from questions I asked about the connections between people, places and processes, between knowing and making, then and now, whenever ‘then’ and ‘now’ might be.


I am a writer, but I have been working with clay for nine years. I began in a converted shipping container perched on the tidal salt marshes on the edge of the Thames, guided by a potter and teacher named Madelaine, who was more Socratic than didactic and whose mission was to help people get the image in their heads out into the world. She set no classes, taught no courses; instead she initiated you with a question: ‘What do you want to make?’


From Madelaine I learned to handbuild, to throw, to make moulds and coil. I learned how to print on clay, how to manipulate it with wires and wood, shells, shrapnel and gravity. I have clear memories of walking there after a day of work, drawn like a moth to the golden light that flooded from the steamed-up windows on cold dark nights.


Then COVID hit, the studio was temporarily shuttered and I moved house. I did a little work at home in a tiny brick shed in our small back garden. I ran shelves up the wall and piled clay by the door. I paid for kiln firings in other studios, carried my unfired work in taxis, coddled in newspaper and bubble wrap, clutching the box like it contained a new kitten. I yearned for the chaos of the communal spaces that lent me their kilns. I wanted their dirty, messy, busy energies.


I found another shipping container studio for hire, run by a potter named Toshiko who was always in a rush. She told me about Cernamic, a huge community-style studio in an old zip factory behind a row of terraces in north London, run by two tireless potters called Nam and Susie, where I am now a member. It is bustling and happy, teeming with people coming and going, many having just thrown their first pot. Some people make incredible work, others are still learning, but everyone is making, and everyone wishes they had more time to make.


I am not a master potter; I am not even a very good potter. I still can’t make two things exactly the same and I always have trouble throwing dinner plates. But I’ve made things I like and that I use, have gifted things that people treasure. I have thrown the crockery that I now eat off, made candlesticks, fruit bowls, tiles and miniature sculptures. I have mixed my own glazes from white powders and water; I have made large bowls imprinted with the sweeping gestures of my fingertips, and my mantelpiece is lined with my own replicas of figurines dating to the moment when prehistory became history. My shelves are a mess of unfinished experiments: twists of red clay, porcelain origami cranes, a string of glaze tests, slipware chargers. The windowsill holds things that went wrong: a platter perfectly cleaved across its middle by a fault when firing; a bowl made from herbs soaked in slip in a mould; an empty teacup I use daily that was only ever intended as a test but which I have since become attached to.


Somewhere in all this, I began reading alongside all the making. I began asking questions about this material, about what clay could do and where it came from, how things were made and why. I went from making things for fun to making things for research. I mixed up batches of imitation Mars clay (because there is clay on Mars); I trialled glaze recipes; I pulled fistfuls of clay from skips and riverbanks. I went to museums, galleries, studios, archives, and on pilgrimages to see objects and structures built with clay. I have a particular fondness for archives (and archivists), having sought them out for my last book, on the sound of the foghorn, and I sought them out for this book too. I descended into the bowels of the hallowed hill of the Getty to read the letters and papers of potter, poet and educator M.C. Richards. I was able to handle pottery by Bernard Leach at the Crafts Study Centre in Farnham when searching for a glaze designed by Indian potter Nirmala Patwardhan. I spent a day with archaeologist and anthropologist Marija Gimbutas’s archives at the magical Pacifica Graduate Institute, a postgrad college in the dappled canyons behind Santa Barbara. I stepped behind the scenes at the Natural History Museum and the V&A, visited the studios of potter Florian Gadsby, artist Charly Blackburn and repairer Helen Warren, and browsed open studios in Tokoname, Japan. There are places I wish I could have gone: to Iran to see the massed geometric tiling on the mosques of Isfahan; to India to see Nirmala’s house garlanded in glazes; to Auroville to see Ray Meeker’s fire-stabilised Mallika house. I walked the rooms of museums and galleries from Bogotá to Dresden to Kyoto, but there were dead ends too: in Colombia I went to visit what claims to be the largest pot in the world – a house, made from clay and fired. When I got there after a long and troublesome drive, I found I couldn’t quite verify it wasn’t made of something else entirely. It has become another story, one that will be told elsewhere.


This book is a beginning. It is the beginning of a lifetime of thinking and making, manifested in words and clay. It is the beginning I wanted to read when I first started making things. It is about individuals, some well known, some almost forgotten, who have contributed to our material histories. It is about pots, but it is also about people, and materials, their hands and their minds, and perhaps hidden among the stories told are questions about the way this history is kept, transmitted and preserved. The first love poem we have is from a bride to her groom, inscribed in clay thousands of years ago in Nippur (present-day Iraq), and this book is my love letter back to the material I received an initiation into in that shipping container on the edge of the Thames almost a decade ago.
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The first small pinch pot made while standing in a river in Cornwall, fired a week later in an outdoor log burner. Decorated in red slip found elsewhere on site.






