Pottery for Pleasure Orientation ~ Pottery 101

Course Guide

All potential members of the Pottery for Pleasure Club must attend a pottery orientation class before they can pay their dues and begin using the pottery studio. Cost of the class is $10.

Pottery 101 typically consists of two sessions in the studio that must be completed to become a PFP member.  Prior to the structured studio sessions, each potential member will meet with a member of Pottery for Pleasure to learn how to wedge* clay and to take a tour of the studio.

(*Wedging clay: a kneading method to make the clay more pliable, ensures a uniform consistency, and removes air pockets.)

      Session 1:

Introduction to the club.
Rules and regulations of club.
Introduction to the pottery process.
Construction of first slab pottery piece(s).
      Session 2:

Introduction to glazing and decorating.    

Demonstration of glazing techniques.  

Decorate and glaze students’ slab pieces created in Session 1.
Session 1 Agenda:

Welcome and Introductions.
Purpose of Pottery for Pleasure Club: To provide a creative, safe, stimulating environment for recreational pottery making in our community.

Financial Obligations:
Annual membership fee (Currently $50/year, $25 after July 1st.)  Kiln firing is included at no extra cost to members.
Clay purchases.  The small profit the club realizes from clay purchases cover some of the costs of glazes and other supplies and equipment used in the studio.
Donation of piece(s) of pottery for club fund raiser(s). Proceeds are used to buy equipment and/or to donate towards a social cause. In lieu of donation of piece(s), a monetary donation can be given to the club.
Purpose of the 101 orientation class:
To understand the rules and regulations of the club.and recognize the importance of studio procedures and safety guidelines.

Understand the time expectations to realize success as a potter.

Timely creation of pieces of pottery. During construction of pottery, pieces must be promptly moved through each stage toward completion, ideally every 10 days. Items should not be left for an extended period of time on the drying or bisque fired shelves to allow space for other members’ items. Pieces that you do not intend to finish and finished pieces should be promptly taken home. 
     Expected membership on a pottery club committee.  Club committees include:  Cleaning, Display Case, Education, Fundraising, Glaze, Kiln, Social, Website.

Processes for the creation of a pottery piece.
Clay selection (See Clay Information Document)

Wedging clay: A technique in which clay is thoroughly kneaded before use to make it malleable and remove air pockets

Methods to create a piece include: 

     Hand building: Creating forms without a pottery wheel, using the hands, fingers, and simple tools. Sculpting, slab building, and coiling are hand building techniques.

     Wheel throwing: Technique of shaping round pieces using a potters wheel.  

Personal identification of work: Identifying symbol to be put on each piece before firing.

Drying process: Use drying boards and cover with plastic or newspaper to keep a piece from drying too quickly and making it vulnerable to cracking.

Bisque firing: The first firing of greenware.  Clay after bisque firing is hard, but still porous enough to absorb glaze which is applied to bisque for the final firing.
Glazing and glaze firing (covered  more in Session 2)

Slab demonstration:

Slabs are flat pieces of clay that have been sliced directly from a block of 
clay and rolled out to the desired thickness.

A wire cutter is used to cut a slab of clay from a block of clay.

Slabs can be rolled out by hand using a wooden rolling pin or by using a 
slab roller.

Proper use of the slab roller.

Use the appropriate canvas for white, porcelain, or brown clay.    

The suggested thickness of a slab is no thinner than ¼ inch.

When finished using slab roller, canvas should be hung up to dry and all 
clay is to be removed from roller surface.

Put slab on piece of wallboard or plywood to move slab around without 
tearing or stretching. Cover slab with plastic to prevent it from drying if not 
immediately working with it.

Hump/Slump demonstration:

Two popular ways to form objects using slabs are to use slump molds and hump molds.  Demonstrate each:

  Slump molds – concave molds which the clay is laid within the mold

  Hump molds – convex molds which the clay slab is draped across the mold

Molds can be made of plaster, wood, bisque clay, foam board, and other similar materials.

There are many tools and materials to create texture on a piece.

Construction by class members of their first slab work piece.

Instructions for preparation of dried piece for bisque firing:

   Pieces are often covered with plastic or newspaper to slow drying and prevent cracking.  Any pieces not in a mold should be dried on a drying board.

   After a day or two of drying in or on a mold, the piece is removed from the form and placed on the drying board to completely dry.

  When dry, the piece should be handled carefully, since it is vulnerable to breaks.  Any rough edges can be smoothed with a damp sponge.

  Be sure that the piece is inscribed with the potter’s initials or symbol.

  Once completely dry, the piece is put into the kiln room on the bisque shelf for its first firing.
Session 2 Agenda:

Preparing piece for glaze:   

Be sure hands are free of oils or lotions before handling piece. 


Wipe bisqued piece with a damp sponge to remove dust.

Use of wax resist:  The bottom of any piece must be completely free of glaze. Wax resist must be used on the bottom when you plan to dip your piece in glaze.  Wax resist is not necessary when you paint glaze on your piece, however ¼ inch from the bottom of the piece must be free of glaze. This is to prevent glaze from running onto the shelf of the kiln and ruining your piece and the shelf.

Glaze:  Glaze is an impervious layer or coating of a glass-like substance which is fused to a clay body through firing.  Glazes are usually applied to bisque-fired work and the glazed piece is fired again to melt the glaze.
Glazes are affected by the type of clay used, the proper stirring of the glaze before application, the thickness of glaze applied, and the temperature of the firing.

Glazes may be brushed on, dipped, or poured.

Glazes used in our studio: (See Glaze Information Document)

    Brush on Glazes:

   Underglaze: Strong color that fires true. Does not run. Can be applied on unfired clay, but typically put on bisqueware and covered with a clear glaze.  Underglazes can be mixed to create another color.

   Celadons: Celadon glazes are glossy, transparent, and pool  beautifully to add vivid accents to textured and carved surfaces. 

   Stroke & Coat: a heavily pigmented, viscous glaze line that can be used for brush strokes or opaque coverage. Use these glazes to create intricate, detailed designs. Colors can be used next to another without colors moving.

  Stoneware Glaze:The color of the glaze in the container is not the final color.  Refer to glaze charts or samples in the studio for final finish.

    Dipping or Pouring glazes:

    Glazes need to be thoroughly stirred.  Pieces are to have bottoms and lower edge covered with wax resist.  Hold piece with tongs and dip into glaze for 3 seconds (or pour glaze over piece).  Let excess glaze drip back into bucket, set on paper to dry, then wipe glaze off bottom with a damp sponge.
Additional Glaze information:

In our studio, we use glazes that fire to Cone 5 or 6.  If a member purchases their own glazes, they must be appropriate for our cone fire.

If member is unsure of glaze use, they must ask, ask, ask for clarity!  Glazes are costly and must be conserved.

When using more than one glaze on a piece, be sure to let each glaze thoroughly dry between coats.
