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FOREWORD

    WILD CLAY

Chuck Hindes, woodfire artist and retired professor from the University of Iowa, always said, “I teach the world’s most fascinating hobby,” quoting the Duncan Ceramic Products slogan. Whether it is a hobby or a profession, ceramic art is found around the globe and across time. One might think this is because ceramic objects are fairly resistant to loss from environmental degradation, but an investigation of Professor Mark J. Winter’s diffusion cartograms of the periodic table suggests another line of thinking. Professor Winter’s cartograms are designed to teach undergraduate students relationships between elements. One particular cartogram tells our story. The entire periodic table is visible but only ten elements are discernable in the visualization. This cartogram shows Al, Si, and O as the largest cells and Fe, Ca, Mg, and Na as the next largest cells, followed by K, Ti and a very tiny H. It is titled “Diffusion cartogram representing element abundance in the earth’s crust by weight.” One of the reasons we find ceramics around the globe and across time is because our planet’s crust is primarily the elements.

When we use the term “wild clay” we are speaking about clays that are not commercially available. All clay, after all, is indigenous to our planet. Commercial clays provide consistency and have been vetted by others. Local clays offer unique colors and other qualities a specific artist might desire in their work. Wild clay also provides the satisfaction of sourcing materials oneself and, perhaps, utilizing materials near one’s studio for aesthetic and environmental sustainability purposes.

In the great ceramic traditions of the world, we find unique subtle qualities in the materials reflecting the geology of the region. Before the modern age heavy materials were much more difficult to transport, so artisans found ways to work with the materials at hand, finding different means of expression in different parts of the world. Today, with modern conveniences, we are able to work with clays from around the world – truly a miracle. However, with that convenience we have eroded our collective sensitivity to one of the most significant dimensions of the ceramic arts; the prospecting, harvesting, and processing of our own indigenous ceramic materials. Clays have been invoked as the mold in which life evolved on Earth and they played a role in evidence of water on Mars. As the most ubiquitous material on our planet, it is no wonder that most of the record of human endeavor and culture is recorded in the ceramic arts found throughout the world.

Dean Adams & Josh DeWeese


INTRODUCTION

WHY WILD CLAY?

Matt: Prospecting for local clay and materials isn’t by any means a new thing. The ability to share information, and in particular the knowledge of how to process raw resources, has had a huge hand in the resurgence of digging and using local clays to either enhance or completely replace the use of commercial materials. The popularity of getting back to the source is fairly recent in the mainstream American ceramics scene and has been more of a niche thing in recent memory.

The history of ceramics is intertwined with that of civilization itself, so wild clay has roots in almost every culture, with the detachments we have to the materials around us fairly new. Industrialization brought about material purity and homogony, and allowed potters to bypass the labor and risk of processing raw materials in favor of mixing pre-processed ingredients like feldspars, silicas, and grogs. Suddenly, making clay could be approached much like cooking from a prepared meal kit where you simply follow the given recipe and everything you need comes from a bag. While there’s a trade-off in that the person saves time using commercially processed clays, they end up losing many of the unique qualities that exist in raw materials. There is also a level of learning and awareness that comes with sourcing and processing your own clays that makes wild clay a great educational tool. Students who are willing to move past the idea that clay comes from a bag and who immerse themselves in the world of processing found materials gain insight into the individual character of a clay and begin to understand what it takes to make a strong, plastic clay body.
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Hitomi: In this super-convenient internet world, we can order almost everything online and it doesn’t matter where we live and where we work. Clay comes in a cardboard box or a plastic bag. Clay companies have their own recipes for their clay products. If we are concerned about what materials are in these clays, how can we figure out what they are and where they are from? We have to choose which materials will make our clay work. Using wild clay locally for our pottery is like growing heirloom vegetables in the garden for our table. There is a lot of waiting time. We need to examine and test, and we won’t get immediate results. There might be many mistakes and false starts. If we want to make more money in our pottery business, then why would we use inconvenient wild clay? It could be a waste of time or effort so it might not be an ideal option for the business. I think it’s the same as how we select what we eat every day, and how we pursue happiness in our life. We know there are many necessary steps to get the answers we are looking for and also there is a choice in our hands. As a pottery maker, I simply want to make beautiful clay works from materials that I know the origins of. Those materials are important parts of the body of my clay work. I love pots that have lots of unique and interesting stories about the potters, the materials, and the processes. That’s the big difference between the industry-processed, mass-produced, machine-made ceramic products and the hand-made, wild clay pots.

Takuro: In this book I would like to share information about my personal experience with clays and why I became interested in wild clays, as well as my process for finding, testing, and using them to make pottery and sculpture. My choice to use wild clays is not to seek out the perfect clay, but to learn about their unique characteristics and use them to create a clay body that showcases these properties. Because wild clays are not perfect in the commercial sense; they may contain impurities that, when fired, exhibit unexpected but beautiful results. Contemporary potters often look at ancient pottery as a reference for their own creative work. Today, we have an immense amount of information available to us through technology and we use power equipment to make laborious tasks easier. Does that mean we make better pots than those potters throughout history? Sometimes one may feel that the older pots seem more special, perhaps because the potters of old adapted their materials with little processing, accepting the resulting irregularities as a natural part of the making and firing cycle. All clays come from the surface of the earth. They are the result of the gradual breaking down of rock into tiny particles containing alumina, silica, and water, as well as impurities such as organic matter, iron, calcium, etc. From its natural state, wild clay can either be used as it is or mined and processed commercially, producing a consistent, homogenous, and predictable result. I prefer to focus on the natural clays as they exist in the ground, with little or no processing. A clay found in its natural state is rarely perfect for making pottery, but it may be combined with another clay to make a good clay body for pottery production. As you dig, screen, blunge, and then test the clay, you will notice its unique properties and characteristics. Clays that cannot be used for forming pottery may be perfect when used as a slip or glaze ingredient. It is up to the individual to determine their uses. Some readers of this book may have different philosophies or perspectives about clay, so my ideas and my story may not apply to all. But I hope this book inspires you, in some way, to get your hands deep into your own wild clay.
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Nine different pieces of wild clay. Photo courtesy of Takuro Shibata
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