1


Mud


In the beginning, we were clay.


In forests and fertile crescents, clay is and was the primary material from which humans were made. Across cultures living and ancient, genesis stories tell of gods acting as potters and sculptors, forming our bodies from one of the most abundant materials on the planet; bringing us to waking life and giving us souls with words and breath, blood and spit.


Literature on clay as origin material can be traced to some of the earliest known writing. In the Atrahasis, an early piece of Mesopotamian literature inscribed on clay tablets from around 1700 bce, the lesser gods go on strike, tired of digging canals and working farms for those higher up. To ease their exertions, Mami, the midwife of the gods, mixes lumps of clay to make people. The gods spit on them and one is slaughtered for their blood and brains. Seven women and seven men are born from fourteen lumps of clay.


In Greek mythology, Prometheus also creates humans out of a mixture of earth and water, a story ‘proven’ to be true by ancient travel writer Pausanias, who in his second-century text Description of Greece claims to have found two wagon-sized chunks of sun-dried clay at the town of Panopeus that are Pro metheus’s leftovers. He knows this, he writes, because they give off unspecified ‘human’ smells – perhaps old sweat and unwashed feet. The clays ‘have the colour of clay, not earthy clay, but such as would be found in a ravine or sandy torrent’, he writes. ‘They smell very like the skin of a man. They say that these are remains of the clay out of which the whole race of mankind was fashioned by Prometheus.’


The Qur’an and the Bible also tell of the first humans being made from clay. In Genesis 2:7, God makes man from clay, and breathes life into him. The Qur’an 23:12 says that man is created from the essence of clay, and one hadith tells of angels coming down from heaven to collect red, white, brown and black earth that is soft, malleable, hard and gritty, from mountains, valleys, deserts and fertile plains, for Allah to use in forming Adam. The Talmud, too, says Adam was ‘kneaded from mud’, and the Hebrew word for ‘formed’ that is used in these passages is one often more associated with the actions of a potter.


A Yoruba genesis story explains how people came to have disabilities or deformities. An orisha – a god or divine being – named Obatala makes land, palm groves and light, and is living peacefully with his black cat when he decides to create people. He takes clay from the ground and makes figurines that he lays out to dry. He works hard and builds up a thirst, quenching it with the invention of palm wine. He drinks until he feels ‘everything around him softening’ but upon returning to his work becomes clumsy. He forgets to finish some figures, or makes them crooked, but does not notice. When the sky god Olorun breathes life into the figures and the people rise, Obatala sobers up and notices his mistakes. Overcome with guilt, he swears off the palm wine for good, and pledges himself as the protector of the disabled, the lame and the blind.


There are more: Chinese texts tell of the mother goddess Nüwa, who makes people from clay when she becomes lonely, moulding aristocrats carefully from yellow clay, then taking a shortcut for everyone else after finding the process too time-consuming. In Hindu mythology, Ganesh was made from clay; the Ainu in Japan tell a story of the first people being made from clay and sticks on the back of a giant fish. Humans are made from clay in the Popol Vuh, in the Korean Seng-gut narrative, in stories told by the Efe and Songye in the DRC, the Māori, the Iñupiat in Alaska, the Malagasy on Madagascar, the Blackfeet in Montana and more.


In a more recent story from Jewish mythology, the Golem is also created from clay. Its origins are thought to be a rabbi in sixteenth-century Prague called Rabbi Judah Loew. The scholar Elizabeth Baer describes how, at the time, the Jewish community in the city were suffering invasions and attacks from outside. The Rabbi, wanting to protect his community, asks the help of God in a dream. God directs him to go to the banks of the Vltava, take the mud from the riverbank and make it into a figure. Then, in a secret ritual that is sometimes told as a chanting of words, or an inscription of words upon the figure’s body, the Golem is given life. Baer writes of a version where a shem – a paper on which God’s name is written – is placed in the mouth of the Golem. In another, the carving of the Hebrew word emeth brings the Golem to life. When the first letter is erased, it becomes meth – the Hebrew word for death – which stills the Golem. (In one tale, a rabbi must trick a particularly tall Golem into tying a shoelace so he can reach the word he needs to edit.) In all of these versions it is the word – the alphabet – that animates the Golem.


The repetitions in these stories are seductive: we are formed from inanimate matter and given life through the gift of language, thinking, or consciousness. We are earth and we are breath; we are clay and we are spirit. What this means for us as humans when we work with clay is profound. When we mould or throw, we undergo an act of creation that connects us to these stories. It’s tempting to imagine a single source for them: a story first told in grunts and gestures with a fist of clay, around recently discovered fire, the story spreading as we spread across the world. All these versions might be modifications that find their root a million or more years ago, passed down until the grunts became syllables, became words, became language.


