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         During my career producing functional ceramics, I have followed a very traditional 

working methodology. As with many functional potters, I have always maintained a high level of 

productivity. Making many similar pieces allows me to develop an idea and to refine it through 

the working process. My method for developing a new piece is to first design the form, then to 

decide upon the desired manipulation of the surface planes and surface, and finally to consider 

the glazing and decoration to refine this new piece of pottery.  I work with the new form 

systematically attempting to isolate and change specific elements, attempting to make each piece 

in the series more successful. Finally, changes are made to alter the form and decoration in order 

to achieve an integration of the new design into the present whole of my work. 

I make every piece intending that quality and craftsmanship will define each piece as an 

exceptional piece of pottery. Although my intention is that every piece be exceptional, the 

percentage of exceptional pots is not that high. In each kiln load, a minority of pieces meets my 

specific criteria of exceptionality. Although the other pots in each kiln load are of high quality in 

craftsmanship and finish, these pieces do not have the force, presence and dynamics of the 

exceptional pieces. In this problem, I attempted to isolate and specify the different characteristics 

in my present body of work that resulted in a piece I considered exceptional. 
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CHAPTER I 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

         During my career producing functional ceramics, I have followed a very traditional 

working methodology. As with many functional potters, I have always maintained a high 

level of productivity. Making many similar pieces allows me to develop an idea and to 

refine it through the working process. My method for developing a new piece is to first 

design the form, then to decide upon the desired manipulation of the surface planes and 

surface, and finally to consider the glazing and decoration to refine this new piece of 

pottery.  I work with the new form systematically attempting to isolate and change 

specific elements, attempting to make each piece in the series more successful. Finally, 

changes are made to alter the form and decoration in order to achieve an integration of 

the new design into the present whole of my work. 

I make every piece intending that quality and craftsmanship will define each piece 

as an exceptional piece of pottery. Although my intention is that every piece be 

exceptional, the percent of exceptional pots is not that high. In each kiln load, a minority 

of pieces, meets my specific criteria of exceptionality. Although the other pots in each 

kiln load are of high quality in craftsmanship and finish, these pieces do not have the 

force, presence and dynamics of the exceptional pieces.  
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Working from kiln load to kiln load, I rarely systematically analyzed the reasons 

certain pieces are so much more successful than other pieces. My past working methods 

have always focused on single problems isolated within form, glazing, manipulations of 

clay, or slips or other technical questions. I have never focused on analyzing how aspects 

of form, function, line, color and manipulation of material in concert holistically affect 

the body of my work, resulting in the exceptional. Through this study of my pieces, I 

intended to answer many present aesthetic questions about the body of my functional 

work and develop a methodology for studying these questions in the future.  

 
 
 

Statement of Problem 

In this problem, I attempted to isolate and specify the different characteristics in 

my present body of work that resulted in a piece I considered exceptional. I worked in my 

usual manner, with my present forms and glazes. In this problem, the following questions 

were addressed: 

1. What were the specific characteristics that I responded to when choosing the 

exceptional pieces? 

2. What were the relationships of the characteristics that combined to make the 

exceptional pieces of pottery? 

Addressed within this question were the following: 

a. What aspects of design in form made the exceptional pieces of 

pottery? 
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b. What aspects of the glazing produced the exceptional pieces of 

pottery? 

c. What aspects of the slips, carving, faceting and other manipulations of 

the clay produced the exceptional pieces of pottery? 

 

Methodology  

To address this problem I completed three kiln loads of pottery. I focused my 

attention on pitchers, casseroles, plates (flat forms) and bottles (decorative vessels).  In 

each kiln load, the exceptional pieces were isolated. Five pieces were to be discussed in 

the final evaluation. To evaluate my working method and the finished pieces, I kept a 

journal and made entries about important aspects of the process. Slides were taken of the 

pieces and an exhibition of the series took place. 
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CHAPTER II 
 
 
 

DESCRIPTION OF WORKS 
 

In the introduction, I attempted to define the manner in which I work. The 

statement of problem isolated the specific questions I will answer in my problem. Three 

kiln loads of work were fired, with varying types of forms being made. After analyzing 

the pieces, I found that most of the elements that made each form an exceptional piece 

remained consistent throughout that type of form. I have limited my analysis to the 

following two pitchers, a bottle, a lidded jar, and a casserole. Two pitchers will be 

discussed because the second pitcher will represent a different style of glaze decoration 

being used within the body of my work. 

