Metaphors For the Beginning Potter – A Guide For Throwing Pottery on The Wheel (Copyright © John Blossom 2002)
By John Blossom    

Introduction

I was first introduced to clay at Sierra Nevada College in Incline Village, Nevada when I was teaching a class in the Comedies of Shakespeare and simultaneously taking art classes for a second bachelor’s degree that I needed in order to fulfill a recently decided-upon dream of teaching art. The fact that some of my Shakespeare students were also classmates of mine in the ceramics studio just added to the general feeling of professional tumult that I was experiencing at that time. Who knew if I was making the right move leaving behind the relative security of a well-established career in teaching English to jump into a field where budget cuts pretty much assured that openings in art promised to be few and far between? I certainly didn’t know – at that time of my life I was operating just about entirely on faith in an as-yet unformed dream. Nonetheless, despite inescapable moments of severe doubt, I persevered, and happily for me took Carol Sphar’s Introduction to Ceramics class which immediately resulted in severe clay addiction and allowed me to pretty much forget my career angst in light of the much more seemingly relevant pursuit of producing pottery. 

Of course, my first few hundred pots were pathetic examples of off-centered mediocrity, but I listened to instructions with a teacher’s ear, and, I am sure, occasionally drove Carol and other visiting pottery dignitaries such as Fred Olsen, Catherine Hiersoux, and Ken Ferguson mildly crazy with my persistent English-teacher’s insistence upon accurate verbal instructions for what is essentially a non-verbal activity. But even in those early days I knew that eventually I would have students of my own, and that one of my only dependable assets was verbal expression, so pester away I did, question after question after question. While I perhaps sensed at times that I was being mildly obnoxious, I loved pottery so much that I never wanted to forget what I was experiencing, and so I insisted – almost frantically at times - on learning the process of throwing as I had everything else – through language and metaphor. 

It wasn’t until recently, after years of production pottery and more than a decade of successfully teaching hundreds of students how to throw clay on the wheel, that it occurred to me that it might be valuable to jot down some of the verbal lessons and metaphors I created and have used over the years, and I thank my most recent students at Twisted Dish Pottery in Anchorage, Alaska, Kelly Perry and Deb Cicero, for their encouragement in pursuing this project. 

This handbook is meant for the beginning potter who has taken a few lessons but is still frustrated because a few essential things may not have been clearly explained along the way. This is not a complete manual of throwing on the wheel, but rather this book specifically zeroes in on what my students have revealed to be the biggest conceptual and procedural roadblocks to success on the wheel.  

My hope is that these ten lessons will convince you that making pottery on the wheel is not, after all, a big frustrating mystery reserved only for those with extraordinarily rare, innate talent. Quite frankly, I have yet to discover anyone in love with clay incapable of finding satisfying and measurable success on the wheel using these metaphors and visual analogies.  

I hope you have as much fun reading this book and creating great pots as it has been for me to finally put these lessons on paper. Let’s spin some clay!

Chapter One: Mr. Duck Face (Wedging)

Wedging is very important to success on the wheel, and not for the reason most beginning potters have been told. True, air bubbles can make centering and pulling an impossible challenge, and wedging correctly will, indeed, remove any air bubbles in the clay, but the truth of the matter is that moist clay from the bag is previously processed in a de-airing pug mill at the factory and has no air bubbles in it to begin with. It is the beginning potter herself who does a great job of adding air bubbles to the clay while wedging! 

Then why bother to wedge? 

The primary reason to wedge clay before throwing is to align the particles and make the clay both stronger and more easily able to flow in your hands. At the factory, clay is mixed from a formula that usually contains three or four (or more) different dry ingredients. Ball clay is a common ingredient because it adds flow and plasticity (the ability of clay to bend easily without breaking), and fire clays are also used because they offer strength and resist shrinking at high temperatures. (A clay body high in ball clay with little fire clay – such as is often used for once-fired pottery – tends to shrink an incredible amount.) As I learned from my days working at Rare Earth Mudworks – a clay company in Boston now defunct - clays from different parts of the world are used in formulas for the various qualities (color, texture, plasticity, etc.) that they add to the final clay body. At the clay factory, each of these ingredients is put into a big mixing tub and stirred with water until the final clay is ready to go into the de-airing pug mill which mixes the clay randomly, removes the air, and spits it out in 25 pound chunks that are bagged and boxed for shipping to your studio. 

Cut a thin section of the clay from the bag and put it under a powerful microscope and you will see a variable snowstorm of different sized particles of the different ingredients jumbled together like the inside of a moving van picked up by a tornado in Kansas. The same thin section of a well-wedged piece of clay, however, would reveal the same variety of different sized particles, but this time you would see packing to rival the efficiency of a Marine’s duffel bag.  The closer alignment of the particles makes the clay both denser (and therefore stronger) as well as, ironically, better able to flow because the jagged edges of the particles have already found the smoothest way to flow next to their neighbors by being forced to do so by the pressure and movement of the wedging process. 

Think of wedging, then, as winding up the spring in the clay. You can actually feel the clay getting denser and springier as you wedge. This is how you know when you have wedged a piece of clay enough – when you feel the telltale increase in springiness.

So, what does this have to do with a duck face?  Well, you’ve probably seen the face form your clay takes on as you wedge. Some say it looks like a ram. (I prefer to think of it as a duck, probably because a childhood friend taught me how to speak like Donald Duck, and why argue with random associations?)  Your palms push in the cheeks, and the clay that bulges out between your thumbs forms the nose.  Anyway, the proper way to compress the clay with your hands as you perform a basic wedge is to think of pushing the duck’s nose into his chin and his ears into his mouth all at the same time. Start with your hands not on the top of the clay, not on the side of the clay, but exactly halfway between – at 10:30 and 2:30 if the clay facing you were a clock. With each wedge, the face reappears, so reposition your hands (not on the side, not on the top), and wedge again. With practice your hand will automatically go to the proper starting position each time you pick the clay up after a wedge. There’s a rhythm to it, and if you poke a hole into the duck’s forehead, you’ll see that hole disappear under his chin in about four wedge strokes illustrating how much the clay travels inside itself and how efficiently wedging involves every particle of the clay. (By the way, if you feel intimidated by those who can do the “spiral wedge,” don’t pay it any mind – the spiral wedge is just a little fancier method of accomplishing exactly the same thing.)

When you feel the increase in springiness, do about fifteen wedges with decreasing pressure until you can roll the clay (without folding it at all!) into a “bullet’ shape – the best shape for slapping it down on the wheel. You will use this “bullet” to “squish the bug,” as I will explain in the next chapter. In the meantime, my final word about wedging is that while it may seem like a big waste of time, it isn’t – a well-wedged piece of clay is stronger and significantly easier to control on the wheel. Use the time it takes to wedge to think about the throwing steps to come and all those calories you are burning off! 

Chapter Two: Squish the Bug! (Sticking the Clay to the Wheel Head)

The bullet shape is kind of like a big fat sausage with rounded edges. The convex edge of the well-wedged piece of clay will flatten onto the wheel head without trapping any air, so take a little time and use your palm to slap that convex bullet end nice and smooth. 