Clay’s predominance in creation stories might also simply come from its abundance. We cannot model with water, or soil, or fire. We can carve wood, but we first need something to carve it with. Even young children can mould clay. It can be dug with bare hands and transformed in minutes.


Over the last seventy years or so, clay has played a role in some scientific theories around the origin of life. This is nothing short of the ultimate question: how did organic life come from inorganic matter? How did something come from nothing? By way of clay, say some scientists.


The way life arises from non-life is called abiogenesis. Theories of abiogenesis explain how organic material gathered and formed to eventually turn into a living cell. Multiple theories feature clay minerals in crucial roles of one type or another. One suggests that the way chemical reactions happen in clays could have provided the spark for life to form. Others suggest that the plate-like structures of clays set the stage on which the material that eventually formed cells gathered.


One of the best-known theories was posed by a scientist called Graham Cairns-Smith in the mid 1980s. He suggested that the perplexing transition from non-life to life might have been down to the irregularity of the crystalline structures in clays. Simply put, as The New York Times described in 1985, Cairns-Smith proposed that it was ‘an accumulation of chemical mistakes’ that led to life on Earth.


Scientist and writer Robert Hazen notes that, until recently, rocks and minerals have been outliers in theories of life’s origins, sidelined by theories that begin with water and atmospheric conditions. He details the experiments of mineralogist Joseph V. Smith, explaining how a mineral such as feldspar can have ‘millions of tiny weathered pockets’ in its surface, which provide a place for molecules to congregate, ‘each pore and crack a separate experiment in molecular self-organization’.


More recently, emeritus biophysicist Helen Hansma told me about how she noticed a ‘green crud’ that had collected around the edges of some mica sheets when she was, as she described, ‘playing with her microscopes’, growing crystals and the like. She added a drop of water to the mica sheets, and realised it might be a perfect environment for the first inklings of life. ‘Granny Says Life Evolved Between the Mica Sheets’, read one news story covering the paper she published of her findings. Others think that clays lack the complexity to have fulfilled this role. In The Vital Question, scientist Nick Lane, writing on the encoding of the RNA- and DNA-like material required for a cell to form, holds that ‘minerals are too physically clumsy to encode anything even approaching an RNA-world level of complexity, although they are valuable catalysts’.


What theories involving clay insist on is that in the beginning, we may have our origins in clay in one way or another. If we did – and that’s a big if that will likely never be proven – all these myths and genesis stories might contain a renewed imaginative force. The earthen bodies in our genesis myths could be understood as latent memories from the clayey soup we came from. Might this knowledge have been inherited as a cellular memory that passed into sacred doctrine – an echo in our bodies like J.G. Ballard’s re-emerging reptile brains in The Drowned World?


But what is clay anyway? Defining it can either be so simple it’s borderline redundant, or very complicated indeed. Anthropology professor and pottery specialist Prudence M. Rice writes that: ‘It is of little use to minimise its complexity, for it is clays’ very diversity that enhances their desirability as raw material and leads to the variety of objects that can be manufactured from them.’


Clay is made of lots of different things depending on where it is found, such as which rocks weathered to form it, what minerals are present, and where it has been deposited. Clays might be categorised as primary or secondary; for where they’re found; for what sort of rock they’re composed of. Primary clay deposits are found next to their parent rock. Secondary have been moved, usually by water or weather. Clay by rivers or streams is an alluvial deposit. Lakes leave lacustrine deposits. Exactly what elements and minerals make up the clay affects what the clay looks like and how it feels in the hand, and why pottery made in Philadelphia is a different colour than pottery made in Puducherry. Because clay reveals something of its geology in its colour, texture and plasticity, the clay a potter uses ties them to a place.


Largely, defining clay depends on who you are. A gardener, a geologist and a potter all have different definitions that are applied for different purposes. The Encyclopaedia of Geology says clay is ‘a diverse group of hydrous layer aluminosilicates that constitute the greater part of the phyllosilicate family of minerals’. This is not as specific as it looks – aluminosilicates are molecules that contain particular arrangements of silicon, oxygen and aluminium, along with a broad possible range of other elements and minerals. My uncle Nigel, also a geologist but one who taught in schools for decades, gives me a more digestible version. He tells me clay is ‘a particle 1/256 mm in size … the result of extensive weathering of rocks’. That size boundary is about the simplest scientific definition of clay, and one that’s been in use since the nineteenth century, usually expressed as ‘less than 2µm’ (that’s two micrometres) or two one-thousandths of a millimetre. Sand, in comparison, runs from 63–2,000 micrometres.