I noticed a few generalities that became obvious during the research and remained 

consistent points of consideration throughout the descriptions of the pieces. One of the 

first things I noticed while producing the work was that just isolating the questions and 

attempting to document the research through the use of sketches and notes appeared to 

have produced a positive effect on the work. Another point discovered during the 

research was the pieces that captured my interest most from the beginning of the process 

often ended up being the better pieces by the end of the process. Consistency in my level 
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of concentration seemed to be key; any distraction from the pieces during one step or 

another caused the pieces to be less effective. Furthermore, concentration on each 

segment of production was critical to the production of exceptional pieces. When 

producing the work I need to focus on the specific actions involved in the production of 

that work, considering the different elements of design during that specific segment of 

production. During the glazing, I need to concentrate on the questions of color. Questions 

of design had to be addressed at every stage of making, but each stage required different 

questions based upon the design and function of each form. Also different questions arose 

based on what had been done to a particular form during previous steps. Finally, 

consistency of intent throughout the process was very important. Focus had to be 

maintained during each step, but the next step of the process always needed to be 

considered. The more sure I was in the beginning about the look and design of the 

finished piece, the better the piece -- even if during that process I found a need to change 

a number of elements in the original design. Strong considerations of form, function, 

design and decoration, along with consistent focus on these elements during the 

production process are necessary for me to make an exceptional piece of pottery. 
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Spiral Pitcher 

 

Illustration 1 

The first piece I will discuss is a blue “spiral” pitcher (illustration 1). This 

particular form is one that I have been working on for about two years refining the shape 

and method of construction. While I have been working on the form of the piece, I have 

also been attempting to focus my attention on the decorations for this particular form. 

The piece is first thrown, then modified to be square by making four indentions in the pot 

by using my finger, pressing from the inside out. Once the pot dries to a leather hard 

state, these finger ridges are rasped and sanded, making four sharp corners and four 

relatively flat planes. These indentions move from top to bottom and are also curvilinear 

in design. Using these lines, I attempt to repeat and follow the original silhouette of the 

pot, but also attempt to enhance that silhouette by producing more movement of line. The 

four planes developed by the manipulation; help to set up large, relatively flat areas 

where glaze and brush decoration are placed on the surface of the base glaze.  
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 This piece was particularly successful for a number of reasons. First in the early 

process of making, much of my attention was given to the design, finish and detail of the 

form. The sharp, squared edged lines set up “flat planes” for decoration. These lines 

move from top to bottom curving gracefully along and just below the midline of the pot. 

This curved, tapering effect enhances the broad shouldered appearance of the piece. The 

handle flows from the rim of the pitcher to the connection point, which corresponds with 

the curve in the squared edges. The rim is broad, thick and bold. The texture around the 

rim draws attention to the ending of the piece, encouraging the eye to stay on the pot. 

Combinations of glazes melt together flowing from a glossy, almost celadon blue, ash 

glaze to a matt blue glaze. Streaks of ash glaze run vertically, inviting the eye to move up 

and down the pitcher. Although the streaks are vertical in nature, they do not fight the 

curvilinear lines, because as the glaze hits those lines it turns and flows into the curves, 

accentuating the strength of the curved lines. The lower matt glaze breaks along the sharp 

edge of this line, thus leading the eye along those lines to the bottom of the pot. Carved 

back to demonstrate the absolute squared-ness of the pot at the bottom, the foot casts a 

shadow under the pot, allowing for a strong visual end to the piece. Brush marks were 

added to the lower section of the pot to continue the variety of color found above.  

This piece works well both visually and functionally. The handle is strong and 

attached high on the pot, allowing for the pitcher to be tipped and poured easily. The 

strong, thick rim allowed for a hardy spout to be pulled to help funnel the large volume of 

liquid held by the pitcher. Although the pot visually narrows considerably from the wide 

belly to the foot, the pitcher sits stably on any flat surface. My remaining aware of each 
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step in the forming process and how those steps will relate to future steps in glazing 

helped to make this an exceptional piece. 

Pitcher 

 

Illustration  2 

 Consistency of intent and production can be seen in the blue pitcher in illustration, 

which is wheel thrown and then cut to make the elongated spout. This form is for my 

work a relatively simple form. Despite this, many elements have been considered to 

enhance the elongated effect initiated by the triangular design and the upwardly elongated 

spout. For example, the only attachment to the piece was the handle and the handle was 

pulled on the piece upside down from my usual manner of pulling handles. In this case, 

the wider, heavier end of the handle is at the bottom of the pot coinciding with the 

heavier, wider end of the pot. The handle was then elongated and thinned as it sweeped 

upward, in response to the design of the pot; even the negative space produced by the 

curve of the handle and line of the vessel points upward. The handle and the negative 

space created by the handle reinforces the visual effect of the piece pointing skyward. 
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The rim of the pot was not only cut to point skyward, but the rim was thickened where 

the handle attaches, becoming thinner and thinner as the spout springs up. This thinning 

of the rim as it reaches for the sky also aids in the elongation of line. The lines pointing 

skyward, the angularity of the glaze divisions between the white/clear and the blue all 

point upward toward the spout. All of the heaviest elements of the brushwork, the 