Before I justify my metaphorical cruelty to bugs, let’s take out the imaginary microscope again. We already know clay is full of particles that stick out even on the nice smooth surface of the bullet, but it might amaze you to see the enormous microscopic caverns that exist on the wheel head. The trick to getting clay to stick to the wheel head is to fill those caverns with the cooperating particles of your clay bullet. To do this, make sure your wheel head is clean and dry, and rub a bit of water onto the bullet head – just enough to raise a thin milky film of slip from the surface of the bullet. Now you are ready to squish the bug!

Many of you will remember the childhood game in which you hold out your hands below someone else’s outstretched hands and try to slap the top of their hands before they are able to pull their hands back as a test off that person’s reflexes. Well the action of slapping the clay onto the wheel head is very similar to the action of the one slapping in that game. Hold the clay balanced in your palm with the slip-filmy bullet pointed upward and position your hand backside down about eight inches off the center of the clean, relatively dry wheel head. In a short controlled arc, raise the bullet up and over and, imagining that there is a big disgusting bug right in the center of the wheel head, squish the bug with the top of the bullet. There is no need for a gargantuan effort here –just a firm slapping of the clay downward onto the wheel will do - about as hard as would be need to send a nightmare bug to meet its maker. You’ll know you’ve done it right if you see a tiny splattering of the milky slip across the wheel head. Need I continue this particular metaphor any further? 

Remember to have a clean and dry wheel head and slightly moist clay, and you’ll never have trouble getting your clay to stick again. (By the way, potters who insist upon throwing clay hard upon a dirty wheel head when they want the clay to stick often succeed because the clay forces the moisture out of the microscopic caverns, but such brute force can, over time, knock your wheel head out of alignment and is really unnecessary once you understand the dynamics involved.) 

Chapter Three: The Plow (Centering)

A common beginner error is to not use enough water in the early stages of centering. Water reduces friction that can cause you to twist your clay right off the wheel head, so splash it on liberally while your clay is a solid mass and unable to absorb very much of it. (Later, when you have expertly pulled a tall thin cylinder, you will want to use little if any water – in fact as your pot progresses your water use decreases proportionately, but your understanding of this will progress with time. Generally speaking you will also come to use less water as you become more experienced (especially if you throw porcelain), but for now, suffice it to say that water is a friend to centering.)

Seat yourself comfortably at the potter’s wheel with a chair just at the right height so that your hands can comfortably reach the center of the wheel head with your forearms resting on the splash pan and your elbows able to dig into the inside or the top of your thighs. You are too low in your chair if you can’t anchor your elbows firmly into your thighs and you are too high in your chair if your forearms are above the splash pan when you have your elbows pressed into your thighs. Another way to describe the proper chair height is with a double karate chop. If your chair is the right height, you should be able to comfortably land a full karate chop onto the top of the center of the wheel head with both your hands without an uncomfortable upward bend in your wrists. 

This double karate chop position is what I call The Plow. Hold both your hands just above your shoulders as if you were balancing a waiter’s serving platter in each palm. Keeping your wrists cocked upward like that, lower your hands down onto the wheel and touch the insides of your wrists together. That’s the plow position, but make sure the plow is anchored strongly to your thighs at the elbows because without a firm connection there, the clay will move the plow and not vice-versa like you want. Ready? Time to center!

With plenty of water on the clay, start up your plow and head toward the clay spinning quickly on the wheel head. Allow your hands to initially contact the clay with a slight downward orientation for the first moment or two to further push the clay onto the wheel head, then lower your karate chop edge of both your hands to the wheel head and push the plow straight into the clay as if you were going to plow it right off the back of the wheel head. As you try to do this, the clay, of course, will resist you because it is so expertly stuck to the wheel head from your squishing the bug, so use this resistance to smooth out all the bumps in the clay by running the right side of the plow (your right hand) up and down the clay as the plow continues to apply pressure in its constant metaphorical attempt to plow the clay off the wheel head. For small quantities of clay, you can accomplish the plow and center your clay without ever removing the karate chop surface of your hands from the surface of the wheel head. For larger pieces of clay the plow travels up and down the mass of the centering clay, but direction the plow is plowing (i.e. toward the back of the wheel head) never changes. A plow is a solid force, so be firm. Squeeze the clay firmly with your right hand as you smooth it – this is no time for gentleness. (There is a reason it is called “throwing” clay and not “pampering” clay – don’t be afraid of strength here – it is the key to getting the clay to do what you want it to at this point.)  Remove any globs of clay from the wheel head that might be making the plow bob up and down.  If the clay starts moving the plow instead of the other way around, add more water and dig your elbows even more firmly into your thigh and use your leg muscles to make the plow ram-rod stiff in its palmed presentation to the clay. If the clay is not responding, plow even harder and almost like magic you will feel the clay stop wobbling. At this point all that is left is to slowly release the plowing pressure allowing the centered clay to return to the center of the wheel head. 

It is worth pausing here for a short discussion about the physics behind this plow technique because understanding the principles involved will help you in virtually everything else you will do on the wheel. This is more than merely an effective technique for centering clay; it is really an entire orientation toward working on the wheel that I believe defines the essence of the skill all successful throwers exhibit. It has to do with centripetal force. 

We are all familiar with centrifugal force from playing crack the whip in childhood. If you put your sponge on a spinning wheel it will fly off due to centrifugal force, but centripetal force is different. Centripetal force is the force that allows a gyroscope to stay on its tilted axis in seeming defiance of gravity. It is the force that keeps a bicycle moving in the same direction even if the rider is not holding onto the handlebars. Specifically, it is the tendency of a spinning object to want to stay on its spinning axis. Clay on the wheel is like any other spinning object – it wants to say spinning on its axis – which in this case is the exact center of the spinning wheel head. 

It is so fortunate that clay has this tendency to want to always return to the center of the spinning wheel head because when another variable force acts in opposition to that force, control can be obtained. Think about why a steering wheel works on a car, for instance. It is the steady force of the resistance of the steering wheel against your hands that allows your hands to control turning it. If there were no resistance to the steering wheel at all you might lose control of the car because you could not depend upon the resistant feeling in your hands to know where the steering wheel was turning. The same is true with clay on the wheel – it is the resistance of the clay to being pushed off of its axis that allows the potter to control the clay – precisely because the clay is compelled by centripetal force to want to return to the center. The clay presses against your hands because it has to. You might think of this phenomenon as a sort of yin and yang situation, a balance achieved through opposites. Or you could think of it like trying to influence a teenager with reverse psychology. It is because we push against the clay’s natural opposing centripetal impulses that we are able to gain control over the clay and eventually “allow” it to come on center. (Of course this is one analogy I know I should be criticized for – very few teenagers actually fall for the reverse-psychology trick. From a lifetime of working in schools I know them to be infinitely more intelligent than society gives them credit for. Fortunately for the beginning potter, clay is slightly easier to psyche out.)

