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INTRorUCTION 

'~he idea nnd fact of con~ainment have been 

the primary significance of pottery from the 

begInning, and pots of all a~es and peoples, even 

when their ostensible function was ceremonial or 

symbolical, have expressed by their ~enerous 

swelling volumes, the potential or holding things 

of vital i~portance to man food, liquid or the 
(1) 

furnishings of the grave." The utilitarian value 

of a pot is inseparable from its aesthetic .quality. 

'There can be no fullness of comrlete realization or 

utility without beauty, refinement and charm, for 

1 

the simple reason that their absence must in the long 

run be intolerable to both maker and consumer ••• The 

continued production of utilities without deli~h~ in 

making and usin~ is bound to uroduce only boredom 

and to end in sterility.,(2) Modern pottery, whether 

industrial or that of the artist potter, bas each in 

its different way tended to sep&rate the aesthetic and 

the utilitarian. This is one symptom of the cult~ral 



2 

decline of our Western tradjti~n since the Eighteenth 

Century. 

The making of pots has persisted from 

earliest times to the pres8nt day through our ever 

changing world. CirCUmSliB.!lCeS have at times ~bscured 

the essential truths of this art. 
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PART I 

GENERAL TRADITIONS OF POTT~RY 

1. Myth and Material 

Before the scientific and industrial revclutions 

of the S~venteenth Century and Eighteenth Century, man 

tendecl to view his life wi thin a religio~ls fra:nevlork. 

Politics, art, economics and the whole pattern of social 

life were all part of this frame ... ·lork and not separate 

from it. Earlier peoples valued the things they made 

not merely for their utilitarian or aesthetic quality 

but also as an essential part of religious and moral 

life. For primitive people in particular, not only 

men's political, artistic, andeccnomic activities 

but also the whole world of nature was closely involved 

with their religion. In the prima~y condition of 

humanit~ 'man looked out', writes Robert Redfield, 

'upon a cosmos partsking at once of the qualitie3 of 

"'3nu.-~ ''''-0 ''. t (3) man, nature ~ ~ u His world wae perso~al, 

natural aud &~cred at one and the same time. 'Sky 

and Go~, rain and de~ty are somehow together, aspec~s 

of the f:ame thing.' (4) Objp,ct~ wh.i~h descended from 

th~ heavens were 3u~posed to pr0ceed from the spirits 

and ~lere ther0fcre ~hH~ged \lith su,?ernatural pOvJerJ 
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The Bushmen, for instance, believed that the stars were 

their ancestral spirits. Objects of stonp. or clay 

found in the earth we~e endo~ed with simil~~ pronerties, 

and among many peoples stones wer'd objects of 

religious reverence becaus~ th~y were looked upon as 

man tra~sformed into a diff~rent medium or regarded as 

embodying some definite god. In ancient Peru stone 

worship was very prominent, forming part of a polytheiztic 

religion. Certain stones were sons of the Sun and 

people were descendants of these stones. In many cultures 

stones served as the place of worship. The large 

monoliths of Neolithic times, the circles of stones, 

the huge upright stone blocks joined by massive lintels 

and the large stones with circular holes, were all 

places of magical and religious significance. But 

more particularly, stones were sacred objects in 

themselves. In ancient China it was believed that jadp. 

was forged from the rainbow int0 thunderbolts for the 

Stormgod, and that it had m3~ic curative powers. In 

the Shang and Chou eras yotive objects of jade were 

used in the ritual worship of thG four s£asons and 

heaven and earth.. Jade :-Ias :lssocic:.ted wi th the Supreme 

power of creation and small perforated discs of jaee 

were symooJ.s of neaven an0 earth. 
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So differ-ent peoples endowed natural obje~ts 

with life in different ways. Some saw them 8~ the 

r~incarnation of their ancestors and others as sacred 

objects with ritual signific8DCC having a magic life 

of their own. MaLlY of these 6acr~d objects remained 

1.n their natural state but many were also shaped lnto 

forms. Pots in particular had a stron~ religious 

significance . closely connected with the afte~life a~d 

the departed spirits. The ancient Greeks even went 

as far as to bury bodies in pots but later they altered 

this practice and used vases as tombstones. These 

vases were five or six ~eet high and the Greeks poured 

into them oil which seeped through the perforated 

bottom of the vase and nourished the dead below. Pots 

have always been placed inside graves by most early 

peoples. Their purpose was to accompany the spirits of 

the de~d to the world beyond. During Han China (206B.C.-

220A.D.) thousands of ceramic objects of all types were 

placed in a single Imperial grave. During the era of 

Shang China whi~h was the first cistorical civili~ation 

of the Far Ea6t and emerged around 1600 B.C. in the 

Yellow =iver Vblley ~f Northern China, the outstanding 

workci of art were bronze ce:rem~nl.al yessels. These 
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ware media thr0ugh which the forces of nature and the 

spiri~s of the ancestors were worshipped. A large 

number have been foun1 in tom~, aild the best rank 

with the m~sterpieces of the art of all times. Daniel 

Rho~es eays of these that thelr 'mysterious and 

magnificent forms must have had profound symbolic 

teeling.,(5) Although during this era these vessels 

were predominantly made of bron7e, they were in fact 

imitations of earlier clay pottery and later pottery 

was influenced by them. They 'were used for offerings 

of wine and food to the ancestral spirits. They were 

given as presents on important official occasions and 

were placed in the tombs of the S~ang aristocracy. 

The Chinese have always valued these vessels and they 

ere looked upon as the most important artistic p~oduction 

of Ancient China. 

Thus serving as tombston3S, sacred vessels and 

ancestral offerings, pots assumed enormous spiritual 

sic~ificance fQr earlier peoples. However it was 

not only the pots themselves that were si~nificant 

but also tb~ dcco~ations and symbols o~ the pots. 

The bronze vessels of the Shang veriod were decorated 

with elaborate ornamental desi~ns often in the fc~m cf 
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magic ariimals which symbolized the forces of natu~e. 

'Whila some of these are derived from real anim&ls,othcrb, 

like the aragon, are complet~ly imaginary. Two dragons 

in profile were made up onto a face or mask," the 

tao-tieh or tiger mask. The tiger was a symbol of 

the earth. Dragons were regardeJ as powers of the cir 

and bringers of rain. They threatened the light and 

power c! the sun. Tho archaic five-clawed dr~~on on 

ancient bronzes was seen as an emblem of the Emperor 

who was closely connected with the heavenly powers. 

The Blue Dragon of the East, the Tortoise and Serpent 

of the West, the Red'Bird "of the South and the White 

Tiger of ~he North, formed a group of four supernatural 

creatures in China. These mythological figures were 

often found on pots of Han China. On these pots co~ld 

be seen figures riding upon dragons with drawn bows in 

their hands pursuing tigers. - This type of decoration 

says Bush3l1 'is a genuine relic of early art striving 

to outline its conflict of heaven and ecrth. The dragon, 

as prince of the po~ers of the ~ir," bestrides the 

frieze w!tc. gaping jaws and voice of thunder, while the 

tiger, k~n~ of the iand animals roars def1ance.,(6) In 

pre-Oolum~ian art wild b~~stsare not only painted on 

the }:ots but S omet5.mes the pots .Ivhemsel yes are mad0 in 
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the shape of demons and monsters. These monsters were 

Bee~ as incarnations of th~ godlike energies that 

domil!a ted the world. 

China's neolithic pottery, datin~ from the middle 

of the third into the middle of the second millenium 

carried designs consisting of spirals, wavy lines, 

bands, squares, trian~les or occGsional styled figures, 

all of which were magical in 'Pl·~rrose. The circular or 
\ 

spiral design which has been interpreted in modern 

times as a stylization of WRves or as a sign of thunder-

bol ts or as symbolic of the ear.th and fertili ty is cIne 

of the primordial forms invented by many early peoples. 

These spiral desi~ns are alsQ found on ston~s lining 

megalithic tombs, and on murals in Minoan Crete. 'In 

primeval art the circle ir, all its forms balls, 

hollows, perforations, spots exerted an extraordinary 

fascination ••• Its form may well have been inspired by 

the sun, upon which all life de~ended. The shape of 

that celestial body became the symbol of life itself.,(7) 

The designs on the ~ottp~y of the ~~erican 

Indians consisted of special tribal l;atterns B.nd symbols. 