“leaves” and the “fruit,” are in the bottom of the piece.  As the piece moves upward and 

narrows, so do the lines of the elements and lines in the brushwork. The heavier, darker 

colors of the pot are along the bottom and the lighter color move skyward. This pitcher 

represents a different method of glazing used within my body of work. On pieces that I 

make that have less surface decoration like this pitcher, I chose to use a more all over 

glaze decoration scheme with little or no running glazes. For me this reduces the 

competition between the surface decorations that are in the clay and those that are on the 

glaze. Although this type of glazing is seen on a number of different pieces, it is best 

represented by this work. 

The pitcher functions very well, with a solid base that sits squarely on most 

surfaces. When held by its handle, the pitcher, which holds a fairly substantial amount of 

liquid, feels very stable. The flat part of the handle at the top of the pitcher allows for a 

good grasping point so that the pitcher can be tilted easily. Reducing gradually in 

diameter as it comes to the spout, the neck is so long that the throat of the pitcher can 

easily funnel the volume of liquid held in the vessel. The long funneling allows the 

pitcher to pour very nicely. From the beginning, an intent to exaggerate the vertical 
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elements of the piece, yet work within the confines of function was consistent throughout 

the production of this piece, making the piece standout in its design. 

Bottle 

 

Illustrations 3 

 This piece is a bottle form. It is about eleven inches in height and about six 

inches in diameter at the base (see illustration 3). The form was wheel thrown and then 

faceted from top to bottom to enhance the verticality of the form. While the piece was 

still relatively wet and the clay workable, a design was first carved into the flat planes 

produced by the faceting, and then a porcelain slip was applied around the carved area to 

produce a raised design. The strong vertical designs placed on the flat surfaces of the 

faceted area enhance the verticality of the form and the faceting. The glaze, which was in 

a part of the kiln that was particularly hot, reacted well to the cut decoration and the slips 

to produce a subtle, yet discernable pattern. The glaze broke nicely along the hard lines 
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left by the faceting, adding to the strong vertical nature of the body. The rim is strong and 

has a nice texture that is repeated in the foot of the bottle, helping to maintain visual 

interest in the pot. The shoulder of the pot produces a strong visual change of direction, 

stopping for a moment the vertical nature of the pot, giving it for a moment a more 

horizontal line. The change of line along the shoulder flows gradually into the vertical 

neck of the bottle ending at the bold rim. Accentuating the sharp shoulder of the pot are 

small clay additions with symbols pressed into them using clay chops. Each element 

within the process harmonizes with the next element culminating into a complete and 

exceptional finished work. 

Jar 

 

Illustration 4 

The small jar in illustration 4 is about eight inches tall and six inches in diameter. 

The piece was thrown on the wheel, faceted while still a simple cylinder and then the 

body was rounded out to the finish the form. Faceting in this manner makes the facets 

less rigid and static than faceting after the piece is formed. This method also gives the 
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outside of the pot the appearance of a very tight skin. The finger marks made while 

stretching the pot cannot be erased with a rib without erasing the faceting, so the mark of 

the maker’s hands remain in the piece. The faceting has a slightly spiraling motion, 

improving movement of line along the surface of the pot and embellishing the rounded 

shoulders and full belly of the jar. In the lid, the faceting is repeated along the top. The 

foot of the piece is strong and made more dramatic by the indentions. These indentions 

help to elevate the piece above the surface on which it sits. The glazes are ash glaze 

sprayed over a rich brown/red matt glaze. Ash glaze was sprayed along the shoulder of 

the pot , but not on the neck. In addition, on the lid of the pot the ash was sprayed on the 

top faceted area and not on the rim. The glaze treatment of the lid and the body 

coordinate a relationship between the lid and the body of the pot.  In addition, these 

glazes develop a strong visual relationship and help define the faceting in both areas. As 

the ash glaze melts and flows nicely into the matt glaze, vertical arrows form that point 

both up and down along the pot. The glaze also pools and flows into the curved faceting 

on the body of the pot. Finally, the handle on the top of the pot repeats the form of the 

indentions made in the foot of the pot. Each element considered in one stage was added 

to or enhanced during the next stage as the piece was developed through the process into 

an exceptional pot. 
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Casserole 

 

Illustration 5 

The casserole in illustration 5 works extremely well both functionally and 

visually. It is about eleven inches in diameter and about seven inches in height. The piece 

was thrown on the wheel and then altered so that the piece was squared from the 

shoulders to the foot, with the rim remaining round. On the other hand, the rim of the lid 

was squared but the dome of the lid was trimmed round. The vertical lines that help 

square the pot were made by a finger pushing out from the inside. These marks were 

enhanced by the indentions made in the foot of the pot on either side of the vertical line. 