As I mentioned, use the plow with a firm force. To plow the wobble out of the clay requires strength in proportion to the amount of clay you are trying to center and how soft the clay is. It helps to use well-connected thighs and ramrod-firm arms to support the palms that press hard against the clay in the plow position.  Use the opposing force of the clay against your hands to make the clay smooth and un-wobbly from the top of the spinning clay to the base. Only then, when the clay moves evenly and compliantly in your hands, should you then gently release the pressure of the plow and allow the whole mass of clay to naturally return to perfect centeredness in fulfillment of its innermost desire. How nice of you to finally give the clay permission to do exactly what you wanted it to do in the first place!

Here is a good thing to practice: 

Make a tall thin column of clay by squeezing the two halves of the plow together forcing the clay upward. A tall column of clay only a few inches in diameter will be easy to push away with the plow and easy to allow to come back on center. Do this over and over until you really get a feel for the rhythm of the release of the clay back toward the center. Try releasing it abruptly – see how it wobbles? See how you regain control by plowing it away again? Now stop the wheel and try plowing it. See how there is now no resistance against your hand? (Centripetal force is non-existent without a spin.) Spin the wheel again and get a feel for how the spinning of the wheel pushes the clay against your palms. Knock the column off center a few times and practice re-centering it. Again, while it often takes firmness and strength to get the clay under your control by plowing it away, it is the gentleness by which you allow the clay to return to its centripetal axis that defines your ultimate success in centering. 

During this process, when you feel that the column of clay has become too tall and you want to compress it down again without losing the control you have so far obtained over the wobble, simply keep pushing the clay away but also cup your right hand over the top of the clay and simultaneously push downward to press the mass of clay back into itself. Drop the wrist of your right hand all the way to the wheel head as you continue to push away and you will gain control over the entire mass of the clay. Then relax your hands slowly, releasing the pressure, and allow the clay to come back on center. This process can be repeated several times until your particular expectation level for perfection has been achieved, and the pot in that mass of clay before you is begging to be born.

I can’t emphasize enough the necessity for getting the feel for centripetal force on the potter’s wheel because almost everything a potter does, from centering, to opening, to re-centering a wobbly pot, will depend upon your feel for this tendency of spinning clay to want to come on center. Program this understanding into your hands so that you can return to it as a basic concept whenever your clay seems to be “spinning out of control.” It is your feeling understanding of science behind The Plow that makes The Plow the most important metaphor of this book, and the ultimate key to your success on the wheel. 

Chapter Four: The Steam Shovel (Opening) 

I probably have never laid eyes upon a true steam shovel, but just like I continue to call the refrigerator the “ice box,” “steam shovel” always describes for me those amazing digging machines of my awe-struck youth. (Perhaps because I was steaming with envy at those lucky drivers who were allowed to play in such huge mud puddles.)*

*Yes, obsession with mud at an early age can lead to pottery. So can obsession with fire, but that’s another story…

The steam shovel describes the most successful positioning of your hands while opening clay that I have ever experienced, and having said that, let me add that as long as you understand the principles behind the steam shovel opening, virtually any hand position can be made to work for you. You also might be happy to hear that if you paid close attention to the last chapter and succeeded in centering clay you are more than halfway there already.  

Even if someone centers a hunk of clay for them, most beginner potters become terribly frustrated with the opening. No matter how hard they try, the opening is not on center, and if the opening is not on center, the pot will not be on center because one side of the opening has more clay than the other and this translates into either a pot with a wobbly top, or a pot with uneven wall thickness.  Then what happens is that the beginner gets into the habit of trying to even out the top of the pot by cutting it off periodically with a pin tool – a dubious procedure at best because it takes some advanced skill to bring all the unevenness in a pot to the top in preparation for this solution.. For most beginners, even if one cuts off the top, the walls still remain uneven, and this continues to cause throwing problems and, later, warping and all kinds of headaches with trimming. 

No, it is always better to open exactly on center each and every time, and here is the secret – use centripetal force! Just like the control you obtain when centering using the plow, if you make your opening while pushing the clay off the center of its spinning axis, you allow the clay to cooperate with your desire to split it right down the middle. Here’s how to do it:

The clay is centered in a beehive shaped cone on your wheel. You have just, in fact gently released it with your hands in the plow position. Now, assuming you are right handed, keep your hands in the plow position and raise your left thumb straight into the air. Now rotate it like the hands of clock clockwise until the tip of your left thumb digs right into the meaty flesh between the thumb and the pointer finger of your right hand. This is the anchoring and pivoting spot for your left hand that now becomes the steam shovel on its way to dig that perfect centered opening in the clay. Practice rotating the left hand up and down while keeping the left thumb connected firmly to your right. Tuck your right thumb in under your pointer finger if it is getting in the way. The action of your left hand is a little like waving bye-bye to a two year old, but when you approach the clay it is undeniably a steam shovel. 

Ok, now place your hands against the clay with your right hand in the same spot as in the plow. Your left hand now hovers above the top of the spinning clay. Plow the clay away with your right hand, and when the clay is spinning evenly in your hand, fire up the steam shovel, find the middle of the top of the spinning clay with your fingertips and push down gently to make the initial on-centered opening in the clay. At first just make a small opening – maybe an inch deep – and then slowly release the right hand’s plowing pressure and examine your results. If you have been firm in your movements, the opening will remain exactly on center. 

To continue opening the clay, do exactly the same steam shovel procedure, but make sure the plow pushes on the outside of the clay in the same relative position as the steam shovel is making its opening on the inside. In other words, as the left fingers descend into the clay, the right palm descends as well as it plows on the outside of the clay. This will happen relatively automatically because your left thumb is always connected to your right hand and so your hands work together as one well-coordinated and solid clay-opening machine. The right hand plow brings the clay under your control by plowing it away, and the left hand steam shovel performs that seemingly magical task of perfectly opening your clay. 

Yes, this works equally well with very large amounts of clay. When the clay is centered into a large, relatively tall beehive shape, plow the top, steam shovel your on-center opening and follow it on down. The right hand must exert increasingly strong plowing pressure to maintain control for the steam shovel, but this method has the distinct advantage of opening the clay when most of it is already in the wall where you eventually want it to be anyway saving much wear and tear on arm back and neck muscles and ligaments. (Korean potters have known this for years,) More importantly this method works better and more consistently than any other method of opening of which I am aware. I recommend that beginners work first with a few pounds of clay, however, before working their way up gradually to larger amounts. 

In summary, the secret to opening well is to think centripetal force and use the plow. As is almost always the case, by plowing the clay away, control is obtained. All opening methods depend upon this principle in one form or another. It is by resisting the natural tendency of the spinning clay to want to find its axis that allows potters to gain control no matter what particular positioning they use for their hands. If you doubt this, try opening by pushing straight down on the clay without using the plow and see how many times out of ten you can create an on-center opening – it is virtually impossible – and the source for endless frustration for those unaware of the centripetal phenomena no matter how they are told to position their hands. 