'Potter and artist draw UpOil their spiritual sustenance 

from their tribal life, an~ thqt life is all a desien, 
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a dance ana a ceremonial, from birth to death, and 

through all the ramifications of daily life; it is a 

wholA, individuals ~re part of a pattern. The deer 

and the rain desi~n aud the unit derived from the 

bUT/ter-fly, are used on jars and pictures, they are 

set deep in the life of the artists, they appear in 

other forms, still patterned aad controlled, in the 

dances ••• Their whole life is charged with symbols, 

from them inevitably they draw their aesthetic 

pa t tern s. ' (8 ) 

9 

Amongst many of these early societies there was 

much similarity in the shapes of these pots and in the 

designs used to decorate them. ~he Indians of Mexico 

and Peru, the early Cretans and Fersians, the prehistoric 

Chinese and Russians, all ~id work that was akin in 

both outward form and inner spirit to their work and 

their art, and though the forms they made Rnd the 

symbolic designs thst evolved ap~ear remarkably alike, 

this in no way detracts from the originality, vitality 

B.'1d freshness of the pottery of their r~speGtive cuI tu-res. 

And again, a potter in such a so~iety worked within the 

tradition ~f his particular cul~u=e. There w~s no need, 

intention or ~reoccupation with achieving any kiDd of 
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uniquebess or originality as there is with artists 

of ~odern times. The artists or potters were anonymous 

but the pots themse~ves althou~h si~ilar were never 

repetitiv~. Bernard Leach says,'in a broad way the 

di;fer~nce between the old potters and t~e new is between 

uncons'ciousness within a single culture and individual 

consciousness of all cultures. ,(9) 

2. Tradition in the East 

The art forms of a com~unity are the expressions 

of its culture and this is true of pottery. Pottery 

has always been deeply embedded in the cultural 

traditions. In China this t~adition of pottery­

making was built up over thousands of years with the 

early development of the T0t as a symbolic vessel. 

'The special regard in which the ceramic art has been 

held in China needs no emphasis. It is something with 

hardly a parallel elsewhere, even among Greek vase-

p~inting. It springs from the same mystical sensuousness 

and humility in the enjoyment of forro, texture and 

colour as influenced Chinese T.>oetrv .• ' (10) "d . .T hn aga1.n 

Honey says, 'Pottery is no_ ruinor art; porc~l~in has 

been esteeriLed by them wi th jado . as noble material 



above "gold," silver and diamonds and objects made of 

it have been collected and treasured for thousands 

of years.,(11) 

By the second or third century A.D. the 

11 

directions which Chinese ceramics were to follow for 

the next thousand years were established. Such ~a6 

the veneration of the past and the respect for tradition, 

two essential features of Confucianism, that Chinese 

potters from this time made no great change in their 

attitudes. ~ven during the political and social 

upheavals which separate the various stable dynastic 

regimes, no radical changes occurred in pottery. 

Rather did each generation of potters add to the 

growin~ tradition and some types of ware were made 

continuously for hunderds of years. This is under-

lined by the fact thnt wares were not valued as 

belonbing to a specific era but rather to areas or 

styles. 

So there grew up in ~hina a s~eadily evolving 

tradition of pott€ry, which was cloeelv integrated 

with the whola Chinese world view. Berna~d Leach 

points out thHt 'in the Tang ~eriod it is not difficult 

to recognize the Chinese geniuE for synthesis, here" 
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reint~rpretin~ Greek or Buddhist ideology in terms 

of contemporary need, and combinin~ these elements 

within the native framework of Taoist and Confucian 

concepts, thus fundamentally modifying and extending 

the boundaries of their ideas of beauty and truth. 

In the greatest period, that of the Sung dynasty~ 

all these different influences are welded together in 

one, for the unification was then supreme_,(12) 

Confucianism was one of the most influential 

elements of this tradition of Chinese pottery. The 

pottery of the Han period (206 B.C. - 220 A.D.) 

reflects perfectly the.stability, the order and the 

respect and veneration for the past of Confucianism. 

The forms are controlled and carefully proportioned 

yet free and. plastic. Han stone\\'ares were never 

whimsical or personal but rath~r sombre, quiet, and 

restr3ined with a sug~estion of the past. 

There are, however, two general paths or broad 

tendencies in Chinese pottery closely reflecting the 

two aspects of the Chinese ~ind arid spirit. One is 

this Confuci~n ideal found reneatedly in ~he pottery 

of China through the constantly rising and falling 

dY:':last,ic periods. Conserva~ive anll restrained, 

constantly rAferr!ng back to clas3ical standards of 



revered ancient jades aLd bronzes, these pots are 

the Imperial wares cf China, or the court or offici~l 

taste. The other is the 'Rouantic' or 'Tao' school, 

wilder, more northern in spirit, belonging to tne 

instinctive taste of t~e Pdasa~t and the sage, the 

Taoist followers and the Buddhist sects, as opposed 

to the luxurious taste of the leisured class of patrons 

and the court. These two streams of Chinese thought 

and spirit run together throughout the p;reater p2rt 

of Chinese culture giving great strength at different 

times and in different ways, not dividing but continually 

keepin~ alive and revitalizing the old ~hinese concepts. 

Taoism and later Cuan Buddhism could be seen as 

increasingly sophisticated versions of the ancient 

con~epts of the unitary cosmos. Thus the ancient 

Chinese concepts were never lost but rather grew into 

elaborate and more intellectualized versions. This 

unbroken and gro\'"ing path is the great cuI tural 

strength of China. 

So Chinese notte~y and other early pottery 

gained its strength and vitality hecaJse it was part 

of a tradition Rnd was closely integrated with the 

reli~ious, s0cial , political and nhilosophical order·. 

Early potcery thus reflected this unity of man, God 
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~nd nature. This is also to be seen in the way in 

which materials were used tc make pots and the 

delight in using nat'lral material~ of their everyday 

environmect. This was partly out of necesEity but 

it was also due to the aura of mystery an1 religion 

sur~ounding the materials which were not conceived 

rationally in the minds of these peoples but were 

felt as part of this unitary c~smos of man, God and 

nature. 

One important characteristic of Chinese 

ceramics which was quite apparent in Han times, and 

before, was the ability and the willingness of 

Chinese potters to make use of the natural character 

of ceramic materials and processes. Effects were 

seldom forced, they grew directly out of the available 

clays, rocks and minerals. It was with a similar 

enthusiasm that natural clements were used to decorate 

the pots. The discovery that ash melted to form a 

glaze was ?bsorbing to Chinese potters, and this 

method was developed. through the centl.!ries into the 

refinements of the celedons of tile Sunt=-:: dynaetyc 

The wc,rk of these po-+:'ters, depe1Jding upon 

natural materials and \·lorkir.~ a ~ a time \'lhen scientific 
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knowledge of t~ese @aterials was very limited, ~as 

thus restricted. The character of the pots was deter­

mined by the limited nature of theze materials and 

methods of early potters and w~re an advantage in that 

they enabled these potters to become masters of their 

own particular processes and techniques. These 

limitations also led to a sin~le-minded devotion 

to their ways of working by a number of pott8rs ove~ 

very long periods of time, so that each potter \'Ias 

able to carryon further the work of his predecessor. 

The Chinese had built up a traditional 

veneration for jade which they valued above all the 

precious stones and metals. A gradual prosress in 

the selection of materials and in the perfection of 

m~thods of manufacture led to the selection and 

preference for the glazes which had jade-like 

qualities. The ideal sought in ~lazes was the dense, 

smooth, only half-translucent texture of the 'mutton":' 

fat' jade. 'Rich and unctuous· and '~0ngealed lard' 

are te~ms fr~quently used by old Chinese writers to 

describe thjs ~laze quality which Apppals to the 

sense an6 touc~ as much as _to sight. These glazes, 

ree.chi:!1g perfection in ~;he 2u.ng :~eledon8, wi th their· 

great beauty of texture, the v~riety of dense, hazy 



qualities, minute bubble~ and greeDish ointment or 

slightly clouded jelly mirac~lously hardened 'could 

not have been the growth of a dav , .(13) ThcJ were 
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'the patient unassuming outcome of centuries of tradition 

gradually developing through tea experience of ~aterial 

and increasing complexity of need, and the sublimated 

emotion of a long succession of Chinese or Korean 

workers ••• I know now that it is a task beyond the 

power of anyone man.,(14) In this way they worked 

towards ~erfection. 

Their idea of perfection was, however, very 

different from what it is now. The present 'Nestern 

technological ideals of perfection in pottery have 

come to mean meticulbus surface finish and a concealing 

of the means by which the end has been achieved. t~rlier 

pottery aimed at no such superficial flawlessness and 

there was no attempt to conceal the characteristics 

of the materials and the processes by which they were 

made. Indeed the Japanese believed that evidences of 

making were not out of place on the finished ware, 

especially if it spoke of the intert of the potter and 

did not conflict with the pyrposes fOl ... which the ware 

was made. It would have been impossible anyway to have 

tried to conceal these prncesse~ because they were often 
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arrived at by accident ~ather than by intent. For 

instance rapid and sOhlewhat casual glazing techniqu~s 

resulted in frequent runs or drips of glaze - Much of 

the best Japanese pottery has a relaxed dnd informal 

quality. The eviden~es of craftsmanship were not 

hidden, but used directly and enjoyed for their o\",n 

sake. For instance the marks of the fingers ~ade on 

the pot while throwing were left. Deformations caused 

by lifting the pot while damp and soft, or the 

warping which occurred during the firing were not so 

much regarded as flaws but as natural outgrowths of the 

making process. Some Chinese and Korean potters 

achieved a similar spontaneous accidental quality. 

