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Perched on the edge of his short stool, the young potter arches forward, intent upon the brown, wet mound of earth that spins and glistens under the firm and relentless caress of his brown, wet hands.  

"Now I'll open it up," he says, without taking his eyes off the clay on the wheel. He pushes his thumbs into the center of the mound, creating a hole that grows wider and deeper as he then brings up the sides of what has become a thick cylinder.  He takes a tiny sponge and applies it to the inside of the cylinder.  His hand disappears momentarily through the hole, then returns as he squeezes water out of the sponge into a bowl on the low table before him.  “I really don't know what I'm going to make," he admits, wiping a hand on his faded jeans. 

David Grant sits at one of seven electric potter's wheels lined up on either side of the long table in the dusty ceramics studio.  His angular frame shifts as he pushes a lever, causing the humming wheel to slow, stop, then continue.  The upper portion of the vessel becomes dull and round as its walls pass between Grant's steady, shaping hands, one inside the pot and one outside. Using a sponge folded on the end of a prong, Grant repeatedly sops up water from inside the pot. "This takes water out of the clay,” he explains.  "If you leave water on the bottom, it will crack." 

Grant is a freshman at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville.  He is taking a ceramics class as part of his studies in graphic design.  The class has other benefits, as well. “'I'm looking at Christmas presents right here," smiles Grant. "One reason I enjoy pottery is that it's something you can do with your hands, and really get into it. Also, there's such a history behind it; man has been making pottery practically since the beginning." 

Elsewhere in the airy room, pigeon-hole shelves laden with pottery in various stages of completion fill the left wall, while rough1y-made shelves of two-by-fours sit on top of a counter that runs along the back of the room.  Most of the works are simple pots, though there are more creative pieces, some vaguely anthropomorphological, some that appear to be surrounded by writhing snakes.  In general, things look as if they have been put down only temporarily.  Except for the hush and the omnipresent clay dust (seen on everything, and even heard in the swish of feet on the dusty concrete floor), the room would appear to be the center of constant activity.  

Satisfied with the shape of his pot on the wheel, Grant takes a wooden stick and presses its dull point against the bottom of the vessel. The excess clay folds out into a leafy dish around the base of the pot, which Grant slices and scrapes away from the circular slab of wood, called a "bat,” on which the vessel sits. Then he grasps a length of metal wire between his hands and drags it across the top of the bat, separating the pot from it.  "Now I just have to hollow out the base a little bit, and trim around the outside of it.  I'll do that later, after the pot hardens a little, then I'll fire it.”

~

Throwing pottery on the wheel is one of the two basic techniques used in making ceramics.  This category includes the methods of mass manufacture, one involving pouring clay into molds (used in making sinks, tubs, etc.) and the other using a series of templates and metal forms (common in mass-producing cups, plates, and saucers).  The other basic technique is hand-building.  This includes the slab method, using slabs of clay as basic elements, and the method that involves coiling long strands of rolled-up clay.  The pinch method includes squeezing or pinching the clay into shape.  When it is dry enough, clay may also be carved.  These methods are often used in various combinations.

After the shaped piece has dried, either at room temperature or at a low heat, it is ready to be fired in a large oven called a kiln.  The specifics of this part of the process depend upon the clay.  Most ceramic clays are mixtures of several different types of clay.  There is the common red clay, which can be dug up from most lawns or fields, especially in the South.  This is used to make earthenware, the oldest kind of pottery, dating back 9,000 years. Stoneware pottery is made from a grayish clay that contains bits of iron.  White stoneware was made as early as 1400 B.C., during the Shang dynasty of China.  Then there is the white clay, called kaolin, used in making porcelain and china, first made in its present form during the Yüan dynasty (A.D. 1279-1368).  These clays are blended according to their individual properties to get a mixture that is proper for the desired firing conditions.  Firing can be a tricky process in itself, and if a piece is heated to the boiling point of water (212˚ F) before it is dry, the water in the clay turns to steam and expands, causing the piece to explode.  This is not at all an uncommon occurrence.

Grant is somewhat stoical about the prospect of seeing one's work demolished.  "You have to keep the attitude that it's not finished until it's sitting on someone's shelf at home somewhere.  This thing could break anytime or the walls could collapse or fold.  If that happens you just throw it away, and you've learned something.  So it really doesn't matter.” 

A student carries a sculpture made mostly of trapezoidal slabs toward a shelf to dry.  "Hey, Steve, that's all right!” says the instructor, a slender young man with a blond mop of wispy straight hair.  "I don't even know what it is, but it's all right."

“Me neither,” laughs Steve.

"You don't?  Well, maybe we'll have to figure it out before school is over, huh?"  The instructor's good-natured reply implies a sense of humor toward the ambiguities of meaning in his art.  

Ted Saupe is actually an associate professor of ceramics.  He got his Bachelor of Fine Arts degree at the California College of Arts and Crafts.  In 1969, he was unsatisfied studying architecture and a fellow student had a class in ceramics, and introduced him to a new major and a new career.  "I was thankful that I found something I could do with my hands.  I like the idea of starting with nothing and making something from it.  I especially enjoy the process of firing…it's kind of a magical thing."  

The kiln room of the ceramics building is a large, shadowy chamber, crowded with several tall, boxy ovens, some of orange brick and some encased in metal.  One kiln contains shelves full of sculptures and pots, supported by bricks.  Another stands empty, its opening partially covered by more yellow-orange bricks.

Wearing a maroon button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows, khaki slacks, and red Pony tennis shoes, Saupe works loading the kiln.  After filling a large shelf made of silicon carbide with pottery, he stacks small blocks on the corners to hold the next shelf. 