One final note:  I like to tell my students that as long as they push the clay off center somehow, it doesn’t matter which digit they use to make the opening. Sometimes I like to sneak my right thumb over the top and use it to make the initial opening. It doesn’t really matter – you could use your nose (or your feet!) if you want to as long as you have control of the clay through the plow procedure. Still, I find most of my students are happy using the steam shovel hand position because it is readily understandable and renders consistently good results with a relatively small amount of practice. 

Chapter Five: Lifting the Ledge (Pulling)

Most of the time it is such a thrill for a beginning potter to actually center and open a hunk of clay successfully that there arises a great deal of anxiety about successfully completing a piece – any piece, as long as it “makes it.” This is not the time for truth. The truth is that as long as you know the process of making pottery, there is no end to the number of pieces you can (and will) generate, but when you have that potential first pot near the finish line, you don’t want to hear any pat Zen philosophy, and I can understand that.  First pots are sacred, so nurse your clay-child along, and once it is safely on your mantle, do yourself the emotional favor of never again considering any pot you are currently working on any more sacred than all the ones you still have in you. 

While we are on the topic of philosophical ideas generally ignored by beginners, let me just add that while you are striving to achieve competence on the wheel you probably think your creations are ridiculously ugly because of their obvious imperfections. Although you don’t believe this now, later, when many potters achieve “competence” on the wheel and can turn out pieces as symmetrical as a finely tuned gyroscope, they actually long for the days when the clay had a little more “say” in the final product, so enjoy your “ridiculous” creations and where you are presently on the learning curve – there is a very real chance that, looking back on it, you may never create pieces more aesthetically free and pleasing than the first pots that come off your wheel.

OK, so you now have a perfectly centered piece of clay on the wheel with a perfectly centered opening, and you don’t know what to do next.  Well, my best advice is to concentrate on throwing tall cylinders – such as for a mug or drinking glass – because most everything derives from this basic form. Centrifugal force will influence your clay to want to spread open into a wide bowl form, and while wide bowls are fine, learning to make a vertical pull is essential to the formation of mugs, vases, bottles, tall bowls, goblets, etc. 

To make a vertical pull you must “lift the ledge,” but before we get to that, there are a few preliminary steps that need to be explained. 

Apply enough water to sufficiently lubricate the walls of the clay. (Again, you will use a decreasing amount of water as walls of the pot become taller and thinner – and as you become more experienced - but for now don’t make the mistake of allowing a dry patch of clay inside your cylinder to grab your fingers and torque your pot.) Pick up your damp sponge in your right hand and put your hands into the stream shovel position. With the sponge riding on the outside of the clay, steam shovel your left hand down into the opening and shovel the clay toward the sponge. This will expand the opening. Continue to expand the cylinder as you move the shovel up the inside wall of the cylinder until you reach the lip. The sponge will rise on the outside of the cylinder as the fingers of the shovel rise on the inside. What you have just done is the initial pull, and the purpose of the initial pull is to open the inner space of the cylinder and to begin the process of thinning the walls. But, the walls are nowhere thin yet. Basically what you have now is a very clunky mug. 

Hopefully when you remove your hands and look at this clunker, there is a pretty thick bottom. A common error is to open the cylinder all the way to the bottom realizing only afterward that the clay on the bottom is relatively essential to the final product. If you did open too deeply, don’t worry about it – your next pot will be better – but if you didn’t open all the way top the bottom, you should compress the bottom as your next step. 

I always compress the bottom of my cylinders because that clay on the bottom doesn’t get worked with as much as the clay in the walls of the cylinder. The clay in the walls of the cylinder is squeezed as it is pulled. So wall clay becomes denser than the bottom clay. So, to avoid a differentiation of clay densities (which can sometimes cause cracking during the drying process), take a moment to use a flat tool or a sponge to push down on the bottom of the clay to compress the bottom. Work on the right side of the pot and push the clay downward and toward the center. It is not a complicated procedure; as long as you push down on the clay somehow from the right side toward the center as the clay is spinning to compress the bottom to the desired thickness, you will be fine.* 

*I actually feel that it is somewhat of a myth that a pot without a compressed bottom will crack. My experience is that how a pot is allowed to dry has more to do with cracking than bottom compression (See Chapter Ten). (One hint for mugs or anything that will hold water – a smooth bottom will allow the glaze to seal better – many vases leak only because a little ridge on the bottom forces the glaze to be thin at that point. So, compressing a bottom is still a good step, in my opinion, if only for this reason.)

With the bottom compressed and smooth you are ready for pulls. Again, lubricate the walls inside and out, pick up your sponge in your right hand again and assume the shovel position with your left fingers all the way into the bottom of the opening and pushing against the wall of the cylinder. Position the sponge on the outside opposite the inner fingers but below them. At this point the sponge is right on the wheel head pushing the clay inward toward the center of the cylinder. 

So with the left fingers pushing outward and the fingers and sponge of the right hand pushing inward and your left thumb firmly connected to the flesh of your right hand (the steam shovel pivot point), your hands are like a robotic machine ready to rise as one unit and “lathe” the clay into a tall cylinder. You have to squeeze your fingers together firmly to compress the clay and force it to go the only way it can – upward – as the wheel spins. 

As your robot hands rise you will notice that because the left fingers are higher on the cylinder than the right fingers (because remember the left fingers had to rest on the compressed cylinder bottom and the right fingers holding the sponge could go all the way down to the wheel head) there becomes noticeable a bulge on the outside of the cylinder above your right fingers caused by the fingers of the left hand. This bulge I call The Ledge. 

Position your sponge under the ledge and lift the ledge straight up with slightly more energy pushing into the clay with your right sponge than pushing out with your left fingers. As your left fingers go up the inside of the cylinder creating the ledge, your right fingers holding the sponge stays under the ledge and lifts it upwards until both hands eventually work their fingers right off the top of the pot. 

Lifting the ledge is a magical way to raise a nice even cylinder and is the best metaphor I know of to describe the proper positioning of your fingers as you make your pull. 

With time you will eventually want to generally make your pulls from the base to a narrower top. In other words, make your pulls with an inward inclination. This allows you to achieve greater heights because a pot that leans in on itself is stronger by nature than a pot that leans outward on itself and therefore can get taller without having to have thick walls to support itself. (It is easy once a cylinder is tall to expand a cylinder. It is much more difficult to make an expanded cylinder narrow.) 

When beginners have practiced enough to want to try throwing tall cylinders, many run into the problem of making a few successful pulls and then the walls at the bottom collapse. This is due to excessive drag at the top overcoming the ability of the walls at the bottom to hold their shape against the torque caused by your fingers. This usually happens the third or fourth pull when the vessel is just taking shape and the walls are getting close to the thickness you want them ultimately to be. My advice here is simple – after your first several pulls on a tall cylinder, stop doing full pulls from the bottom to the top and break your pulls into sections. Instead now lift the ledge of the top two or three inches of the vessel using as little surface area on your sponge and finger tips as possible. (You might have to stand up to do this.) Then go down and pull the next two or three inches, then the next two or three inches, etc. Work your way down slowly and carefully. You will be amazed at how tall and how large you can successfully throw a relatively small amount of clay if you just let go of the idea that you are somehow “cheating” if you don’t do full pulls all the time. 