But although this quality may have been arrived at 

accidentally it was often repeated intentionally so 

that these beautiful effects could be achieved again. 

Some Western critics of Oriental art have apologized 

for these so called imperfecti0ns but such expressions 

of -opinion merely eA:p0Se the cri tic's lack of insi.ght. 

As Eer~ard Leci~h says, 'The Far Eastern point of ~iew 

is that all these qualities can be used and that they 

are incidental to natur0 rather thqn accidental to man.,(15) 

Daniel Rhodes speaks of thi~ ·q~ality of enj0y-

ment of pottery in the E&at as ~n art form rather than 



as ~ociethin~ used eithe£ for ostentation or for 

merely utilitarian or humdru~ pur~oses. The 

Japanese potters obvio~sly practised their craft 

18 

with gusto and enjoyment ••• It is out of the actual 

process of p~tting alld art of ~he attitudes, values, 

skills, and sensitivity of the potter to his material 

that the real meaning of the pottery finds embodiment~ 

This is in contrast to much European pottery, which 

is more planned out in .advance, more "desi~ned", and 

which depends on craftsmanship merely to carry out 

an idea already established, rather than to create 

the idea along with the pot. Japanese pottery must 

be understood in terms of the way it is used. The 

Japanese value pottery as they would any other art 

form, and the fact that pottery is useful in certain 

ways does not make them think the less of it •.• Art 

in other words is allowed to enter into and to fructify 

all phases of life.,(16) 

The tAa ceremcny ~s it was uractised in the 

Sixteentc Century in Japan had a very import3nt influence 

cn pottery. The ceremony in the regi~ni~s, before it 

became m0re elaborate an~ _£radually degenerated into a 

soci~l ~ccomplishment, was a formal relaxation and 
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appreciation of simple, natural beauty and the ~ottery 

used embodied this ideal of simple austerity and 

humility and sensitive awareness of the transient 

beauty of the visible world. The ceremonial vessels 

comprised small jars for holding the powdered tea, 

bowls for infusing and drinkin~ it, a vessel for waGer, 

a fire-pot for burning charcoal, incense boxes, a 

vase for a flowering spray and dishes for cakes. The 

style most favoured by the tea masters tended to be 

very unassuming and without artificial refinements. 

'Today there is a narrow dogmatism concernin~ the tea 

ceremony as to the unchangin~ principles to which 

"good" [;ottery should conform and an insistence upon a 

single standard of beauty ••. Instead of discoverin~ 

beauty as a state which may be attained by an e~dless 

procession of different f9~ms, .the new tea-masters and 

critics define it as conformity with a single standard, 

arbitrarily chosen but claimed as an absolute. Like 

the concept of unchanging goodness and other abstract 

quaIl tie s, it ).5 of verbal ori?"in only. I (1?) 

S0ience cind Pottery ---- ~.-------. 

The fluid, spontaneous quality of these pots 

wa.:~ achieved by the manner i!1 wnic~ they were made •. 
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In ou~ present society the trend has been since the 

scientific and industrial re7olutions for man to wo~k 

against nature and try to actieve a dominatl0n over it. 

So that when wares are made nowaddYs they are shaped 

and moulded entirely a~corUing to the will of their 

maker. There is no possibtlity of form and desi~n 

emerging out of the fluidity of the substances that 

go into its making. Today industrial potteries and · 

most potters work according to strict formulae which 

have been rationally organized and scientifically 

proved, and so can expect definite results. Earlier 

potters, on the other hand, worked with their materiale 

rather than manipulated them. They worked to no set 

patterns but with an intuitive feeling for the 

flexible nature of their materials. They allowed their 

pots and their forms and shapes to grow freely rather 

than b~ made. Bernard Leach says, 'In looking for 

the best approach to pottery it seems reasonable to 

exp~ct that beauty will emerge from a fusion of the 

indj.vi0ual character and culture of the potter with the 

nature of hiE materials clay, pigment, glaze 

and his management of the fire, an~ that consequently 

we may h~pe to find in good pots thos~ innnte qualit!es 

we most admire in people.,(18) 

Today scientific knowledge is inc~easingly being 
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substituted for intuition as the chief vehicle for 

artistic creativity. Earlier potters did nnt possess 

such scientific knowledge. The shapes and designs 

of their pots were the products of generations of 

experience. The knowledge was not learnt as a potter 

must learn . today but rather was handed down. Th~ 

chemical composi~ion of his materials remained 

compl~tely unknown to him. He was aware only that a 

certain earth with a certain physical character from 

a particular locality might, under certain conditions, 

produce a desired colour. This intuitive and practical 

approach was obviously necessary because scientific 

knoVlledf~e was limi ted. But it would have been foreip:n 

to his way of thinking to dissect his ~aterials and 

analyse them. For .him art and science were closely 

fused. The process of pottery makin~ was a unified 

activity and the pots were valued in religious and 

aesthetic terms and not for their monetary exchange 

value. 

Today the potter lives in an age when ~cientific 

knowledge of his materials is 'not limited and be is 

faced \~i th ::In abun1a:lce of ___ materials, tools and 

techni~ves. In an effo~t to ma~a the best possible use 

of all these he fails to maste~ an~ sin~le one. 



Today 'there is no tradition or artistic tradition 

guiding the potter. 'llhere is no religion to which 

22 

the activity of pot making i~ intimately co~nected. 

There is' a tradi tion of sorts, buJ~ it is only an 

industrigl, scientific tra~iti~nwhich cuts man off 

from the roots of his existence and destroys that 

unitary conception of the cosmos from which the most 

richly creative epochE have come in the past. Pots · 

no longer have r~ligious significance and what 

aesthetic quality they do have is generally subordinate 

to their utilitarian value. Crock~ry today is bought 

to be used. This emphasis on its utilitari.an value 

has meant that pottery, like all other 'commodities' 

has become subject to various economic forces. 

Technological development and the division of labour 

has meant that goods can now be produced 'en masse'. 

The making of pots has fallen into this. Pots have 

become the product of carefully controlled scientific 

formulae, reliable machines and carefully analysed 

materi~ls so that the ac~ivity of making nc lon~er 

contains any element of chance and follows such a 

predetermined pat 'cern t~at their pots have become 

divorce0 from man and from nature. MCl7eover this 

scientific certqinty has meant that ~ota can be maQC 
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with ~ smooth uniformity and meticulcus finish. 

These products have ·~headva~tage of being cheap 

and they are also superficially attractive ln an a~e 

when culture is being increasin~ly intellectuelized. 

Such a civilization is sce~tic~l about that whjch 

cannot oe rationally constr~cted. 'Rationalism 

signifies the belief in the data of critical 

under'standing ( that is, the "reason") alone. In 

the springtime men could say ncredo quia ~bsurdumlt, 

because they were certain that the comprehensible 

and the incomprehensible are both necessary constituents 

of the world ••• But now a secret jealousy breeds 

the notion of the Irrational that which, as 

incomprehensible is therefore valueless. It may be 

scorned openly as superstition, or privately as 

metaphysic. Only critically established understanding 

processes value. And secrets are merely evidences of 

ignorance. The new secretless reli3ion is in its 

highest potentialit~es called wisdom, its priests, 

philosuphers, and its adherents "Ed.ucated people u .,(19) 

4. Industria.! C~2.tu~ 

It is this intellectualized cl-.lture that ha~ 

cre;~ed tts machine and it is the machine that has 
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enslaved man. In our present age, as 8pen~ler points 

out, 'The peasant, the hard worker, even the lliercnan~ 

appear suddenly as inessentiel in comparison with the 

three great figures that the Maohine has bred and 

trained up in the cause of its development; the 

entrepreneur, the engineer, the factorv worker. ,(20) 

So that in his attempt to master his environment man 

had be~ome the slave of his techni1ues • . Earlier man 

did not try to master nature but to work in 

communion witn it. Nor was he the slave of his 

techniques but rather worked in intimate colla.boration 

with them. 

A necessary concomitant of this industrialized 

culture is the growth of the city. Mechanized mass-

pr0duction can only be carried on in a factory. 

Factories can only function in cities. So peasants whose 

existence had previcusly beeri rooted in the soil are 

drawn into the belt of urban civilization. A~~in 

Spengler describes the effect of this transition. 