For gardeners, clay is something different – typically, it’s the stuff you don’t want too much of in your garden. I ask my friend Jane Porter, a professional gardener, how she describes clay in her line of work. ‘Clay is at the far end of the scale when it comes to soil types,’ she replies. ‘It has the smallest particle size of all of them, and it is pretty uncompromising. The particle size means there’s barely any space for air or water to move. It’s seen as hard to grow plants in because it doesn’t drain, but this also means it’s rich in nutrients because they are retained.’


For potters, who can’t measure particles and aren’t growing plants, clay is largely defined by its behaviour; by what we can do with it that cannot be achieved with soil or sand or rock. Clay for potters is earth that is plastic and can be moulded, shaped and formed in a damp state. It can absorb water, and when subjected to heat will harden to become ceramic.


Many potters now use clay that is refined and bagged in plastic, but I want to pull clay from under my feet, from as close as pos sible to where I live and work and breathe and eat, to reconnect with something of myself upon the earth.


It is illegal for me to dig up clay in most of the UK, without permission. I cruise geological survey maps looking for nearby seams. There is always clay under my feet because London is built on clay. I had plans to dig down in my small back garden, dreams quickly shelved when it was revealed that my six-foot square of patio was in fact many patios on top of one another, probably with an air raid shelter at the bottom. I also found two sites in Essex and Kent where the sea is pulling squat clay cliffs into the surf. But coastal clays are usually no good, because the high salt content makes them temperamental and liable to melt.


I ask around for someone to let me dig a big hole in their garden, then discover that the house across the road is undergoing a massive renovation that involves some new foundations. As the skips are filled, emptied and replaced, I see the excavation in sequence: first patio, then gravel, then soil; and then, coming home one night, I find the skip filled with chunks of sticky ochre-orange stuff. I sidle over in the dark, give it a poke. It is sandy, soft, cool – a little damp.


There are two main tests for whether what you have is workable clay: the pinch pot and the sausage. First I tear off a lump, squish it into a ball and push my thumb into the middle, forming a rough thimble-sized pinch pot. I squash it back into a lump, roll it into a sausage between my palms and loop it round my finger. It barely cracks. If the sausage and the thimble hold, you’ve probably got something workable. This is a little gritty, but it can be easily sieved, so I bring a big yellow trug from my house and fill it with stolen dirt as casually as possible. I scurry back home like a thief, top the bucket up with water from the outside tap, and leave it there, slaking and settling behind the back door.


It turns out skips and roadworks are not bad places to find clay – in the 1960s diaries of potter, writer and activist Emmanuel Cooper, he writes of setting up in London, and how ‘there was time to experiment, try out new glazes, to collect clay from holes in the road’. The first extant monograph on the art of the potter, from sixteenth-century Italy by artist and writer Piccolpasso (whose brother was a potter), says clay was dug in summer: ‘The men in the potter’s art in the city of Urbino use the clay which collects in the bed of the Metauro, and this clay they get in the summer more than at other times,’ he wrote. ‘When the rains fall in the Apennines at the roots of which the said river rises, its waters swell and become turbid and coursing … they leave behind the finer particles of the soil which in their downward flow they steal from this bank and that.’


When the skip clay has slaked, I sieve it to remove grit and other debris. In an ideal clay deposit, no processing is necessary – for the last 10,000 years or more, clay has often been used straight from the ground. But mine might contain small stones, and it’s going in an electric kiln, which may cause them to explode.


When the sieved clay has settled, I pour off the water, let the sun do some work, then slather it on a plaster slab like Nutella on white bread. The plaster draws the water from the wet clay. Like frying an egg, the thinner edges cook first, and I can’t resist tearing off a chunk and rolling it in my hands to see if it is still workable. It’s a little short, perhaps, like pastry, but then it did come from a skip.


I leave it a while longer until it’s ready to wedge, a process of kneading that squeezes out air bubbles. I have no idea until I fire it if this clay contains anything that will act as a flux, which makes things melt, or if it has the right chemistry to hold together. I don’t even really know what colour it will come out.


I am excited to fire something from my own street. I test a very small pinch pot, which, once dry, feels worryingly friable, like a muddy sandcastle. I fire it in a saggar (an already-fired ceramic canister that protects the kiln and everything in it if my test clay melts, explodes or gives off corrosive gases). I fire it to 1,000 degrees Celsius and it fails, spectacularly, crumbling when I pick it up a little clumsily, its form made brittle by the intense heat of the kiln. Without lab-level analysis, I cannot really know what’s wrong with it, but it likely contains too much of something that is not clay. I later find out I also might have had better results from drying and sieving rather than soaking the clay. What I do know is that it is not good enough to work with. It is a heart-sinking failure, and I mope around for the day. When night falls, I traipse back across the road and, as quietly as possible, dump the unworked clay back in the skip.