Chapter Six; The Sponge Trap (Shaping the Lip)

The sponge trap maneuver is not a trap in the sense of an abrupt surprise, but a trap in the sense of nowhere to go. Using this hand position, the spinning clay at a cylinder’s lip that normally is easily knocked out of kilter instead becomes trapped by your fingers and sponge in such a way that it can be safely and easily manipulated. The sponge trap maneuver is ideal for compressing and shaping the lip of a vessel or bowl no matter how thick or thin the walls may happen to be. It can even be used to “un-throw” a vessel, returning an opened form back to an unopened mound of clay. (Most potters, however, find this last application useful only in the sense of showing off, but it is fun to do every once in a while if for no other reason than to illustrate the effectiveness of the amazing control the sponge trap hand position can give you.)

Here is how to do it: 

Imagine the lip of the spinning vessel is the leading edge of a dollar bill spit back at you from one of those change machines rejecting your dollar when you are desperate for a cup of coffee. Working on the right side of the spinning cylinder, and in the same way that you would use your hand to grip the rejected dollar bill, grip the walls of your spinning vessel, i.e. with your left hand fingers on the inside pushing out and your thumb on the outside of the clay wall pushing in. Now straighten your fingers and thumb so that as much surface area as possible of your pointer finger and second finger (the long one) rides against the inner wall of the lip, and as much surface area as possible on your thumb is in contact with the outer wall of the lip. This leaves the top of the lip rotating just below the webbing of your left hand between your thumb and pointer finger. The trap is nearly complete.

Next take your damp sponge in the fingers of your right hand and complete the trap by pressing down on the lip of the clay as if the sponge were an extension of the webbing between your left thumb and forefinger. Now the clay spinning in your hands is trapped between your thumb and fingers of your left hand and “capped” by the sponge held by your right on the top. By slowly moving this sponge trap as one solid and connected unit, you can change the shape of the lip into anything that you would like. Move the trap toward the center and you create an inward turning lip; move the trap to the outside and you create an outward turning lip. Press down on the sponge while releasing some pressure on your fingers and thumb and you make the lip thicker. Release some pressure on the sponge while squeezing your fingers and thumb together and you make the lip thinner.

Not only is the sponge trap maneuver effective for setting and compressing the lips of your cylinders and bowls – an important step for avoiding rim cracks (See Chapter 10) - but it is also a wonderful way to throw clay inwards when forming bottles. After I have the lower half of my bottles shaped more or less the way I want them to be shaped, I grip the remaining clay at the top with the sponge trap, and while gradually squeezing the clay together, I allow the clay to “squirt” out of the bottom of the sponge trap as I push toward the center of the pot with my left thumb and sponge. Done effectively, the sponge trap allows you to accomplish in one smooth move what would otherwise take three or more pulls, resulting in less water use and a stronger bottle top. 

The sponge trap maneuver is also a great way to make initial pulls on small cylinders, such as for mugs. If you think of a mug as just the top of a large cylinder, it makes sense to pull with the sponge trap maneuver because it offers such complete control. Each potter inevitably finds his or her preferred methods for shaping various amounts of clay, so my advice is to experiment liberally. I find the sponge trap maneuver particularly useful in shaping the rims of plates and platters. I also use it to “push down” the occasional uneven lip on a cylinder rather than cutting it off as many books advise. Once you get the hang of the sponge trap, you also will find many creative uses for this versatile maneuver. 

(By the way, if you want to try “un-opening” a cylinder, grip the clay with the sponge trap and push down hard with the sponge until the clay walls get thicker and thicker and ultimately fill in the central opening.) 

Chapter Seven: The Laser Beam (Trimming the Bottom of a Freshly Thrown Cylinder)

Most beginning potters purchase a pottery tool kit from Kemper that contains a sponge, a needle tool, a wire tool, various trimming tools, a rib, a stainless steel rib, and a wooden knife made of maple. It is the wooden knife (known as a WT-6) that I wish to focus upon in this chapter. Allow me to call it the pointer tool.  

This little wooden tool is very useful in trimming and shaping the base of thrown cylinders, but many people have a very difficult time knowing exactly how to use it most effectively. This is because they have yet to develop a Darth Vader viewpoint toward the pointer tool (or a Luke Skywalker viewpoint if you prefer; it matters not as long as you are thinking light saber.) To be specific, imagine that there is a very powerful laser beam generated at the base of the thin “cutting edge” of the knife blade of the pointer tool and running along the bottom of the knife blade. This beam extends itself off the pointy tip of the blade out into space so that you need to be careful where you point the thing because “whumm-whummm” there goes your neighbor’s leg, “whumm-whummm” there goes your water bowl -you get the idea, Darth.  Be sure that as you are thinking about this powerful imaginary laser beam that you see it as an extension of the line defined by the bottom sharpened edge of the pointer tool and not the line defined by the top edge, the thicker edge, of the tool. (If movie imagery does not appeal to you, another way of thinking about this would be to imagine a long needle glued to the sharp edge of the blade and extending beyond the point for quite a distance, but I’m in love with Star Wars sound effects so allow me to continue my metaphor.) 

“Whumm-whummm,” approach the base of the freshly thrown cylinder you wish to trim and take a look inside to see just how thick the wall is between the inside of the cylinder and the outside of the cylinder. Your goal is to trim a nice even wall down there at the bottom where presently it is too thick. After a few moments comparing the inside to the outside you will have a pretty good visual idea of just how much you want to trim from the outside of the pot, so begin by holding your pointer tool firmly with both hands point down with the sharpened-edge side toward the pot well above where you want to begin your trimming cut. “Whumm-whummm,” point the laser exactly where you have planned to make your cut. You should be imagining the laser entering the clay at the tip of the pointer tool and angling downward through the clay wall toward the wheel head exactly on line with where you desire to make the trim cut from the side of the cylinder. You have now successfully positioned the pointer tool for the beginning of the trim, and all that is left is for you to do is lower the tool slowly so that the tip of the pointer tool follows your laser beam, enters the wall of the cylinder and completes the separation of the unwanted clay from the base of the pot as you push the tip of the pointer tool all the way to the wheel head. While the tip of the tool is following the laser beam and slicing away the unwanted clay, the knife-edge of the pointer tool is in contact with the cylinder wall and simultaneously shapes the side of your pot. 

Because a laser beam runs in a straight line and most pots are curved along their feet, it will probably be necessary for you to continually adjust the aim of the laser as the tip of the pointer tool makes its way toward the wheel head. In fact, most of the time, I make the tip of the pointer tool follow the curve of the inside of the pot. With some practice, you will even be able to make this trimming cut holding the pointer tool with only your right hand and using your left fingers inside the cylinder to push more clay into the cut as you descend to achieve an even thinner bottom side-wall because you will quickly discover that the edge of the pointer tool does more than just cut through the clay, it also compresses the clay a little bit toward the center of the cylinder. I compensate and plan for this phenomenon by originally opening the bottom of my cylinders a little bit wider than I want them ultimately to be. Then, when the pot is finished, I bring them back into the desired shape by making my trimming cut with the pointer tool. In this manner I can be assured that my pots will turn out to be generally well proportioned.