'In place of a type-true people, born of and grown 

on th~ soil, ~h~re is A new sort of nomad. cohcrin~ 

unstabl.r in flllid !;lacses, ~he parasi tical ci ty (l\-Jellers, 

tra~ittcnless, utterly 8att3r-o!-f~ct, reli~ionless, . 
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~lever, unfruitful, deenlv contemptuous of the 

coun~ry man.,(21) Workin~ in industry carrvin~ o~t 

a millutely specialized task the wor~cer is unable 'to 

realise h~s ,creative capacities. He works in a 

stbte cf alienation frem himself. This is partly 

because his work is not his O',vD spontaneous activi ty 

but rather labour mainly in the interests of others. 

It is partly because the work ~e can be credited with 

is carried out by machines. And it is partly because 

the labourer is working not to realize any creative 

potential bat to satisfy his need for money. Money 

is another force destroying th~ unitary cosmos of 

Man, God and Nature. It separates man from God 

because he has come to worship money and it senarates 

man from nature because man has come to value nature 

not for its own sake but for its industrial potential 

and so as a possible source of , monetary income. 

Spengler sees money as a~ 'inorganic and 

'acstract magnitude, entirely disconnected from the 
~22\ 

notion of the fruitfvl earth and the nrimi~iv6 values." I 

In Rn urba~ civi!ization man has to possess ~oney 

to stay alive and so its i~portance is streasdd. But 

there is no doubt that money un1~rmined the natu~aJ. 

roots of man's e~istence. Primitive societias valued 



objects, whether they were in a natural or ·a 

manufactured state, for their inherent quality. In 

mone~ cultures thes~ objects are valued in abstract 

monetary terms which ere ccmpletely divorced from 

th~ir ~atural qualitieB. Moreover the m0ney factor 

intrudes upon the manufacturing process and motives 

of producers and makers of objects. Man,before the 

technological age made object~ to satisfy a creative 

need, to serve a reli~ious nurpose and. to answer 

utilitarian needs. Today mari still has a need to 

work creativly but, as has been said in our industrial 

sY3te~s, this is virtually impossible. The individual 

craftsman potter today may be aule to work to his 

own satisfacti6n, but he will be able to do little 

more. His potterv will only meet the needs of a 

small minority. So that any notion of these pots 

possessing a religious or aesthetic significance for 

the whole society is quite out o!: place. Mcreover 

the same economic forces makin~ for mass-production 

force the individu~l potter ~nto isolation. He can 

no longer belon~ to a tradition bvt c~n only exist 

as a tradition in himself. In~~ed thi~ hsvpens not 

only to craft':;ILp.n but to OiailY artists. The peoyle 

~'ho resent the .eterile unifcrmi ty of our j.ndustrial 

I 

I 
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culture aenire towards a kind of ~ersonal ori~inality, 

and work, like the few craftsman potters, in isolation. 

Their work is essen~ially a reaction against the 

nature of Western cul"Lure rather than a part of a 

tr~dit~6n. Artists in early cultures had no such 

concern for originality. As said before Chinese 

potters were content to carryon a tradition. They 

continued the wo~k of their predecessors in new 

directions. But in fact each one of their creative 

works, however similar it may have seemed on the 

surface, was more original and individual and more 

vital than much of the supposedly original works of 

today. 
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PART II 

TECHNOLOGICA~ AGES 

1. European PotterL.of the 17th and 18th Centuries 

In ~any ways the Seventeenth and Eighteenth 

Centuries were a turnin~ point in Western history. 

This is also true of pottery. Both technically and 

aesthetically European pottery has always lag~ed 

far behind Oriental pottery. But before the Eighteenth 

Century European pottery did belong to a tradition. 
"j 

This ~as essentially a peasant tradition of craftsmen, 

who worked.almost entirely within ~ccepted styles 

and who did not think of themselves as artists. In 

China and the Far East the art of the potter has always 

been held in equal honour with that of the painter 

or sculptor. Whereas Oriental potters were patronized 

by the court and porcel8.in was highly valued as a 

precious material, in Europe pottery was not much used 

by the nobility who preferred wares of pewter, wood 

or silver to th0 insanitary, coarse earthenwo.res which 

ware the best the European potter ~ad to offer. 

European potter:)- was th3refore l&rrrely an expression 

of thE: l"leens and tastes of -the peasantry rather than 

of the upper classes ann the ch~racter of the ware 



tends to be earthy, robust and casual. Among the 

best of the peasant traditicns were the salt-glazed 

stonewares of GermaLY. These jugs, 'steins' and 

tankards :iere made for a beer-Iovtng people, Rnd 

the pottery although it incorporates much fine 

detail is broad, sure and full of vitality. This 

salt-glazed stonew~re tradition reached England in 

the Seventeenth Century. John Dwight, who set up a 

pottery at Fulham in the late Seventeenth Century, 

produced salt-glazed wares, mugs, tankards and 

teapots in a sturdy, vigorous style which was quite 

English in character. Daniel Rhodes says of this 
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pottery, 'The early l"ulham war-~, a di rec t and hones t 

expression of contemporary tastes and needs, remai!ls 

one of the finest achievements of English pottery.' 

A similar pottery centre was at Staffordshire, where 

the Eighteenth Century stonewa~e production developed 

rapidly and salt-glazed figurinee were also made in 

a true folk art style which was more genuine than the 

sophisticated fi~ureE made at that time on the Ccntinen~. 

but aJth0u~h this tradition rersisted into the 

Eighteenth Century, the new treljds wer8 alrcaJ7' beg inninv: 

to intrude. .tn Germanv the Qual ;.t-v of the forms and 
• ~ t .. 
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the decoration of the stoneware pottery deteriorated 

in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries. In p~rt 

this was the result of the influence of the then 

p'opular rococo style in design, which led to an over­

elaboration and an excessive preoccupaticn with 

surface effects. In England, too, the sturdy and 

indigenous pottery tradition as typified by the 

earthenwares and stonewares maie prior to 1750 was 

lost, and throughout the Nineteenth Century the 

English potteries poured out vast quantities of 

pretentious, over-elaborate and imitative work. It 

was towards the middle of the Eighteenth Century 

that the pottery industry in England changed radically. 

The old handicraft methods at Staffordshire could no 

longer meet the demands of a growing population and 

the industrial revolution radically altered the whole 

method and character of producition. The coming of 

steam power and the division of labour were the two 

most revolutionary features of this chan~e in the field 

of pottery. Josiah :vedgwood, who intrcduccd po~·/er 

machinery and more exact contrcls ovpr the firing 

processes, was a prime mover iT' u3heI'in~ ill the 

scientific 2Ld technical a~p of . pottery, and this was 

::'esponsi ble largely for grc.:.tt cllanges in desip;n. 'rable·· 
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ware became more functional and more simple. Oil the 

oth9r hand the neo-classical spirit led to the makin~ 

of the fashionable "art ware" pieces. 

Technical knowledge coming from the" continent 

accumulated, and during the Eigh~e9nth Century English 

industrialpottaries gained control over the whole 

range of pottery substance and decoration. And so 

they hchieved a scientific mastery over thai~ mat6rial~ 

and processes which was to destroy that more person~l 

and natural framework within which earlier potters 

worked. 

2. " Eastern Influences 

European potters did not only imitate classical 

styles but also tried to imitate Chinese pottery. In 

the Seventeenth Century the contact between the jest 

and the East was increased by the tradin~ activities 

of the Dutch East India Company. This contact had 

ill-effects on the pottery of both the West and the 

East. The late Ming wares of ~he Seventeenth Century 

were marle in respcnse to the demands of the export 

trade rather than in keeping with Chinese taste~ T~ey 

becdme more and more affected ar-d ornate and in fact 

re;_'.!.ected China's cultl1ral decline. 'By the ti~e 
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stonewares and porcelai:: were being made in Europe, 

ceramic art was alresrtv deca1ent in China, after 

more than a thousand years of high achievement. Until 

quite recently, technical achieve@ent in Euro~ean 

ceramics meantlearninr; to do ,::hat had already been 

done in the Orient. And it must be admitted that it 

was usually done better in the Orient. ,(25) Attemnts 

were made to imitate porcelain but the use of feldspar 

as a pottery material was unknown until the Ei~hteenth 

Century. Very little information came from China 

on porcelain-making and it was only in the Eighteenth 

Century that porcelain pieces were made in Europe for 

the aristocra~y. Although the substance of porcelain 

could now be made the designs were intended to 

please the tastes of the nobility and wealttwaristocrats 

and this to a large extent accounted for the character 

of the ware which from the first tended to be comple~, 

elaborate, pretentious and not very functional. As 

Rhodes points out, 'Court life in the eighteenth century 

was ma~'kcd by elaborate pageantry and the ceramic 

pieces' which graced the tables, Dideboards and mantles 

of the aristocrats were intended t~ dis~lay if nothing 

else a lavish richness of form, decor~tjon arid colou~.,(24) 

The artistlc tradition of the time waG ~uite unsuitsi 
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to the making of porcele.:.n. In Europe in the 

Eighteenth Century the Ba.roqtle style of art was in 

full swing and the ornate elahorntecharacte~ of 

Baroque silver was quite out of keeping with t~e . 

tradition of Chinese porcelain. 'It is interesting 

to speculate on what would have happened if porcelain 

had been introduced into Europe during the Renaissance 

or during Gothic times. Perhaps an entirely different 

tradition would have taken root then, one not based 

to such an extent on ostentation, over-elaboration, 

and surface finish. ,(25) The Western aristocracy had 

not previously valued clay pottery for its aesthetic 

quality, and they preferred pieces of gold and silver, 

which in both ecclesiastical and aristocratic circles 

were the main touchstones of wealth. Hence the new 

court pottery tended to be influenced by the style of 

these gold and silver pieces whose highly intricate 

and ornamented styles were fore~gn to the Chinese 

tradition and an abuse of their whole ideal of pottery. 