I’d been making just with my hands, but I wanted to know what it was like to meet clay with your whole body. Artists have been increasingly exploring the possibilities of clay in its wet and plastic state. In artist and choreographer Florence Peake’s performance piece Rite, dancers were sunk and slowed in their movements by a floor that was ankle deep in wet clay, following which the stage was cut up into tiles and fired. Others have borne clay as a weight, or fought against it as if questioning the binary between animate mind and inanimate earth. In artist Chinasa Vivian Ezugha’s Uro, clay is loaded onto her back, lump by lump, and she strains against the cumbersome clods of earth. In the performance artist Cassils’ Becoming an Image, a one-ton monolith of clay is attacked in the dark by the artist; kicked and punched and re-formed, the process lit only by a photographer’s flashbulb. In sculptor and artist William Cobbing’s video works, people are connected by thick clay umbilicals, or transformed into homunculi by bulbous wet clay heads. They stroke their protuberances in squelching petting gestures, or lean in for a thunking kiss, where earth meets earth. It is cartoonishly absurd, but deeply primal.


A much earlier performance took place in 1955, at the First Gutai Art Exhibition, where the Japanese artist Kazuo Shiraga stripped down to a white loincloth and mounted a mound of wet clay on which he ‘painted’ with his body. The performance was called Challenging Mud, and he rolled and squirmed in the sludge, dragging and grasping at its formlessness. It was a new form of painting, he said, the body imprinting on clay and the nothing becoming something through human action.


Yorkshire artist Jade Montserrat’s video performance Clay was partly inspired by Shiraga’s painting, one of a series of vignettes where she made improvised, impulsive performances with her body in a landscape. In Clay, she is naked in a muddy hole, kneading and dragging the clay over her body. She pushes clumps of it into her hair and head and around the back of her neck. Many of her gestures, which are spontaneous and impulsive, resemble bathing. In the film’s final shot, she is in a worship-like pose.


The hole is perhaps two or three feet deep; a pockmark gouged from a field on a shooting estate, filmed by her collaborators, the duo Webb-Ellis (Caitlin and Andrew Webb-Ellis). The estate is not an aristocratic seat in any sense, but a plot of land used for shooting that belonged to her stepfather, where Montserrat grew up relatively isolated. She had set out with Webb-Ellis on a cold, clear and blustery November day to make a vignette. They came across a hole made by machinery, flanked by a pond dug when she was little and named after her, where she used to make mud pies and swim. When they found it, ‘it was immediately clear I would be making a performance in that hole’, she says.


She had also been researching the dancer Josephine Baker, relating it to the way her own idea of blackness had been stifled or developed when growing up on the estate, as the stepdaughter of the white owner of that specific piece of land. ‘I had been making these drawings of mud pies, and remembering feeling very content there,’ she explains, ‘even though I was very lonely as a child. I would mould or fashion something with the mud and clay that I found in the duck pond to the back of me [in the film].’


There’s something in her performance about mess – about what we class as dirt. In the film, she moves hunks of turf to get to the clay – the latter didn’t feel dirty, she says, whereas the grass and crumbly topsoil did. She sees a connection between minimal urban aesthetics, as sterile signifiers of gentrification, and a break in connection to the natural world. ‘I sense a loss of connection to a natural world that shaped me,’ she says. ‘My efforts are ultimately futile – there’s nothing useful about it – but by smothering my body; pressing clay into my body, I’m making a plea for connection beyond the human.’


The performance happened in a stolen moment, an opportunity taken before Alan, the regular landscaper and gardener, returned to finish digging the hole. It was done by stealth, without permission, and she was criticised by family members afterwards for doing it at all. She says it was tense, frenetic and confusing, despite the outward calm that the vignette possesses. It wasn’t until afterwards that she reflected on the resonances of the actions and images. ‘Everything was instinct in how I related to the material in that moment,’ she says. ‘I was thinking about Kazuo Shiraga, and deliberately being intimate with the material.’


Her nakedness was a necessary choice. ‘There is nothing I could have worn that wouldn’t have placed a particular emphasis on a time or fashion,’ she points out.


She had washed herself afterwards in a stream that is just out of shot. ‘It felt good. It was a cold day, but it felt like it does on a crisp day when you get into the sea. There’s something that feels clean about doing that. It felt totally natural. Totally intimate.’


Montserrat’s mud bath is a reminder of the clash of the human timeline and the deep geological time that patterns our interactions with clay. In descending into the pit, past the topsoil to its sludgy and silky bottom, she seems to me to have got closer to meeting the clay on its own terms. By slathering clay over her body, she returns to the earth we came from – a reverse telling of the origin stories from the Atrahasis to the Golem. The gesture of smearing ourselves with clay is a gesture that contains a return and a beginning. I found a profound and humbling sort of spirituality in it. Ashes to ashes; dust to dust. We must return to the earth from which we were formed as a fistful of clay and the spit of a god.