Once the tip of the pointer tool has successfully followed the laser to the wheel head, simply undercut the separated trimmed clay gently with your needle tool to remove it from the wheel head before wiring off your pot.  

In time, you will find your dependence on trimming with the pointer tool will fade as you learn to pull ever increasing amounts of clay into your cylinder walls, but don’t ever be ashamed of using this versatile tool, especially when you advance into throwing larger forms where keeping the lower walls relatively thick while you form the top of the cylinder is essential to prevent the cylinder from collapsing. The pointer tool is a very important tool for wheel throwing, so learn to use it well and the force be with you!

(Will there be a pottery scene like Ghost in the next Star Wars? I can only hope…)

Chapter Eight: A Bull’s Eye (Using Batts)

Now that I have more or less taken you through the basics of opening and forming cylinders, I want to backtrack a little bit and talk about managing batts. Everyone knows that batts make it easier to remove finished pieces from the wheel head without having to handle the pieces directly, and I agree whole-heartedly with this, but I also whole-heartedly do not recommend the use of batt pins to hold your batts to the wheel head. In fact, I will even go so far as to say that the use of batt pins can actually prevent you from progressing to successfully throwing larger amounts of clay. This is because over a short period of time the holes in the batts that the batt pins fit up into grow in size due to sand and grit wearing away at them. When this happens, or even if this doesn’t happen and you are trying to center a large amount of clay, the batt will lift up off of the batt pins as you push against the clay. This raising of the batt off of the pin can be very slight – almost unnoticeable – but it pretty much ruins any chance you might have of centering the clay. So, do yourself a favor and remove the batt pins from your wheel head with a set of pliers and fling them into the sea. I will show you a much better way of attaching batts to the wheel head, and it happens to also be a great way to make plates, so here we go… 

First of all, buy a sheet of particle board underlayment (the fine-grained stuff, not the stuff with the half-inch chips of wood in it) from your local home improvement store and a cheap hand-held jigsaw. Cut sets of batts from this material of various diameters using existing batts – or anything round – as templates. Underlayment particle board is tough and a little bit absorbent which helps to dry the bottoms of your pots. (Plaster batts are also effective in this regard but a little trickier to create and a little pricey to purchase, so I suggest sticking with underlayment particle board. Plus, plaster tends to chip off and get into the clay too easily for my comfort level.) Depending upon the grade of particle board, it is a good idea to take some coarse sand paper to your new batts to increase the roughness a little bit. This helps the clay to stick to the batts better.*

*If cutting batts from sheets of particle board is challenging to you, most hardware stores can direct you to someone with a band saw who can do it for a nominal fee.

The basic idea of this technique is to throw a layer of clay (often called a pancake) onto the wheel head upon which the batt will adhere. The trick is to form the clay so that it is even and ready to accept the batt eagerly and effectively. To do this you throw a plate and cut it into concentric circles – like a target with a bull’s eye. 

Throwing a plate is essentially just an extension of one of the centering moves involved with the plow. Remember how the plow pushes the clay away and when you want to compress the spinning column back down into itself you snuck your right hand over the top of the clay and pushed down on it as you were simultaneously pushing away? Well, to make a pancake you just keep on pressing the clay back down into itself with your right hand until you can’t press any more, and then you press down even more with the little finger edge of your fist. Yes, after pushing the clay down as far as your right hand plow is able, turn that right hand into a strong fist and continue to press down and away on the clay with the powerful edge of your fist. 

If your centripetal instincts are activated here, congratulations! You know from the chapter on centering that working with the centripetal force is essential, so when making plates never push straight down on the clay – always away and down. This particular plate-making move is like you are trying to plow the clay downward and forward through the wheel head toward the legs holding up the front of your wheel (or the front edge of your kick-wheel fly-wheel if you are on a kick-wheel).  It is important to hold your right elbow below your fist while cocking your fist upward on its edge so that you can achieve the angle of force necessary to move the clay in that away and downward direction. 

While your right fist is doing this work, your left hand is still in the plow position but now its main goal is simply to apply some guiding pressure inward to allow the clay to slowly expand outwardly and evenly toward the edge of the wheel head. 

When the mass of clay has spread itself out on the wheel head to the point where it looks a little bit like a flattened version of one of those old fashioned silver UFO’s, it is time to un-cock the wrist and use the fist of the right hand to draw the clay from the center toward the edge of the plate until you have removed the center bulge and achieved an even surface of clay across the wheel head. (For this last move you no longer need to worry about centripetal force – you are simply encouraging the clay to expand centrifugally.) The finished pancake should be about a half an inch thick and more or less the same diameter as the batt you wish to attach.  (It may take a few attempts at this to figure out how much clay is required for each of your batt diameters.) At this point you can use a flat ruler of some sort to make it the surface of the pancake nice and even if you wish.

If this were to become a plate instead of a pancake, you would simply use your pointer tool to undercut and raise the lip of the plate and then the sponge trap maneuver to shape and compress the lip before running a wire under your finished form. Since plates are hard to remove without a batt, however, let me continue my description of this pancake making process and then you can throw a whole kitchen full of plates and be in business. 

It is time to make the bull’s eye. Take your pointer tool and hold it pointy edge downward but with the knife-edge facing the center of your wheel. Starting about an inch in from the outer edge of your pancake, press the tip of the pointer tool through the spinning pancake until it just touches the wheel head. Because the side of the pointer tool is triangular, you will have made a triangular –shaped circular trench in the clay. Move in about an inch and do the same thing again. Move in another inch or so and repeat.  In this manner, work your way to the center leaving a bull’s eye and a target of concentric circles in your pancake. 

Remembering from squishing the bug that wet clay sticks best to dry surfaces, it is a very good idea to keep your batt dry but splash enough water onto your target so that the clay is good and wet, but the concentric trenches are not filled entirely with water. (The air inside the trenches is helpful because it helps the batt to stay dry at the edge of contact with the ridges improving adhesion during moments of lateral strain on the batt.)

All that is left to do now is to place the batt carefully and as centered as possible on top of the bull’s eye.  Tap downward on it gently and evenly to set it in place and throw your piece on the surface of the batt just as you would on a wheel head.  When your pot is finished, simply use a thick piece of wood, such as the side of a thick rib (not the point of your pointer tool!) to gently wedge the batt off the pancake. Do this by pushing the piece of wood under the batt and into the soft clay about an inch and leverage the edge of the batt upward by gently driving the penetrating edge of the wood downward onto the surface of the wheel head. (This method avoids “popping” the batt off the pancake which can destroy your piece.) After the batt is removed, simply just remake your concentric trenches, add a bit more water and slap on a new batt. A pancake will usually last an entire throwing session. 