The growin~ contact between West and East had 

an equally bad influence on Chines~ pottery. IronicallY, 

naive Euronean i~itations of Chineee wares filtered 

into China. The Chinese were fascinated by these 



designs which were noveltie3 to them. For a ti~e 

under Emperor Yung Chin~ Western styles beca~e t~e 

fashion. 

3. Mass Crockery and the Craftsman Potter 

The Eighteenth Century saw not only the onset 

of the industrial and scientific revolutions but also 

the b~~innin~ of the rise of the bourgeoisie. ~ith 

the scientific and industrial revolution£ came a 

deterioration in the quality of pottery, and with the 

rise of the bourgeoisie came a corresponding 

de~eneration of taste which patronized this inferior 

art. Tile ma}.:ing of pots became ra.tionalized and 

intellectualized within the industrial framework of 

the factory system and mass production. Whereas 

in earlier times the artistic ~nd scientific aspects 

of making pots had been inseparable, in the past three 

centuries the artistic as~ect has not only become 

separated from the scientific but also been subordinated 

to it. There is no longer any room for the craftsman 

who cal:nct ~:-()duce at the pace of the factory belt 

and whose final products are too ex~ensive and generally 

do :lot ILleet the taste of the majori ty. But \oJhile the 

factory system of mass-production has brought ab0ut a 



deter~oration tn artisttc quality it has brough.t 

satisfaction to a ppople whose cultural ethos depen1s 

upon material comforts and gains. 

Ber~ard Leach gives a clear stat~ment of the 

problem. He shows how the hOllialy workshop life has 

given way to specializaticn and mass-production. He 

goes on to say 'for that no individual can be praised 

or blamed; like many another institution it arose 

in response to a human need, moving rarallel on the 

one hand with the slew progress of economic democr~cv 

and on the other with an unprecedented rise in the 

population. But although we have now reacried a point 

where for the first time in history we are able to 

produce enough and more than enough for all, the trouble 

from the artist's or craftsman's, or for that matt~r 

any sane person's point of view, is not only that the 

proble~ of eguitable distribution in unsolved, but 

that so illany of the things we have contrived to make 

are' inhuman.' (26) It is true there is scope for 

improv~ment in our industrial pottery and very recently 

c start has bean made toward a clesic.;n for mass--croduced 

poti;er'y which decenas nE.i th8r on tlJ.e shape or character 

of hand made things nor on an outworn tradition of 



ele~alJce, gentil-i t:v and refinemen t. As Daniel 

Rhodes says, 'what js needed in the desi~n of 

factory-made goods is an und~rstanding of cnth the 

potentials cf machine production in terms of lo~m, 

and of the realities of fu~ction in terms of presen~­

day living_,(27) But while there is room for 

improvement mass-produced pottery will never be able 

to escape from the artistic limitations of the factory 

system. Wherever pots are produced by a system of 

specialized labour and where the maker is separated 

from his product by machines and where the form and 

design of the final product is rigidly determined by 

scientific formulae there is no possibility of a 

pot having that quality of individual strength and 

vitality which was common to the pottery of early 

cultures. Mass-produced pottery has not only brought 

a deterioration in the artistic quality of pottery 

but it has also had an undesir~ble influence upon the 

craftclman potter. 1s has been shown the craftsman 

potter was al~eady bein~ forced out of existence by 

economic circumstances. But some potte~s have 

continued to work.!,n a qu~si-craftBman 'tradi tion' • 

These the artist potters of today_ Theirs however 

is HO r~al t:radi tion. The:y are not -~ roducing pots .t'Jr 



a whole people. They are merely individ~als 

satisfying their own personal artistic convictions. 

;J( 

Therefore there is a situation where pottery 

is domina.ted by a number of individual industrialists 

who are lar~lY indifferent to aesthetic consIderations. 

The old type of craftsman has ~iven way not only to 

the f~ctory but also to the artist-craftsman potters 

who, while they are concerned about aesthetic 

considerations, are influenced by all tastes, all 

designs, all techniques and all traditions. The 

strong traditions or local crafts of pottery are 

replaced by endless influences. Thus this new pottery 

cannot 1.J~ssess that strength which early pottery had 

by virtue of the fact that it represented a whole 

culture. But given the present cultural trends and 

the economic circumstances of our evervday life this 

quasi-craftsman's 'tradition' is the best to which 

the modern potter can aspire. 

Bernard IJeach is one Twentietb Century pot ter 

who belongs to thi& 'trsditioni. In his wor~ A Potter's 

Book he jU3ti:ies his &pvl'oach: 'in a machine age 

artis t ~.r:::.ftsmon, workin~ pri ll1arl1y Vo!i th their hands 

repr3sen~ a natural reaction vaJid as individual 



eX~erience, and they sh~uld be the source of creative 

design for mass-produetion ~hether they work in 

conjunction with industry or not.,(2d) Le~ch could 

see that the real secret of Orier.tal pottery lay in 

its integral tradition and the continuity of Oriental 

culture. But in Leach's eyes the fact that this 

tradition is lost and the continuity broken is no 

cause for despair. It is still possible to adapt 

the technical means of the old Chinese and Japanese 

potters who cade a simple use of their natural 

materials and resources. The modern potter must 

work in the same spirit using the same kind of 

materials in a straightforward and natural way. Leach 

himself made a careful study of Oriental techniques. 

He was born in the Orient and returned there as a 

young artist in 1911. He studied the ancient wares 

of Jap3n and China, started his own pottery shop, 

experimen ted wi th oriental wayr; of formin~, decorating 

and firing, and in ~i~ work tried to interpret the 

spirit of old methods in modern terms. After the 

First t~crld ~\jar, LdCiCh returned +'0 En(7.land and started 

his pottery at St. Ives who.re he llsed a wood-burnin~ 

kiln modelled on the Japanese chamber kiln, and began 

making hi~h-fired stonewares. 



· Leach is fully ~ware of the ~bsence of a 

sin~le tradition and the presence of a number of 

diverse influences with which the modern potter hss 

to contend: 'we craftsme~, who heve been callp.d 

artist, have the whole worlJ to draw upon for 

incenti7e beauty. It is difficult enough to keep 

one's head in this maelstrom, to live truly and 

work sanely without that sustaining or steadying 

power of tradition, which guided all applied art in 

the past. In my own particular case the problem has 

been conditioned by my havin~ been born in China and 

edJcated in England. I have had for this reason two 

extremes of culture to draw upon, and it was this 

which caused me to return to Japan, where the synthesis 

of East and West has gone farthest. ,(29) But 

whereas Leach is influenced by the Oriental tradition 

he rejects outright the blind imitation of Chinese 

pottery: 'influences from aliee cultures,' he writes, 

'ei·ther upon art or industry must pass throu~h an 

org~nic assim~lation before they C3n become part and 

pare e1 of our r;rowtt.... This happens, mor~over, only 

when they supply en inh8rent need, and is usually 

inaugurated by the enthusfasru and pro.i'·ound c'onviction 
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of men who have themselves succeeded in making the 

synt~esis. The superficial imitation of early 

Chinese shapes, patterns~ colours and techniques 

signify nothing unless new life e~er~es from the 

fresh ~ombination. The temptation for the individual 

petter is to stand back with the paralysis of 

frustration in the face of such a sea of change, but 

we cannot afford to wait until the tide of a new 

culture rises.,(30 ) 

Daniel Rhodes sees the situation of the modern 

potter in the same terms as Bernard Leach. He 

discerns the break down of tradition and the trend 

towards individualism. 'The.modern artist,' he 

writes, 'no matter in which country he works and no 

matter what medium he ChO(I·3es to work in, is essentiall:-rt 

without artistic roots, and his task is more to create 

a tradition, than to expand all existir:g one.,(31 ) 

He goes on to say that it is un~easonable to expect 

potterytodoy to conform to any sin~le standard as 

it did in past eras and he even beliRves it advantageous 

to the ffic~ern potter that the present conditions make 

possible do mc.ximum freedoll!. for indivic'Julity and 

imagination: 'In many wayq th3 ' craft of potterY bas 
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been revitallzed during the past p:enerD.tion by the 

cre~tive work of individuals who found in it ways of 
(32) 

saying new things." 