In Montserrat’s own history – as a person who is connected in troubled and conflicting ways to the comparatively recent ownership of that piece of land and its geology – the clay offers her a way to circumvent those claims to connect with a different history, one that exists on a timeline much deeper than the legislation that binds that land to a person. ‘It’s difficult to grasp according to time as we consider it,’ she says. ‘It’s awesome in that respect.’


My second attempt at collecting clay from the earth under my feet is more successful. I go and stay with some friends in a valley in inland Cornwall who tell me there’s something that looks like clay in the riverbank near their house. I’ve just arrived, but now is as good a time as any, so they give me a spare pair of wellies and a set of gardening gloves, and we grab a large plastic bag from the boot of the car. We walk through a sloped meadow and down into the stream, a tributary of the River Tiddy. We wade along up the river, using the trees as monkey bars to broach deeper sections, towards a spot where the slate riverbed is banked by what looks like grey clay.


I scrape a finger into the sludge – it leaves a perfect impression. I sink my hand into the bank and pull out a handful, roll it around in my palm. A sausage loop holds, and I roll a ball, sink a thumb into the middle and pinch out a pot. It is sticky and a little springy, like dough. I take another handful, make a neat palm-sized bowl standing there in the river, with the water rushing round my wellies.


We fill the bag and drag it back to the house, where I make a stubby vase and a figurine. By the end of the week, they’re dry enough for a firing. We’re all excited about the prospect of firing something from where they live. We will burn their fallen trees and the pottery in their outdoor stove, so the palette will be literally of this place. The stove will probably reach somewhere around 300 degrees, although I have no pyrometer to check it. This is not hot enough for much to happen, but since the skip clay crumbled, I’ve become more interested in the process than the product.


We pile up the pots in the fire and fiddle with the placement of the logs before lighting it. Should we move that one? Will we push that bowl further in? Should we keep the fire raging or let it burn down? As the flames flicker, I keep expecting our clay creations to fall apart, melt, or pop into pieces, but they don’t. Over the next few hours, they continue to hold firm, and I’m surprised. I don’t know what sort of chemical transformations are happening, if any, because I have no idea how hot the fire is, and I know there’s a lot of heat escaping.


Some time later, by which point they’ve stayed solid in a few hundred degrees of raw flame, I get excited that this most basic of making and firing might just work. As the wood burns down at bedtime, we cover the stove and leave it to cool overnight.


In the morning, I pull on my boots and a jumper and run down to the burner to see what is left in the ashes. Some sort of miracle has occurred, because the pots are all where we left them, sunk in grey ash, whole and solid. I pull each one out and brush it off – the wood firing has turned swathes of the pots orange, a flashing that wraps around the forms that is the result of atmospherics in the wood firing, along with smoke blushes on the side and a splash of caked-on ash deposit (which might have smelted to a glossy glaze had this been a higher temperature). I tap them, and while they don’t exactly ring, it’s not the dull sound of soft material, and the clay doesn’t scrape away under a nail. I take them to the sink and scrub them off. We put them on a piece of slate on the windowsill that’s also been pulled from the ground. The fire has rendered the clay in orange, oxblood and smoke stains, which sit pleasingly against the dark slate. It is a palette that makes sense: a palette of place; an echo of the woods and the water, the skies and the stone.
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‘Flame-Rimmed’ cooking vessel (Kaen doki) from Japan, Jomon period.
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Fire


Fire is transformative. It is ‘the ultra living element’, writes French philosopher Gaston Bachelard. It is ‘cookery and it is apocalypse’ and it ‘shines in paradise’ and ‘burns in hell’. Clay’s ability to eternally oscillate between liquid and solid is broken by fire. Placing one’s pots in the kiln is a surrendering to its opposites; to unpredictable forces that the writer and ceramicist Daniel Rhodes described as a ‘giving up to metamorphic forces’, in a way that is about chemistry and alchemy; physics and chance.


The application of fire to clay is the reason we know so much about our own history because clay fired thousands or tens of thousands of years ago persists into the present. If clay in its raw state presents infinite possibilities, fire extinguishes those possibilities in a thousand degrees of heat, fixing forms, words, images and fingerprints of the past. The fire that licked my Cornish clay was wild, and in comparison to most pottery firings, a very low heat. It did not reach high enough temperatures to force the chemical change that turns clay into ceramic.


There are simple ways of firing clay, in ad hoc bonfires and pit firings, and there are complex ways of firing clay, which might involve the addition of other materials like soda, the restriction of oxygen, or the ‘holding’ of temperatures at particular points in the process to induce chemical reactions in a glaze. The temperature at which different clays fire is the main way they are categorised. The West divides clays into categories of earthenware, stoneware and porcelain. In Asia, no separate porcelain category exists; it is counted as a type of stoneware.