The body of the pot has a strong texture that is given visual impact through the choice of 

glazes. Ash glaze flows nicely, emphasizing the texture and the red/brown matt glaze 

changes colors along the raised areas of the texture. The ash glaze also flows, 

emphasizing by its depth the impressed line that marks the transition from the shoulder of 

the casserole to the short neck.  This also helps to indicate the transition from the smooth 

neck to the textured body and creates a line of color leading the eye to each handle. 

Large, functional handles are bold and strong helping to delineate the shoulder of the 
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casserole. The rim of the lid is square, echoing the squaring of the body of the pot. Strong 

facets with relief lines were placed along the lid, matching the corners of the squared lid. 

This treatment accentuates the squaring of the lid and moves the eye from the crown of 

the lid back to the rim. The texture in the body of the pot was repeated in the handle, 

helping to move the eye back into the body of the pot. The strong white clay color and 

shadowing under the pot give a nice ending to the pot at the foot. Each of the elements in 

the piece flows well one into the other. 

The piece also functions well. The handles on the pot allow for a good area to 

place pot holders, helping the user to hold onto the piece when removing it from a hot 

oven. Also, the large handle on top of the piece can be grasped easily with a pot holder. 

The lid is large and fits tightly on the piece. A deep flange was made around the inside of 

the lid, allowing the lid to be placed on the pot easily. When the lid is removed the 

opening is large so that all the contents can be easily reached. The large opening also 

facilitates easy cleaning. The curve that delineates the neck of the pot from the body of 

the pot also serves a function. This curve helps the user to spoon out the contents as the 

spoon is moved around the sides of the piece.  Attention to the  enhancements, details and 

refinement of design choice help to make this a successful piece. 
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CHAPTER III 
 
 
 

SUMMARY 

Through this research, I discovered a number of issues related to the production of 

exceptional pieces. I notice that for my work good note keeping is an important element. 

The bright light of research on my work automatically seemed to elevate this body of 

work over previous work.  Keeping good notes also aided in focusing my decision 

making. Notes as to how wet clay decoration, slip additions, handles, impressions, or 

glaze decoration may improve elements of design or work in concert with previous 

elements of design were instrumental for making better decisions throughout the process. 

In the past I have had difficulties in qualifying what elements of my pots I find most 

successful. Keeping better records and drawings in my journal helps to specify not only 

what I found most successful in the finished pots, but also what methods or techniques I 

believe to be most successful during each step of production. 

Another issue noted in making the pieces exceptional is consistency. The 

intentions pressed into the clay during the production of the form must be followed 

through during all subsequent steps in production. Great thought must be given to how 

each step will affect the next step and the next. A strong vision of the final product must 

be maintained, but flexibility and an ability to adapt to what the process gives is also 

necessary for the work to grow. Each element of design addressed in one step must be 

readdressed in the next step. For example, in pieces with heavy texture or the faceting, 

brush decoration may not be appropriate. Yet on the pieces where great care has been 
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taken to create large, relatively flat plans or smooth areas, brush decoration may be very 

appropriate. If I were to just use one specific method of glazing, no matter the form, 

texture or lines of the piece, then I might diminish particular elements impressed in the 

clay during forming. Instead of a piece in which all the elements work in concert with 

each other, the elements of the piece might fight each other or seem without thought or 

intent.  

In the descriptions of the five pots I attempted to focus on the main elements of 

design that I believe made these pots the most successful of my series. For me the process 

of design and production really cannot be separated. A skillfully made, well designed 

product worked consistently through the process will be an exceptional product. 

Consistency and skillful production cannot save an ill conceived piece and a well 

conceived piece can be ruined by inconsistent attention to detail or poorly skilled 

production. As obvious as this may seem, consistency is key.  

For my work, intuition and aesthetic goals are key in the design stage and this is 

the stage to be open and free. Since I prefer to do most of my work within the relatively 

strict guidelines of function and tradition, I must work within those parameters set by 

function. Craftsmanship is important to me and I want a high level of skill to be seen in 

the pieces. I prefer that when making the pieces I keep the viewer/user in mind. In order 

for a piece to be visually and functionally certain questions must be addressed throughout 

the process. This is why keeping good records helps me to find answers as I work 

through the process of design and production. Both the questions and the answers become 

clear in making drawings and taking notes. This documentation helps to keep me focused 
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on a particular piece and for my work consistency of design, consistency during 

production and consistent attention to aesthetic and functional details is key to producing 

a well crafted piece of functional pottery. 
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