Bernard Leach says that the potter today should 

try to follow the early- oriental potter-s in making a 

~imple use of natural ~aterials and resources. A 

Twentieth Century American potter, Henry Varnum Poor, 

has tried to do just this. R&~cting against the 

industrial pottery made with scientific certainty, 

Poor says that his own technical knowledge of pottery 

will 'always be on a rule of thumb, skill of hand, or 

primitive trial and error basis rather than on one 

proceeding from a knowledge of chemistry, or exact 

technical processes which knowledge I do not have. 

Althou~h I have often regretted this lack of knowled~e, 

I have become more convinced thrcugh the years that 

this lack may have been an as~et.,(33) He emphasises 

the iwportance of technical simnlicity: 'of the 

ecc umula ti on of the art of all ages wi th which \'1e 

live,the multiplicity of techniques a~d materials, 

you must be con~ent to leave a ~r~at 1eal a10n9.,(34 ) 

And again he says, 'technical ~e~fectjon c~n~ot give 

life to deed forms and dry u_e~i~n. Only love ca~ create 
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a living thing; knowledge is not encu~h.,(35) He 

urges potters to make use of the most natural mater~als 

in the way that the early potters did, and ~e 

emphasises tnat the most common ffiay be the richest 

mater-ials from which to ma~e r3.re and beautiful 

objects. He delights in the mystery surrounding the 

art of pcttery: 'the use of clay and the development 

and refinements of the whole art of pottery-making 

come frem such remote antiquity, and so much precede 

any corresponding development or the exact sciences, 

which mig:ht codify and explain what went on in the 

fire and what c3used these transformations, that the 

aura of mystery and of the unknc~vn and miraculo~s 

has always enveloped pottery-making.' (36) 

Like Leach and Rhodes, Varnum Poor underst~nds 

the nature of our civilization and its imnlications 

for the potter. He sees how 'the forces of technique, 

of mass-production, of conformity in all that surrounds 

us 'physically determines ~ur creative 1ife.,(37) And 

he seed how in reacticn a~ainst the growing uniformity 

and uni versa.Ii tv 01' O~.1r culture are t 3ncinfT towards 

an extreme and self-consc;ious indi\ridt79.1ism. Tbis 

self-conscio~ s search for ori~inalitv he sees as a 



curse of our tirrle. But at the same time he realises, 

lik~ Leach and Rhoces, that the potter must necessarily 

creat.e his own trad2.tion. Foor's own personal tradition 

involves d. warmer and closer relationship witn the 

po~ter's natural materials and greater tAchnical 

siniplici ty. 

Bernard Leach was the pri~e mover behind this 

ne\"i artist pottery. Many others have followed in his 

footsteps in the Twentieth Century. Amongst the most 

recent of these is Lucie Rie. Her pots have their 

roots in classical and oriental ceramics, but they 

are vibrantly modern and belong essentially to the 

present day. Another follower of this tradition is 

Hans Coper. Although his pottery shows no Oriental 

influence his philosophy cf pottery does. He avoided 

experimental work for its own sake and valued the timeless 

Quality of pottery. He believed pottery through the 

ages has likened ~an with his activities and environment 

and provides a continuous thread connecting the past 

and the future. 8hoji-Hamada, a Japan~se potter, is 

also linkpd with the Leach school. Early in his 

career h~ copducted sci~ntific experiments i~to the 

composition of the glazes of early Chinese pottsry. 



But ~e uses this knowledge only as an aid to hie high­

fired stoneware, in which he works almost ex~lusivelv. 

His glazed surfaces are achieved simply and the powe~ 

of his wurk comes not from any unusual or spectacular 

eff~cts but from a relaxed and spontaneous y?t mas~erful 

command of .form, to~ether with ~n ability to impart to 

each piece some accent and moment of rare insi~ht. 

4. E~~rging Attitudes' 

All these potters tried to create their own 

individual tradition. They appreciate the fact that 

the conditions for an artistic tradition embracing 

the whole of our society' have been destroyed by the 

increasing e~phasis on materialism, science and 

industry. In contrast to this the manufacturers of 

~~ss-produced crockery and many potters have lost contact 

with the essential elements ofpot.tery and have fallen 

out of understandin~ with the 'raw materials' of the 

art. The tradition that exists today is only a 

tradition of uniformity and superficiality. The putter 

wishing to Cr€dt~ pots of an itidividual artistic quality 

must t~y to ~scape this so-callad tradition rather than 

work w~thin it in the way early potters did. H3nce he 

has to work in isolation usin~ his owti personal 

techniques and pl':.r·suing his own convic ti ons • Be::-n3.rd 



Lea~h and his followers; both the old and new groups, 

and tile Americans, Daniel Rhodes and Henry Varaum Foor 

are all me~ who have a common attitude. Ea~h in his 

own personal way is contributing ~owards this attitude. 

Varnum Foor says, 'Ren~wal of contact with our work is 

the most necessary of all n::oti vati ons to fresh creati on c · •• 

Understandin~ for an artist should be mostly of the heGrt 

and the eyes and the hands rather than of the head.,(38) 

Only in this way can the mod~rn potter escape the sterile 

uniformity of industrial pottery and su~ceed to a small 

degree in regaining that richness, vitality and artistic 

quality which were the hallmarks of most pottery in 

the pre-technological a~e. 'Today we must take what 

we find in good pottery and use it to the fullest extent~ 

We must not be restrained by prejudice or precedent .•• 

It does not matter ~hether what we find has the sanction 

of either the past or the present. The ~rowth of 

forms, the tooth of fired clay~ its earthiness or its 

quartzlike quaJ.ity, its burnt or rocky colours, the 

unctuc~s or i~y glow of ~laze •.• These qualities in 

pots are the ra~ materials of the art and ara the colour3 

and textures Het e;nly of pots but of the earth itself. 

Ever"y gcod pot is a net'f landscape.' C3g) 



PART III 

A PERSCNAL ~FFROAJrr -----------------

Tn the past year I have attempted in ~y 

own practical work to adopt the approach of the 

crefts~an potterp, towards the renewal of contact 

with the essential elements of pottery. I had. a 

personal wish to make ~lazes out of vegetable and 

wood Bsh. I gathered the wood to be conve~ted into 

ash from trees and bushes in the Eastern Cape 

particularly in the areas around Grahamstown and 

Hogsback. I have much enthusiasm for, and have gained 

much pleasure from, usin~ the common-nlace materials 

of the earth in the making of glazes. I made no 

close scientific analysls of either the ingredients 

of.these ~lazes or th~ processes by which they are 

achieved. iIE:uce my work was lar~ely conducted on a 

basis of trj.al and error, experiment ' and experience. 

By wOI'kinf~ : in this 'Nay, I vias not constricted 

by the cb.emical formulae 61' the ~laze.3 nor diverted 

into attehJ('i.;s to add much to the ash or calculate 



glazes and fix results. I found it better to explore 

the possibilities of the ash by working directly wit~ 

it in simple recipes, and making sli~ht variations of 

these ac~ording to the different ashes. Not knowing 

what results these ashes would give, and knowing tnat 

this experimental method would take longer than a 

more scientific approach I felt that this was the best 

way t~ enable me to find the qualities of these 

glazes rather than to determine them. A closer 

analysis of the composition of individual ashes will 

be of value at a later time when only a few ashes can 

be corcentrated on and the recipes improved and 

perfect~d. 

·To bring out the best ~ualities of these 

a;:-;hes I found that an electric kiln was inadequate. 

I burnt the various bushes and woods I had collected, 

sieved and washed the ashes, and tested them at a 

high tSillperature 1280° centigrade, in an electric 

kiln. The results were very unifoT'1!, all the gla~8s 

being a ratL8r transparent pale brown or tan. This 

was because lnc heat from an electric kiln is a 

static radiat~ng ~e&t. There is no mov~ment of air 

or ga~ through the kilr.'. Il'te etmcsphere of the kiln 

is oxidizing and there are no carbon gases in the 

..... --- .------~~~~,..,-------------.. 
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chamber as with a wood-burning kiln. A reducin~ 

atm0sphere that is a cloudy, smoky atmosphere 

containiDg a certain amount of carbon, and carbon­

monoxide, and only a limited amount of oxygen, cannot 

be achieved in the electric kiln without dama~irig ~he 

elements. .(To eliminate the ox:"{gen in the electrie 

kiln, charcoal or oil soaked cloth or damp wood-tapers 

are plunged into the kiln chamber during firin~ to 

produce flame.) In kilns burning oil, gas or wood a 

reduction atmosphere can be created easily. In this 

reduction-firing glazes mel t and clays mature in this 

atmosphere of unburnt fuel in the form of carbon and 

carbon-L'onoxide, and causes the oxides of the meta.ls 

which may be present in the glazes to 'reduce' to their 

pure state. Iron and copper for instance will be brown 

and green in oxidation and red and grey or blue in 

reduction. Other metals and minerals react in different 

ways. The clear fire of oxidation causes the oxides 

of the metals to give colour to the glRzes, and the 

smoky or reducinF flame causes the rne~al itself to 

give tbp colour that is, the oxides of the metals 

in reduction leave the metals to unite with the 

flcdtin~ particles of c3rbon in the atmosphere of th~ 

kij.'1. 