With a bit of practice it literally only takes a minute or so to throw a pancake – a small price to pay for the superior holding power afforded by this method. The key is to always make a flat pancake and use a dry batt placed only once onto the pancake. (Avoid repositioning the batt after tapping it in place – a batt that has already touched wet clay will lose a significant portion of the absorbing power that makes it stick – always remember the general “microscopic” rule of the clay being wet and anything you want to stick it to being dry.)

You will not find it difficult to center small batts on the pancake, but when you start making very large platters on very large batts that require you to remove the splash pan in order to make room for the batt, you might find it challenging to center such monstrous batts successfully on the pancake. What I find works like a charm in these situations is to mark the center of the big batt with an X and stand over the pancake with the big batt in your hand quickly pretending to place the batt on the pancake but at the last moment removing it from wheel head so that you can see the bull’s eye in the center of the pancake again. Do that enough times (batt over the pancake, away from the pancake; over the pancake, away from the pancake, etc.) and your mind will quickly remember exactly where the bull’s eye is as you finally lower the center of the batt onto the bull’s eye and tap it into place. 

Big platters, by the way, are just lips on big pancakes without the concentric circles, and if you know how to dry them properly (see Chapter Nine), you can use nice soft clay because unlike large forms that have to go up and require tight strong clay, a platters doesn’t require much clay strength at all just to lie there contentedly spread out upon the batt. Before we get to the tricks behind successfully drying big wide forms, though, we have a drum to tap. 

Chapter Nine: Tapping the Drum (Trimming)

Trimming allows one to create a foot if the form calls for one and, more importantly, gives the potter one last chance to make the outside shape of the thrown cylinder match the inside shape. Since the inside shape cannot generally be trimmed, and since it is wise for drying and firing purposes for your cylinder to have walls of relative evenness, the inside shape basically dictates the outside shape. This is worth keeping in mind when you are doing your initial throwing and shaping of the bottom walls with the pointer tool. (See Chapter Seven.) Few things are as disappointing as to realize that the your perfectly shaped leather-hard pot still needs a few inches trimmed off the sides to enable the average person to be able to pick it up without a trip to the chiropractor.

Let’s say you have a small bowl to trim that you threw earlier and turned upside down to dry to the leather hard stage. It rests on a batt. Well, if you just have one to trim, and you can pick it up without breaking it, you can trim the bowl on the wheel head by centering it and holding it in place with small globs of clay (more on this step later). If, however, you have several bowls to trim, or if the bowls are of sufficient size that lifting them off the batt and onto your wheel head would likely damage them, then you need to throw a pancake and transport the bowls to the wheel head one at a time on their original batts. It is a good idea to get used to using a pancake for trimming pieces on a batt because you will very soon be trimming bowls whose diameter exceeds the diameter of your wheel head. 

The next step is to center the bowl. The easiest (but not necessarily the quickest) way to do this is to take a pencil and while the batt spins slowly hold the pencil outside the diameter of the bowl and draw a circle. It is then a simple matter of moving the bowl until the rim is lined up evenly within this circle. (It is worth noting here that most bowls are not perfectly round, so even as you do this check to see if the base of the bowl – the part you will be trimming – is centered as well. Often it is the case that the rim of the bowl needs to be placed just a little off the mark in order for the base to be more or less on center. These variations (that lend often times desirable “character” to your pots) tend to lessen as your skill in throwing even cylinders improves.)

An excellent way to check if a piece is on center is to simply hold your finger about a quarter inch away from the piece and watch the space between your finger and the slowly spinning clay. If the space oscillates, push the pot inward where the space is smallest to achieve centeredness at that spot on the cylinder. You ultimately want the space between your fingers and the clay to remain constant.* 

*The quick way to center a spinning cylinder is simply to tap the side of the piece with light karate chops toward the center of the wheel as it spins slowly on the wheel. Best practiced with a coffee can or a dispensable fired-bowl, the tapping technique for centering pieces on the wheel once again takes advantage of centripetal force. The tapping temporarily frees the bowl of from the grip of friction on the wheel head and allows it to obey its natural tendency to align itself with its spinning axis. Getting the feel for this takes a little bit of time, but the advantage of learning it is that it allows you to consistently find the true weighted center.

After the piece is centered, use globs of clay placed against the rim of the bowl and pressed downward into the batt. It is helpful if the clay blobs are wetted a bit on the bottom (remember – wet clay, dry batt.) The clay should be right up against the rim of the bowl but not pressed into the rim of the bowl because pressing too hard into the rim of the bowl will cause the rim to crack. It is fine to press down hard onto the wheel head to get the clay to stick, however. At first you will tend to use way too much clay to hold the pot in place, but with time you will be able to judge just how much clay is necessary. About six to eight globs are usually sufficient to hold most any cylinder in place. Big wide flat bowls require smaller globs than taller bowls that have a higher center of gravity. 

At this point you need to begin tapping the drum. Take your fingers and gently tap everywhere on the bowl, but most importantly, in the very center. Feel the clay’s hardness beneath your fingers as you tap. Notice that the lack of tone matches the lack of give in the clay – it is just too thick to cause much vibration or sound at this point. Your job as the trimming “percussionist” is to keep up this test of tapping the drum all the way through the trimming process. Take off some clay, tap; take of some more clay, tap – tap, tap and tap some more. Make tapping your personal trimming musical accompaniment and before too long your fingers will be able to feel the exact thickness of any leather hard pot. It takes time to achieve this sensitivity - maybe twenty or twenty-five trimmed pots - but ultimately tapping sure beats having to center and re-center pots over and over again just to see if you have taken off enough clay. 

Start the actual trimming by defining the outside edge of the foot you wish to create. You can do all your trimming with the tools that come in the Kemper Kit, but start off each trimming job with just a small edge of the tool – not the big flat cutting surface on the LT-5. You have better control over your initial trimming cuts with the small cutting surface of end of the LT-5 or the 8R2. Save the attractive big flat cutting edge of the LT-5 for smoothing and shaving once you have established your foot and have cut away any irregularities that might exist on the untrimmed bottom. Using the small cutting edge of either tool, first define the outside of the foot, then skip over about a third of an inch and trim out the middle of the bottom. (The one-third inch you skip becomes the surface of the foot that will ultimately contact the dining room table.) Trim so that the outside shape more or less follows the curve of the inside of the bowl (with the exception of the ring of the foot, of course.) Grip trimming tools with both hands, and lock you elbows to your thighs so that the tool moves the clay and not vice versa. Trim and tap until your tap reveals the desired thickness. Take off the clay globs, remove the batt and set the piece aside to dry. 

But how do you trim bottles? Trimming pieces that don’t rest on their lips very well – such as tall vases or bottles – is really not so complicated. Just center a big hunk of relatively soft clay on your wheel head and open a very thick walled cylinder to approximately the upside down shape of the smallest bottle you wish to trim. Place the bottle carefully upside down in the “wet chuck” so that the shoulders rest just inside the thick walled opening and the top (the bottom of the bottle) is centered. When you are done trimming the first piece (using the tapping technique to determine thickness), simply reshape the chuck to accommodate the next bottle. Then when you are done with the wet chuck, throw it into something fun just for practice – you deserve a reward for all that hard trimming work!