Earthenware pottery is clay that fires below around 1,100 or 1,200 degrees Celsius. At this level of heat, the clay may not be fully vitrified, meaning it might still absorb some water. Earthenware is often unglazed, like Berber pottery, terracotta plant pots and many large storage vessels made across traditional rural communities. Earthenware water jars can keep water cool because some of it evaporates through the walls of the vessel.


Stoneware is fired at higher temperatures of over 1,200 degrees. While in the UK, firing temperatures are often given in degrees, the heat of a kiln is more often measured by pyrometric cones of specific clays, which are placed into a kiln for the firing. They bend, then droop to show a temperature has permeated the cone. They were invented by a German ceramicist called Hermann Seger in 1886 – he called them ‘kegel’, which means bowling pins. Josiah Wedgwood also developed a way of measuring heat through clay hoops that shrank at certain temperatures.


Counterintuitively, a numerical temperature reading from a kiln is often less reliable than a cone, because it will only be accurate for one area of the kiln. Cones are considered more accurate because they are designed to bend or collapse under grades of ‘heat work’, which does not just determine temperature but includes a measure of time as well, showing how the heat has penetrated the material.


The first firing of a pot is called a biscuit or bisque firing. It runs to around 1,000 degrees. The second firing is for glazing. These rules are not hard and fast: there are single-fire glazes, while some vessels are fired again and again to intensify surface effects. Separate firings for biscuit and glazing have only been around for a few hundred years. The second firing is usually somewhere between 1,200 and 1,300 degrees Celsius. That might only be 100 degrees of difference, but the breadth of colours achievable from the same glaze at temperatures even 30 degrees apart can be vast.


While the advent of electric kilns in the last century has provided acute control and regulation of temperature, there are still plenty of potters, sculptors and artists who chase a success that exploits not control, but chaos. In pursuit of such a firing, I drag myself out of bed on a cold, sunny winter morning, and take myself and my hangover down to Woolwich, in south-east London.


I hop on a bus a few stops out of town to an industrial estate, where I trace access roads to a huge complex of artists’ studios within throwing distance of the Thames. I round a corner to see my friend Charly Blackburn coming towards me in a thick woollen hat, green overalls and a bobbly jumper, wheeling a big silver bin in a supermarket shopping trolley. ‘This is my kiln!’ she says brightly. ‘Come on, let’s get it into the yard.’


‘The yard’ is a boxed-off corner of a car park, a single car space blocked off with garden fencing, with nothing much inside except a paint-spattered old sink. It’s for doing dirty work like spray painting, or in Charly’s case, high-speed gas firings of ceramic sculptures in what is essentially a souped-up rubbish bin.


Charly is an artist who started out in ceramics making friable raku vessels – spheres and fishbowl forms dunked from a gas kiln into a trough of burnable materials like sawdust, horsehair or dried leaves, gifting their crumbling surfaces oily charcoal smudges and smoke bruises. She has since moved into more intensive alchemy, experimenting with short raw firings, and a parallel, opposite set of experiments in more lab-like conditions, to create surfaces with crystalline blooms. Today, she’s doing the former.


Charly gathers the equipment she will need: a canister of propane gas, a seven-inch Bunsen and bendy pink pipe, a brick to prop it up on and a pyrometer to measure the temperature. The bin is the type you’d use in an allotment: galvanised steel with a lid that has a stubby chimney. There are holes punched around the bottom and it stands on short legs to keep the base off the ground. Inside it is lined with ceramic fibre – a white squashy blanket that will insulate the bin and can withstand temperatures of up to 1,260 degrees Celsius.


We walk back across the car park to the studio, where Charly shows me what she will be firing: tall sludgy piles that look like decomposed coral, or the frozen remains from a bilge pump.


The sculpture she’s firing today has been curing for a couple of months. It is made mainly from terracotta and salt, which has encrusted it in a spiderweb frosting of criss-crossing crystalline formations. When we carry it out of the studio, the surface that looked dull under electric light glitters a little in the winter sun. We trek back across the car park to the yard. Charly lifts the sculpture carefully into the bin, stabs the wand of a pyrometer through the ceramic fibre and puts the lid on.


And then we light the gas.


The flame roars through a hole in the bottom of the bin kiln. She starts low – low-ish, anyway – and the temperature on the pyrometer begins to climb. Bit by bit, she inches up the gas, and as the Bunsen starts to roar, the numbers on the pyrometer begin to tick up faster and faster.