49 

Therefore I built my own downdraft wood-burning 

kiln. A good kiln cannot be built strictly :'acccrdil1g 

to the bool~fI as there are many variable factors, such 

as the climate and geographical environm~nt,which have 

to be taken into account. It is by a close personal 

understandin~ of the kiln that a gradual progresR 

towards a good firing performance can be achieved. 

2. Tue 'Kiln 

I designed and built a temporary kiln shell 

not usin~ fire clay mortar. In this way I coulc make 

adjustments and alter the position of the bricks where 

necess~TY and make the final plan for the permanent 

construction of the kiln. 

The high temperatures, 1250° - 1300° ce~tjgrade, 

required to melt ash glazes necessitated a downdraft 

kiln ulan. With this type of kiln the flame and heat 

is drawr. on a long path before it can escape up the 

tall chimney. Most of the he~t is thus conserved and 

builds up in tne kiln chamber ~here the pots are packed. 

The fle~e frnm the wood in the fire bex passes up and 

over and throl1gh the b9.ffle wall, betwebn the puts and 

she I.ves and alon~ -ijhe c.u.rve of the roof (my kiln has 

a stepped curve) and i3 then forced to collect i~ a 



groove alon~ the middle of the floor of the cha~ber. 

Frcm there it passes out throu~h the openin~ to the 

chimney at the opposite end to the baffle wall. 

a) The Plan. The foundations - six lay~rs of 

builders bricks - were laid on very hard sub--soil. 

The fire box, kiln chamber and chixney were made 

of special fireclay bricks which can withstand a 

high ~~at. Fire clay mortar was used to level them 

and to fill the cracks between the bricks. (After the 

first firing this mortar has no binding quality so tne 

inner structure of fire-bricks must balance and hold 

together on its own.) . The kiln chamber was 18" by 

18" by 22" &nd the chimney 10' high with a damper 6' 

up. Two inches awa~ from the inner structure of 

firebricks a wall was built up with builders bricks 

and the space between was pack~d with ash mixed with 

clay qS an insulation. Some of the fireclay b~icks 

jutted out through this insulating layer and porne of 
~.\ .. 

the builders bricks jutted inwards. This was to form 

a link here and there b~tween thetwolayerR so that 

under the ex~ansion c aused by the great heat of the 

firin~, the k~ln walls could ~ove together. On the 

top of the kiln vermiculitp was packsd and covered 
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with tnick clay tiles. The whole kiln, excepting 

the cnimney above th8 roof, was plastered over 

with a thick layer of ash and clay as a further 

insulation and weather-proofing. This layer ba~ 

,/1 

to be patched during the f!rinp as the clay shrank 

and cracked. The arch of the roof had to be made. by 

balancing bricks and could not be curved a~ there 

were DO shaped brick8 available at the time. The 

d60r of the kiln was built up after the kiln was 

packed with fire bricks and then a thick layer of 

clay was smeared over. A round spy hole was placed 

in a suitable place in the door,in between bricks,and 

had a fitting bung. The temrerature cones could be 

seen through this spy hole when the bung was removed 

and it was large enough to allow test rings to be 

d.ra\·m out on a long rod during the firing. The 

chimnS7 end of the kiln was exposed to the prevailing 

wind and the fire box side was protected by a high bank. 

b) Improvements to the Kiln. After the 

first few firin~s I cbangad the fire box mouth which 

uas low down and on the side. Inateac.1 of feeding in tile 

,,'ood piece by piece the dOOl' vias crJan~ed to the roof 

of the fire box. (The door vas made frcm the door 0: 
an old. woed Btove with a long '~i "('e hanc~le attachedi;o 



enable easy opening and closing in the ~reat he~t.) 

Wood could then be dro pped in in small loads fro~ 

above and rolled on to the slightly sloping grate. 

The ash pit was deepened by a foot. This pit runs the 

whole length of the fire box, and has two opl?m.ngs. 

one on either side. When it wac de epened more oxygen 

could be sucked in under the grate and the accumulation 

of hot ashes and coals heats this air before reaching 

the wood pieces. 

Another 5' of asbestos tubing 6" in diameter 

was added to the chimney and this cuts the firing time 

do~n from 24 hours to between 15 to 18 hours, as this 

makes a stronger draft which burns the wood more Quickly. 

c) The firin~ process. The firing time 

vr.:ries considerably with the weathe r. The kiln fires 

\vell in clear windy weather, and very slowly, using a 

lot o~ wood,if the weather is misty, damp or stj.ll. 

The f:i.r~ is sta:r·ted off SIO~·'ly, p.:radually building 

up the heat. The fire is then stokp.d every 15 u.i~utes 

or so. As the tt)'~f;el'ature ano. fire builds up in 

the kiln 'i;he .,teadv roar of the fire gets deeper and. 

the orun~e flhL! frc~ the chi mney becomes taller and 

whi'i;er. This cont~nues for 5 t"l 6 hours. By this ti::te 
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the he a t in t he fire box is consi derable and more 

wood is thrown in at eac~ stoking. After several 

more hours of continuous ryth mi~ stoking th s fire 

~s very hot and the flames leapin~ through the kiln are 

white. The coals in the ash pit are also very hot. 

Each ne;! bundle of wo od thrlJ wn into the fire box 

igni tes immediately. J<'or the last 3 to 4 hours the 

stoking time is increased to every 5 min~tes and 

then to every 3 winutes. It is then that the kiln 

suddenly takes on a deeper roar and boomin~ sound a nd 

tall white fla!lle s shoot out of the chimney. When the 

temperature has been reached the kiln is kapt stoked 

for half-an-hour to an hour .. and then the damper, the 

ash pit and the lid of the fire box are all plastered 

over with clay and the fire is left to die down and 

takes 3 days to cool down befoI'e it can be opened. 

During the reduction stages of the firing , 

when the d amper was closed and more ~lOod was packed 

into the fire ho;, the temperatur e ros e very slowly . 

There; s considerable difference of opinion as to when 

reduction occurs. It is ~enerally thnught that 

redt~c ti on takes lJ:iace at, ove 1000 0 L'r 11000 centi f:rade. 

However, on one occasion tile ,.;eather :urned very dar!!? 

and still and I had to St0P the firin~ when the kilu 
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had only reached 10000 c~ntigrade. I refired t=ese 

pots in an electric kiln and found that a reduction 

had alre:;.dy taken place and the results were J<:ood. 

My experienc~ with the firin.;; process 

coincided wi th t~8t of Daniel Rh·)(les who fou!'.d that 

'Really satisfactory firing usually comes only a~ter 

considerable experience has been Eained in managing 

the fire or burners, maintaining a satisfactory 

advance of temperature, nlaintainin~ the l'ight atmosphere 

for the intended effects, and cooling; the kiln properly. 

Each kiln will have its Olm individual pecularities •.. 

Usually a new kiln will have to be adjusted over a 

period of sevel'al firin,:s before it \~oI'ks well. I (40) 

3. The Ash Glazes 

Ash was used by the Oriental potters for their 

stoneware ~lazes mainly as a fluxing or melting a~ent. 

Vegetable ashes contain varying proportions of 

alkaline fluxes such as potash, lime and ma~nesia 

and s tabilizer.s suc·h as silic11, alu!Dili8 (silica and 

alumina form the basis of clay) and phosphoric acid 

and. SIr.",l~_ quanti ti es of iron and other' st:'Jh colouring 

ma', ~er. The t1ropo::'ti or of 1'1ux,",s to stabi Ii z ers l2;i ves 

th~ glpze its texture. Seme ~Ghe~ contniu a hi~her 
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proportion of silica or alumina and thus are difficult 

to ~alt, while others have much soda or potash and 

fuse at iJ. 10Vier temperature. The proportions and 

ingredients vary considerably from ash to ash and 

give stoneware aRh glazes a considerable ran~e of 

colours and textures difficult to obtain in any ot!:ier 

way. 

