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Me on the potter’s wheel through the ages! Photos © Kevin Millward




CERAMICS: A GREEN APPROACH

INTRODUCTION



Making pottery has never been more popular, as a hobby, a life style change or a possible career. Sadly the route into this profession has never been more difficult as a result of the decline of ceramics courses in schools, colleges and universities.

In general though, people moving into the world of ceramics are more aware of their impact on the environment, and the potential damage we could be doing to our planet. Unfortunately, many potters are detached from the materials and processes used in ceramics; from the preparation of clay bodies or preparing their own colours slips and glazes, to the placing of their pots into a kiln and the firing of their work. Recently I was lecturing on an MA course and I was surprised to find many students did not pack or fire their own kilns and were heavily reliant on brush-on glazes as opposed to glazes they made up by themselves. Although there is nothing wrong with off-the-shelf glazes, a certain degree of knowledge has dwindled to the point where even the use of the correct terminology is beginning to disappear. Worse, instruction in some settings is being given by people with little or no training in the profession. As an example, someone attended one of my beginners’ throwing courses and was most insistent that she should be able to throw pots by the end of the two-day course. I explained she would be able to centre the clay and form a basic cylinder by then but she would not have mastered throwing. When I asked why she was so concerned she said: “You don’t understand! I have spent a lot of money setting up a pottery studio, and I have a full class on Monday, teaching them how to throw pots”. Amazing.
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Mid-eighteenth century pots that inspired me as a child at our local museum. Photo © Kevin Millward



As potters we deal with a wide variety of materials and processes that all impact the planet in some way. Given this it is important that we understand where they all come from and the journey they have made to our studios so we can manage them responsibly. My journey as a potter began over 50 years ago and my experience has given me a unique perspective to give an overview of the green credentials of both studio and industrial ceramics and how the lessons learned over hundreds of years are still relevant today. I constantly see potters unaware they are ‘inventing’ solutions to problems that were solved hundreds of years ago.

My introduction to pottery started in the late sixties at my high school’s pottery department. I built a slab pot and sold it to my brother who took it with him to university. On leaving high school I enrolled at art school with the intention of being a sculptor but on entering the pottery department I was drawn to the potter’s wheel and, working with clay again, my lifelong obsession with ceramics began. The move away from sculpture was a big decision as it was in the blood; my great grandfather was a sculptor whose chosen material was stone. In moving to ceramics it was immediately evident to me that the first hurdle was acquiring the skills necessary to make the pots I envisioned, let alone the technical aspects of all the materials needed to colour and glaze the pots, then fire them. Everything required to make your pot was available with just a trip to the store room. The clay, glaze materials and use of the kilns, both electric and gas, were all free, as was the four-year course. It was only after my introduction to clay that I realised I’d always been fascinated by ceramics. As a small boy I would accompany my mother on archaeological digs organised by Dr Francis Saloria, Head of Archaeology at Keele University, and watch the expression of amazement as they found small scraps of pots in holes in the ground. These small pieces of pottery were often then kept in brown cardboard boxes under my bed. I loved trips to the local library and its small museum. Although it mostly celebrated the town’s history of silk production, Leek had a close association with William Morris. One of the families he stayed with had collected mid-eighteenth century ceramics and these were donated to the town and are now on display. Cases full of teapots in Rockingham and Whieldon ware glazes fascinated me long before my introduction to clay.

It has always been the whole spectrum of ceramics that has interested me including the design of table ware, designing and building ceramic equipment and kilns.

After leaving art school in 1973 I went to work in a small studio pottery in Cheshire called Coopers Pottery producing domestic stoneware items. The studio had the biggest kiln I had ever seen – you could have put all the art schools kilns inside this one; they also had a small salt kiln. It would take all morning just to brick up the door. It was fired with forced air oil burners for efficiency. This was, in some ways, was my first introduction to maximising the use of fuel in firing, whether it be electricity or oil. The learning curve was steep, working with both art school trained potters and ones who had completed the pottery managers training course at Staffordshire polytechnic – the same one attended by David Leach in the 1930s before he returned to St Ives to help set up the pottery there. I also had the privilege of working with Leach for short periods of time when he visited old friends in Stoke. My work at Coopers involved producing a full range of domestic stoneware biscuit, fired in electric kilns and glaze fired in the oil kiln. I then moved on to the newly opened Gladstone Pottery Museum that was setting up a small studio where they produced terracotta domestic and garden ware. This is where David Rooke, the lead potter, taught me in the art of throwing large pots. He’d learned this skill at Brannams in Barnstable, an old established country pottery. The skills of production throwing, involving the throwing of pots ranging from 227 g (8 oz) to 27 kg (60 lb) was a game changer for me. It’s a skill that has stood me well over the years and I can still throw a small flower pot in under 50 seconds. I was introduced to the process of industrial ceramics by John Gould, who had worked as a pottery manager for some of the largest producers of earthenware and bone china in Stoke-on-Trent. His expertise in setting up glazes and slips, the use of pint weights, torsion viscometer flocculants and deflocculants and problem solving was inspiring. All this alongside other potters who had worked in the industry; a place steeped in the history and techniques of making, glazing, and onglaze decoration and firing used in the Staffordshire pottery industry, both past and present. I even got to see a bottle oven fired on coal. The world of ceramics has changed so much in such a short space of time – we have gone from firing kilns manually and forgetting to turn them off (as I know to my own cost; this is how I learned to wind my own elements), to basic clockwork methods of controlling kilns and turning them off and now to fully digital control systems you can set from your smartphone. Another mentor was Derek Royal, who worked with the great Emmanuel Cooper on most of his glaze books.

It was my knowledge of both studio and industrial practises of control of materials and processes to make ceramics that led to the approach by a Stoke-on-Trent-based company asking me to go to Ireland to give a demonstration on throwing big ware. After the success of this seminar I was asked if I would work full time for Harrison Mayer as a craft and technical advisor. Apparently they had been trying to fill this post for a while but could not find anyone who had both the practical skills in making, and the technical knowledge of both studio and industrial ceramics. Harrison Mayer were world leaders in the supply of ceramic materials and equipment to both the industrial and craft sectors, as well as in the production of colours, glazes and preparation of raw materials for companies such as Wedgwood and Royal Doulton, to name but a few. They wanted to break into the craft and education market and expand the hobby sector, and my job was to help facilitate that. Better to have a friendly face with a background in studio pottery than a lab technician in a white coat. We also wanted to compete with small companies whose material consumption was too minor for the parent company to deal with. This sector was already dominated by some well know companies such as Podmores, Wengers and Potclays who were well connected with studio potters. Harrison Mayer had the finances to take on these companies and hopefully dominate the market. It was during this period I was tasked to explore the world of American hobby ceramics, testing American-produced potters’ wheels, top-loading kilns, brush-on glazes, casting slips and preprepared colours in small containers to bring to market. With all these resources the market exploded. For the first time potters could buy a small kiln that could be fired at home with a potter’s wheel small enough to tuck away in a garage or shed; brush-on glazes and colours ready to use at low cost and attainable with little or no technical knowledge required. This led to a whole host of problems as potters tried to use the US and UK systems together leading to many problems, some of which still haunt us to this day. It became my job to help sort it out.
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Mechanical cam controller as used by me in the seventes on electric and gas kilns. Photo © Kevin Millward



While working there I came into contact with some of the industry’s greatest minds. They had worked out how to solve most of the technical and making problems that had plagued potters, using their knowledge of ceramic materials and processes. I find it sad, if not amusing, to see potters wrestling with a technical problem unaware that the problem was solved and the solution found over 200 years ago
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