She doesn’t make what we might recognise as pots any more, and is instead making these sculptural pieces, which are full of salt. Salt is corrosive. It can act as a flux, lowering melting temperatures, burning out kiln elements and affecting clays and glazes alike with an immense chemical power. Changes have been happening in these pieces since she piled them up and left them to dry, and reactions will continue on and under the surface even after the firing.


Charly is interested in the elements of her process that are uncontrolled: what unexpected chemical reactions might bring about. What she’s after is something that looks like it has been created without human touch. She wants a sense of movement and ‘liveliness’, which can come from the sculpture being made from a mixture of materials that have different melting points. She wants texture and colour – any colour, so long as it isn’t brown. Successful pieces look like they’ve been belched from the ocean floor at the bottom of a marine trench; like stalactites chipped from cavernous geodes. A failure means ‘a load of boring beige’, she says. Whether a piece comes out as a spangled ceramic armature or as leaden debris is always unknown before the firing. She has built a sort of tacit knowledge of what might happen, an informed intuition based on an agglomeration of facts, understanding and experience, but she cannot tell me what exactly will happen, and afterwards may not be able to explain what has happened.


The brutality of this firing is the antithesis not just of an electric kiln firing, but of most traditional gas and wood firings, too. Usually in a kiln firing the temperature is brought up slowly, on a controlled and monitored curve. Anything too hot and fast can cause faults: can vaporise water and explode pot walls; might send glazes awry or create combustions that threaten the stability of everything in there. The velocity and drama of those reactions are exactly what Charly is inducing. She is chasing these unruly aspects of fire and clay through permitting the wild and unpredictable variables other potters might want to control. The outcome might be affected by any number of factors: by the humidity of the studio where her work has sweated; by the outside temperature on the day; by the wind and weather or the internal make-up of the sculpture at the moment it is fired. The often-repeated maxim is that one potter’s defect is another’s special effect.


The numbers start climbing by the second and we’re soon past 100 degrees Celsius. After fifteen minutes, we’re past 300 – hotter than a domestic oven. Charly fiddles a bit with the Bunsen as it’s not quite lined up; a finger of flame bounces off the edge of the hole, meaning there’s some heat loss. She adjusts it and the temperature continues to climb. Somewhere above 700 degrees Celsius the fire escapes its confines and a flame begins fluttering yellow-orange from the stubby chimney, like a tongue searching out the sky.


Charly does a few things to harness the forces at work, but for the most part she ramps up the gas and pulls it down when she feels it’s ready. She occasionally leans near the chimney to see if she can see any reaction. When she stops, what temperature she heats to, is partly a gut feeling. She reckons she’ll need somewhere near 1,000 degrees Celsius for good reactions – which is an earthenware temperature used for terracotta and garden pots – but the salt reduces the temperature at which things start to go gooey.


After an hour or two, we hear something. Not so much a noise as a change in the noise coming from inside the bin kiln. Standing a couple of feet away, Charly tries to find an angle whereby she can peer down the chimney without losing her eyebrows. In most normal kilns there are peepholes of one sort or another. Here, there is just the lid and the chimney. Wearing huge yellow fireproof gauntlets, she tentatively lifts the lid – an action that itself might change the outcome as cold air is sucked into the bin, but she can’t resist. She felt that something shifted, and it did. The sculpture has begun to change. ‘We’ve got some movement,’ she squeals. ‘At least I think so …’


At 800 degrees the ascent slows to a crawl. Into the 900s we both spring into action, pacing around, trying to peer down the chimney. The last 100 degrees tick up painfully slowly.


At 990 degrees, Charly thinks it’s the right time to stop. She watches another few degrees tick up, umming and ahhing over when to pull the heat. In a normal kiln the temperature is brought down slowly – a general rule of thumb is to have at least as much cooling time as firing time. Wood-fired kilns are left bricked up for days – anything from three days to a week – before being opened. For Charly, there is far less waiting around. She leans over, turns the gas off, pulls the burner away from the hole. She dons the yellow fire gauntlets again and whips off the lid. At this point the chilly outside air and the glowing interior of the bin meet. More reactions will be caused by this unruly infraction. We peer briefly inside, our faces seared by the heat.


The bin glows red and molten, and the sculpture looks slumped to one side, as if one of its legs has given way. As the air cools the throbbing interior, the highest tip begins to blacken and the edges are picked out in ridges. ‘It’s very black,’ she says, sounding slightly disappointed. A few firings ago she made a dull coal-like lump, and she is hoping this isn’t a repeat. But we won’t know anything until it’s cool enough to move, so we go for lunch while the cold air does its work.


This method of firing is satisfyingly fast. A standard modern electric kiln takes around a day to climb ever so slowly up and down its pre-programmed temperature curve. A wood-fired kiln takes days to fire, and is often the work of a small community, temporary or fixed.
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