Feldsp&r, a type of primar:r clay, also varieR 

in type and texture according to its locality. 

Feldspar is nearly always added to stoneware clays to 

eive it extra strength, and feldspar forms the base of 

all stoneware or high-t;ired glazes. The f'.lldspar in 

the clay of the pot and the glaze forms a link beh/een 

the t~!o. 

a) Pr~aration of ash. Each individual wood 

and ve~etation was burnt on a clean slab. The resultin~ 

ash WRS sieved throu~h a coarse sieve eliminating the 

bits of twir.; and charcoal. The ash was then slaked in 

buckets of wat0r and passed throu?,h a fine 80 mesh sieve. 

This liquid of fine sieved ash was then left tc stand 

and settle a~l the br!~kish water contain!n~ the 

greater part of the soluble alkalis was poured off. 

(Some potters add fresh wat~r a~ this stage and continue 

pouring the water off until the water is clear aDd 



tasteless but others feAr that some trpce elements 

may be lost with too wuch wUbhing.) The resulting 

Rsh was dried in earthenware bowls. It was then 

reedy to be broken up and stored as a fine po~der in 

plastic ba~s. 

b) Testing the ash glazas. The ashes 

prepared were tested in my kiln in the pure state. 

It appeared from this firin~ that all the ash glazes 

in their pure state (with no other ingredients added) 

were transparent and melted at 12500 centi~rade. B~t 

they snowed indications of interestin~ individual 

colours. In the next firing a basic recipe of two 

parts ash, two parts feldspar and one part china clay 

was used. From this firing the results were very 

interesting and exciting and the individual colour3 

and textures of the ash in the glaze was markedly 

accentuatede In the ne~t stage the clay from which 

the pots had been made replaced the china clay to give 

the glaze a better fit anu to preve~t some of the fine 

crazing. 

I hav~ be~n ~iven mu~h helnful advice ana 

encoura~sment by Kathrine - Fleydell-Bouverie~ She 

wOlked ~i~~ Bernard Leach and Shoji-Hamada at St. ~7es 

in 1923. She later built her Od~ wood-fired stoneware 



kiln at Coleshill in Wiltshire. The variety of timber 

and vegetation in that area ~nabled her to carry out 

experiffients usin~ the ash of the plants and woods and 

she has continued to work with ash glazes for many 

years. I used one of ~he iorm~les given to me by 

Miss Fleydell-Bouverie in my next test. This was four 

parts ash, four parts feldspar, one part quartz, one 

part china clay, one ~art ball clay. The results 'were 

disappointing and have continued to be so in other 

firings. 

Potters who are experienced in wood firing kilns 

continually stress the number of things that can affee t; 

the firin~s and the results. 'The glazes are apt to 

vary, not only according to temperature but as a result 

of fortuitous differences in the kiln atmosphere, duch, 

for example, as may be caused by the use of different 

sorts of woed fuel, especially in finishing. As Miss 

Pl~ydell-Bouverie poi~ts out, one is very apt to take 

things for ~Ianted and to make up one's mind that some 

result is tee effect of a given cause, and tben after 

years even to obtnin a totally different result, and 

finally realize that it w~~ due after all to a fact~r 

that had nitnerto been entirely unnoticad. Whethe] the 



thing-s that hanpen in one kiln would be repeaten in 

e..ny othar kiln how much damp fuel or kilns, 

hUffiidity in the atmcsr-here, wind, length and diametre 

of chimneys packing, stoking, etc., have to do with 

re~ultti ascribed to variatio~s in wood fuel, is also 

a q1:~estion which can only be answered on the spot by 

(41) an experienced potter.' 

I experimented with th~ following ashes in 

the ways mentioned and varied the quantities at times 

to try to produce better results: 

Bramble 

Oak 

Watsonia 

Willow 

Pine 

_ Kaffirboom 

Blackwood 

Mimosa 

YelloHwood 

Cotoneaster 

Bracken 

Helicrvsum 

Wattle 

S?anish Chestnut 

PuSSY l,-Jillow 

Gra.sses 

Lawson Fine 

Jacaranda pods 

Aloe 

PeCien 

Acacia 

c) Results of the tests. Althou~h the colour ______ -_0 ______ _ 

and qualit~ did vary sligh~ly from firin~ tc firin~~ 

the ashee ('ould be grouned ac,~o-1.d.inr- to the c~lo'J.r and 

1 

II 
I 
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texture they produced. There seemed to be no 

similarity accordin~ to bota~ical family ~roups • 

A chemical analysis of the ashes might show why such 

seemin~ly different woods and vegdtation can ~ive 

similar surface textur~s aud c~lours. 

He.!icry~!!!: These ashes gave creamy·-white to bluish­

white colours and were all of a smooth, thick, 'fat' 

texture with no crackle or crazing. 

(i1) .Qak..1. Kaffirbocm, Aloe, IV!istletoe if rOLl a 

Blackwood tree): These gave thin, glassy glazes with 

very fine crazing and the colours ran~ed f~om a pink 

to a purple and blue. 

These glazes had a smooth, matt surface and were mostly 

grey and sometimes grey-black. 

( i v ) W a t t 1~ Bra ck en .1. Fu s S;V \~l i 11 (l W : The 
--

resul ting glazes ,,,ere dark oli've green or brovJn wi tb. 

a smooth, soft surface. 

(v) Ja~and~t~aci£: Taese gave a very 

coarse texture and dense white colour. 

These a~hes gave D. smooth surface, ccLolrecl 'Pale 

green to P7ecn-grey. 
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I used th~se ashes in my experj.ments wi th 

the basic formulas mentioned. I chose six of these 

which I thought ~ave the bes~ re3ults ~v b. ttle . 

Pine, Grasses, 'Willow, J aQJ:""anda and varieC: the 

basic recipes slightly accordi~~ to the texture of 

the glazes. In some cases I mixed ashes together. 

In this way some ~lazes turned out to be very successful 

and show that the wood and vegetable ashes of this 

area can make good glazes. 
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CONCL1JSICN 

The experimAnts and work which I have done 

with WOOQ and vegetable ash have shown that there 

ar~ gr~at possibilities for glazes made from these 

nataral materials. Industrially prepared glazes 

cannot and do not have the beautiful qualities cf 

some of these ash glazes, and these Qualities cannot 

be imitated chemically. 

Although the preparation of ash glazes may 

appear a longer process and the outcome less calculable, 

the results are so much more superior than the 

predetermined and monotonous res: .. l ts obtained from 

the prepared chemical formulas. If large amounts of 

ash were gathered and lar~e quantities of ~laze were 

mixed at a time, this way of ~lazing, apart from bein~ 

very cheap, could be a very practical method for an 

indivir.ual potter or p:roup of potters. 

The possibilities and pot6ntials for beautiful 

glazes from ash are unlimited. 
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In this technolo~ical world there is a need 

to create a personal tradit;.on in "Dottery. There is 

no r~aS0n for moc.er-"\ pottery to Gerarate aesthetic 

and utiljtarian or to divorce itself entirely 

fr0m traditional techniaues. In the earliest times 

ana in man's best periods, good traditions of pottery 

have maintained this balance between aesthetic and 

utilitarian values and also have kept alive a creative 

spirit. 



FRONT VIEW OF KILN SHOWING 

PART OF ASBESTOS CHIMNEY, 

DAMPER, POTS FACKED IN KIJJN 

CHAMBER, AND FRONT SIDE OF 

ASH PIT. 



VIEW OF KILN SHOlt/ING KILN CHAMBER 

OPENING AND DOOR TO FIRE-BOX OPEN. 



SIDE VI~i OF KILN TAKEN FROM 

THE BANK ABCVE SHeWING FIRE­

BOX DOOR OPEN AND WOOD DRYING 

ON KILN. 



FRONT VIE~v OF KILN SHOWING FOTS 

PACKED IN THE KILN CHAMBER. 
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FRONT VIEW OF KILN SHOWING DOOR TO 

KILN CHAMBER OPEN. OPENING TO ASH 

PIT IS ON LOWER RIGHT. THE DAMPER 

CAN BE SEEN IN THE CHIMNEY. 



WILLOW ASH GLAZE 



.," 

ALOE ASH GLAZE 



WATTLE ASH GLAZE 

FIN S ASH GLA ZE 



WATTLE, BRACKEN AND PUSSY WILLOW ASH GLAZES 

WATSCNIA, YELLOWWCOD, BRAriBLS AND JACARA~~ DA 

ASH GLAZES 



HELYCRYSUM, GRASSES AND MIMOSA ASH GLAZES 

BLACKWOOD, LAWSON FINE AND PEACH ASH GLAZES 



PINE, GRASSES, SPA~ISH CHESTNUT ASH GLAZES 

OAK, KAFFIRBCC~, ALeE AGD MISTL3TC~ ASH GLAZ~S 
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