Getting Started

So yoﬁ want to be a potter? No, not Harry Potter! A
potter is an artist or craftsperson who makes clay
“pots, right? True, but potters don't just make flower-
pots and stop there. By “pots;” a potter might mean
mugs, bowls, plates, casserole dishes,
teapots, coffeepots, platters, boxes,
goblets—even bathroom sinks! You
can even make a dragon out of clay,
or an animal-headed Egyptian cere-
monial jar. If it’s a useful clay object,
it’s called functional; if it’s just neat to
look at, it’s called decorative. Flip
through the pages of this book, and

you'll see some unusual and fun proj-
ects. Before you dive in, though, it’s a good idea to
understand everything you can about clay. Let’s
start with the basics.

Where Does
Clay Come From?

Clay comes from the earth, but it hides under the
soil we usually see. All over the surface of our plan-
et is a layer of dirt called topsoil. Topsoil has a lot of
rotted leaves and other decayed plant matter in it
and usually feels kind of grainy, like sand.

If you walk along an old dirt road, you might
see a place where all the topsoil has been scraped
away and underneath is some soft, sticky-feeling
clay. What you're actually seeing is decomposed
rock. Over thousands or perhaps millions of years,
the rock mixed with water and eventually softened
into clay. Depending on just what kind of rocks are

under the topsoil where you live, the clay might
be colored white, or bluish-gray, or even orange. If
you pinch off some of the clay, it will bend and
stretch without breaking,

You could actually create a pot or figure with
some of the clay you found, but that would mean
an awtful lot of digging! And then you'd need to
strain out all the sticks and hard chunks of rocks.
Today, instead of spending all their time digging
and cleaning, most potters buy their clay in big,
plastic bags from a ceramic supply shop. The
ingredients in this clay are the same as those of
the clay youd find under the topsoil, but it’s been
cleaned, so you can use it right away.
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How Does
Clay Get Hard?

If you've ever made something from real clay
before, you know that once the clay dries out it can
break very easily. And if you put water in it, it
turns back to mush! So how did that mug you
drink from get so hard? Clay can only get hard
when it’s heated to a very high temperature. Inside
the clay are many pieces of tiny, sand-like particles
called sifica. Glass is another material that’s made
of silica. When the silica in the clay gets very hot,
it melts, and as it cools, it becomes hard, like glass.
Now the clay piece can hold water!
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When potters heat the clay, they call it firing.
Clay must get very hot before it gets hard. The

oven in your kitchen won't get the clay nearly hot
enough. Back before your grandparents were
born, people used wood for fuel and burned, or
fired, the pots for a long time to get them hot
enough. Not only did they have to dig and clean
the clay, they had to chop a lot of wood, too! Most
potters today use special clay ovens called kilns
that run on electricity or gas, and get much hot-
ter than a regular cooking oven.

The Ceramic Process

As you might have guessed by now, there’s a spe-
cific step-by-step process for making things from
clay. When the clay is moist and soft, you can
make it into many different shapes and change it
however you want. If you get tired of working on
it, you can always wrap it tightly in plastic and it
will stay moist until you want to work on it again.

Once the clay dries out, though, you can’t
change the shape of it any more. The drier it gets,
the more brittle it becomes, and you must be
careful not to break it. You can tell how dry the
clay is by how it feels and how it looks. As clay
dries, it gets lighter in color, and it feels harder.
Potters call clay that's completely dry, bone dry.
Bone-dry clay will be very light in color, and hard
and chatky when you touch it.

Any clay creation that hast’t been fired yet is
called greenware. When the greenware is bone dry,
it’s time to fire it in the kiln for the first time.
This is called the bisque firing. It gets the clay hot
enough that the silica starts to melt, making the
clay hard. The clay pieces are now called bisque-
ware, and they’re ready to be decorated with a
special kind of paint called a glaze.




A glaze is a hard, glassy coating that goes over ceramics. They're hard and durable, so you can eat
your bisqued work. Glazes are made from pow- or drink from them, or just show off your beauti-
dered glass (silica) and other ingredi- ful pieces to all your friends.

ents that are mixed with water. They’re

easy to use because they come in jars.
Paint them on your bisqueware, or dip
the bisqued piece into the glaze. As the
glaze dries, it will get powdery looking.
When the bisqueware has been

glazed, you're ready to fire it in the kiln |
one last time (remember that the silica §
in the glaze needs high heat to turn it
glassy looking). These glazed pots are now fired
to an even hotter temperature than the bisque

firing. As they get very hot, the powdery glazes
start to melt and make a hard, smooth, colorful
coating on the clay. This second firing in the kiln
is called the glaze firing. After this firing, cups,

bowls, or scuiptures you made are now finished.
Potters call their finished, glazed creations




Psther's SP""?ﬂQ’C‘Fcr Smw#ﬂr\g, Kea,orb c,lwy m&s—f—)
’ W:‘V‘T, C[&y Cutter (inrhal cwlﬂ

Metal Scirapet”
(Horr Smovﬁhﬂ)

- Pih Too(
[ folir maki l«m!es} |
Olwwoih@, C ecKmﬂ

‘HETCKM.SS o
Cla | ma{{r
+€,§<>~{'LLU‘&>,§
l
Potters Aib
LDOP TOD(,S C’FOY' S’Ilﬂf)?f\ﬂ)dd‘@:heh@)'{'@(‘[_uy@
Cﬂaotr S ihg, Noclz(f Too(
‘Lﬁw%’:ﬁ cile Sgpmﬁ)olz&n?@)
W\A(Goxﬁ -I—QGdW,D
Knife.
C’FO‘F _c:u,""(-ihﬂ clwy_)
¥ OHner focls o consider —_— | —. :
forks, Pm/\c‘t(SJ ‘Fmﬂ_erg ©) CE R A M | CS _
Yol{znﬂ pins, rulevs  hatr _ _
TO0 LS

Aryess, }3 0.intbrushes

/,/' .