Wet chucks are not as much hassle as they might seem at first to be, and like a pancake for holding batts to the wheel head, nothing I have found offers a more secure or customized way than a wet chuck to hold large cylinders and bottles in place while trimming. 

While trimming may be a less romantic process than throwing, there can be enormous satisfaction in doing it simply and well.  It certainly offers a great excuse to make a wondrous mess, and finding trimmings that have landed inside a coffee mug all the way across the studio is always particularly satisfying. 

Chapter Ten: Inside Out (Drying)

When I was throwing production in Southern California, few potters believed me when I told them that I threw, dried, trimmed, and fired my large bowls and platters in one day without warping or cracking them, but it is true. Addicted to their “damp rooms” they had an even harder time believing me when I said that I used the sun to dry every piece. Here’s my secret to how to free your self from the damp room blues: 

It is not how fast a pot dries, but which part of the pot dries first that is the key to avoiding warping and cracking. To illustrate this, let’s set a freshly thrown wide bowl out in the merciless sun for “sacrifice” and watch what happens. The sun shines on the bowl from above, and the air circulates around the bowl. If it is like most bowls, the lip of the bowl is the thinnest part, and the air is able to contact the lip from above and below, so the lip dries first, as you could have guessed and no doubt have observed. As you know, while the rim is drying it shrinks, pushing the wet clay between it and the center of the bowl toward the center of the bowl. (This clay that gets pushed in toward the center is also drying and shrinking, but not as fast as the rim clay so that’s why the rim exerts pressure on and is able to move this clay.) Well the clay that is being pushed inward by the rapidly shrinking rim encounters resistance from the clay that is already there, so the clay accommodates this pressure by compressing and thickening and moving upward a little bit.  This accommodation process is not particularly significant, but what is important is that as the rim clay dries it shrinks, and once the rim is completely dried, the rim of the bowl solidifies and becomes like an immobile ring around the top of the bowl. 

OK, so now we have our sacrificial bowl sitting out in the sun with a ring-like dried rim and a leather-hard (or softer) bottom. What happens next? The sun continues to shine, causing the ring of dried clay to expand inexorably toward the center. What is happening now to this center clay while it is drying? The answer is that it also continues to shrink, but here is where there arises a big problem. While the center clay of the bowl is happily shrinking it is still attached to this already shrunk and immobile ring of dried clay that is the rim of the bowl. The drying and shrinking interior clay pulls against this ring, but it can’t draw the dried clay with it inward toward the center so instead while it shrinks it exerts a pulling force against the softer and less resistant clay at the center. Eventually, as the ring of dryness approaches the center, the softer center clay ultimately has to shrink too, but since there is now no soft clay left for the center clay to pull against, the clay at the very center has no more options and must pull itself apart in an s-crack to accommodate its shrinkage. What a damp room does is slow the shrinking process down so much that over time the center clay has a chance to thin itself out a bit to accommodate its shrinkage, but who wants to wait for days for this to happen? There is a much more efficient method to avoid cracks – the inside out method.

Let’s put out another experimental bowl, but this time as soon as the rim begins to get leather hard we cover the rim with plastic leaving just the thick center of the bowl exposed to the sun. Now as the bowl heats up the middle dries first, easily pulling the softer rim clay inward as the middle shrinks. Because it can pull the softer outer clay inward with it as it shrinks, the middle clay has no need to crack so it doesn’t, and when the middle is completely dry, the rim then dries inward from the inside out also without cracking. 

Of course, this discussion has temporarily overlooked the fact that this bowl needed to have been trimmed, but if you understand the principle of inside-out drying to avoid cracks, trimming fits in just fine with the inside-out drying process. Here, step by step, is the inside-out drying and trimming process using the sun:

Set your bowl outside in the sun right after you have thrown it and allow it to dry until you can safely turn it over to trim the bowl on its leather-hard (not dried!) rim. Take it inside and trim. Then place plastic (dry cleaner plastic works great) completely around the rim of the bowl covering approximately half the total surface area of the upside down bowl. Use small globs of clay if necessary to hold the soft plastic in place. Next, if you trimmed a foot into the bowl, cut a small piece of plastic and similarly cover just the protruding foot of your bowl. Now the bowl is ready to go back into the sun. The warm sunshine should now be hitting the center of your upside-down bowl and about half of the area of the wall of your bowl between the covered foot and the covered rim. Turn the batt ninety degrees or so about every ten minutes to compensate for the indirect angle of rays of the sun, and in about an hour or less time, the bottom will be dry. The whole bowl itself will be dry about another hour or two after that, sooner if you remove the plastic, which is fine to do once the very bottom of the bowl is dry. 

If you are not blessed with constant direct sunshine, or are in no hurry to dry your pots, no problem -just set your bowls on the shelf with the plastic properly in place and you will enjoy the same “crack-less” results because it is not how fast a pot dries but the manner in which it dries that is important. Inside–out drying works effectively at any speed. (It even helps in a damp room, although you are now probably better off to use the damp room now to store clay.)

The inside-out drying routine works for plates, bowls, tall bottles, hand-built platters, any form, really. Once you know the principle, you will quickly understand how to adapt your plastic wrapping to any form you want to successfully dry, although you will probably find it unnecessary for cereal bowl sized pieces or smaller. The technique is particularly successful with clay that tends to crack easily, such as porcelain. 

One final hint – when throwing it is important to compress your rims (using the sponge trap maneuver –see Chapter Six) to make the rim clay denser and better able to withstand cracking in the final stages of drying. Also, be sure you never pick up greenware bowls by the rim with one hand – the leverage pressure exerted by your thumb when doing so is a sure way to inflict rim cracks that won’t show up until after the glaze firing. Avoid these by always using two hands around the body of the vessel to transport fragile bowls. 

Conclusion

So, there you have it –my core ten metaphorical lessons for working successfully on the wheel. I sincerely hope you found them helpful. As you try these out, please be aware that learning to throw is about one-third concept and two-thirds practice. Don’t fall into the trap of working your clay to death when you run into setbacks on the wheel – a single hunk of worked clay quickly loses its strength and can’t withstand the perpetual onslaught of water no matter how much you want to spin it into something beautiful.  Just re-wedge and try again. It is, after all, the process that is of ultimate importance. Believe me, once you have throwing down pat, you will be able to make all the pots you (and all your friends and relatives) will ever want.  I like to say that the key to learning to throw clay is learning the patience to start over, over and over and over again. Unlike that over-worked soggy clay that might be presently frustrating you on the wheel head, a freshly wedged piece of clay holds within it the promise of eventual success. Don’t worry – clay has a knack for rewarding all who fall in love with it – I’ve seen it work its own metaphorical magic on human beings over and over again. Keep at it, enjoy the process, and may beautiful and interesting pots will fill every nook and cranny of your life!

