G  R  A  D  E     E  I  G  H  T

CLAY / CERAMICS  UNIT

Have you ever gone digging by the water's edge only to grab a handful of muck? Well, that muck is clay. Clay can be found anywhere but it is only useful for pottery if it has good "plasticity." You can test this by seeing how stretchy a piece of clay is. If you can take a piece of clay, roll it into a coil and bend it into a ring without cracking and falling apart, chances are it will make good pots and sculptures. 

The clay that we use in schools has been cleaned and refined.  Any tiny rocks and lumps are removed and some additional materials, like sand are sometimes added to create the perfect workable clay that we buy from the pottery supply house. 

Clay artists throughout the ages have invented many ways to shape things out of clay. 

Here are the four ways to work with clay:

CLAY TECHNIQUE
EXAMPLE

PINCH - Use your fingers to squish, pinch and poke a single lump of clay into any shape. You can also use clay tools to change the surface.
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COIL - Roll out long snakes of clay and twist them into coils and shapes. This can be used to make vases, figures, etc.
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SLAB – With a rolling pin, roll the clay into flat sheets (like a pie crust) to cut apart and assemble.  Many artists use this technique to make square clay boxes or containers.
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WHEEL - Spin clay on a potter's wheel to form pots and vases.
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TERMINOLOGY AND DEFINITIONS

Wedging:  This is what you do to get all of the air bubbles out of your clay. Basically you roll the clay around on a flat surface "pushing" and "pulling" the clay so all of the air comes out. Clay right out of the box is usually already wedged ... you don't have to worry about air bubbles with brand new clay.

Slip: This is liquid clay ... clay with a lot of water added to it. It is used as a sort of glue to hold clay pieces together. You need to use slip to "fasten" pieces of clay together so that they don't fall apart in the kiln. You see, clay shrinks as it dries so if you haven't made sure that your clay pieces are firmly attached, they will separate in the kiln. It isn't enough to simply "push" one piece of clay on the next. Use watered down clay as your glue.

Hand-built forms:  These are clay art pieces that have been sculpted by hand, or by hand with sculpture tools. 

Wheel-thrown forms:  These are clay art pieces that have been made on a wheel.  (They are also called thrown pottery.)  Often, wheel-thrown forms are not only artistic, but practical and functional, such as bowls, teapots, etc.

Kiln: This is the large “oven” where clay pieces are fired.  It can reach temperatures way higher than any conventional oven - temperatures 2500 degrees and higher. Your oven at home maybe reaches 500 degrees. You need to fire your clay in a kiln in order for it to be permanent. Once clay has been fired, it can be dipped in water and will never disintegrate.

Leather-Hard: This is what we call clay that has dried for a few hours. It should feel slightly cool, or clammy, to the touch. Leather-hard clay is not dry enough for firing in a kiln ... If a piece of clay is put into the kiln while it is still wet, it could explode. Visualize what water does when it gets hot ... it boils right? Well, your pottery piece will literally "blow up" if it contains water or moisture that boils when it gets hot in the kiln. 

Greenware: When clay has dried sufficiently but it has not yet been fired in the kiln, it is referred to as greenware. Usually clay should air dry for three days to about a week depending on the thickness of the piece.  Greenware is very delicate; it can break and crumble very easily, and can be dissolved in water.  It is usually a light brown colour.

Bisque-ware: This is a clay piece that has been fired in a kiln.  Clay is usually fired twice: after a piece is bisqued, or bisque-fired, it can be glazed - the clay then goes in the kiln for a second firing. Bisque-fired pieces are stronger than greenware, and are more “permanent”.  Bisque-ware is often a whitish colour. 

Underglaze:  This is a ceramic paint that has to be painted on to the clay piece, then fired in a kiln to become permanent.  They are matte.

Glaze:  This is used to decorate your clay piece.  It is basically “liquid glass” or glass particles that have been ground down, then mixed with coloured pigments.  It is painted on to the clay piece, then fired in a kiln to become permanent.  (Glaze melts at high temperatures and turns into a shiny coating.) Clay pieces that have been glazed are waterproof and can hold liquids without dissolving. 

Glaze-ware:  These are clay pieces that have been glazed and fired.

Cone:  The temperature that a kiln is set to depends on what type of clay you are firing.  It is called “cone” because in traditional, or older kilns, a mechanism in the kiln needs a pyrometric cone to tell when the kiln is hot enough to shut off.  When the “cone” melts, the kiln shuts off and begins cooling down.  Some clay is referred to as cone 04 clay while some clay is referred to as cone 6. These are simply temperature gauges. Whoever is "running" the kiln should know what temperature is right for what clay.  Many artists choose what cone to fire at based on the types or colours of glazes they like to use.