"He's our class comedian,” jabs a nearby student.

 "Don’t make me laugh," grunts Saupe from the kiln opening as he lifts a huge pot onto the top shelf.  

After the kiln is loaded and sealed, the temperature will be raised at the rate of 150˚ F to 300˚ F per hour.  The original chemical makeup of the clay is one aluminum oxide molecule to two silicon oxide molecules to five water molecules.  At 900˚ F the water molecules dissociate, or fly off the clay; at 1000˚ F, the water is gone.  Then the material, like the formula, is very different.  The Greeks called this new material keramik, which roughly translates "hard stone."  The pottery is fired to about 1800˚ F until it reaches bisque state, also known as biscuit state.  The material is now very hard and porous.  After cooling, a mixture of oxides and water, called glaze, is added for decoration.  These oxides can include red iron oxide, or common rust, for example.  The pottery absorbs a coating of up to 1/16 of an inch thick.  When the pottery is fired again (more quick1y this time), the coating of glaze fuses to form a glassy surface, and changes to a color that depends upon which oxides are used. 

The kilns in the studio were designed and built by students in years past under the direction of Dr. Jim Darrow.  He is the head of the ceramics department at the University of Tennessee.  According to Saupe, Darrow is the guiding force behind the ceramics program at the university; he has had a hand in everything from planning the curriculum to designing the facilities.  Saupe describes Darrow as "an extraordinarily dedicated teacher."  

Darrow has achieved quite a bit of recognition in his field, among his peers and others as well.  Along with displaying his work in local exhibits, he has been invited three times to the International Symposium in Ceramic Arts.  At this gathering, a few artists who are selected to represent their respective countries work together for a month to exchange ideas, philosophies, and technologies in ceramics.  The most recent symposium was held in Yugoslavia.  

Darrow is also an avid churchgoer.  His bushy salt-and-pepper beard and hair framing a kind face, along with the leather sandals he often wears, make him a likely choice for the role of an Old Testament character.  His loyalties to his faith and his profession not only do not conflict, but on the contrary, the two are complementary.  Sitting on a wooden pew in the foyer of his church, waiting for choir practice to begin, Darrow is glad to discuss his work.

"I've always enjoyed working clay.  There's something about it…it's very tactile.  Clay is very plastic when it's wet and it responds to you…so it requires a sensitivity.  I've always liked that.  

“It all goes back to when I was a kid on the farm.  I used to dig clay out of the banks down at a gravel pit and make coil pots.  I didn't even know other people did that; I didn't have any art teachers to guide me."  Darrow studied art at Indiana University and then received a master's degree from St. Francis College in Fort Wayne.  Then, deciding to limit his focus to one area, Darrow furthered his studies in ceramics and received a doctoral degree in this area.  "As part of my doctoral work I learned how to throw; I didn't do that very well before.  I also learned more about the technical aspects of clay, and I'm still learning about that."  

Darrow then came to the University of Tennessee, and has been teaching for 13 years, at every level from kindergarten through college.  His work consisted mainly of utilitarian pieces, such as pots and bowls, until 1978, when he began to put more effort into sculpture.  

“I was using stoneware before, then I got into porcelain.  Porcelain is a high-fire clay, but has no iron in it.  It fires white, grayish-white, or blue-white.  It has a fine texture, and you can carve it easily; if you carve stoneware, it crumbles.  

"Porcelain is usually thrown five inches high, and no bigger. It's fine-grained and the clay is difficult to handle. It's 'short'--that means if you roll a ball of clay into a coil then wrap it around your finger, if it's really plastic, it will wrap easily.  But if it's short, it cracks when it goes around your finger. 

"Another difference between porcelain and stoneware is that with stoneware there is a long time between when it's workable and when it gets too stiff to move without breaking.  Porcelain has a short stage of drying.  That difference changes your approach to what you’re doing.  

“So in throwing the big porcelains I use the 'handicaps' of the clay to my advantage.  I will throw them, and let them get stiff so they sit up while the bottom is still very soft.  Then I'll turn it over, join the two pieces, and continue to throw.  What was the bottom is now the top.  That’s how I do the big pieces.”

It was also in 1978 that Darrow began to want to get back to his "beginnings" in art--drawing, which he missed in clay.  So he used drawing and carving techniques on the large porcelain vases.

"I got ideas from the Bible I wanted to give a visual objectiveness to. I couldn't do that in just a teapot…or at least I haven't yet been able to do that.  And also, the Bible talks about works being for menial use and for special use, and it's really talking about what we call the crafts and the fine arts.  Ceramics spans both of those territories.  So I was able to keep one foot in either field and move back and forth easily. 

“I wanted to work porcelain as a sculptural medium and not just throw it.  Porcelain rolls out into a slab very easily, but then it's like a big piece of lasagna.  You can't pick it up because of its own weight; it has too much water in it.  It just tears apart."  Darrow devised a special method of building the large porcelain boxes he made.  Laying the slabs on a nylon screen, he would join them with liquid clay.  Then he would cut the screen where they were joined with a razor.  The rest of the screen would burn away in the firing process. 

"Part of what I do is study the technique.  I'm intrigued by it.  The other part is to make a statement with the work at the same time.  It's quite a challenge, both intellectual and spiritual.”

Another change that took place in 1978 was that Darrow started to fire his work differently.  This required him to build his own kilns in order to learn more so he could experiment with glazes. "I built maybe three or four dozen kilns all across the U.S. and some in foreign countries.  Now I can build a kiln and manipulate the firing system to get the effect I want.  "Now I'm investigating an ancient process used by the Italians, called terra-sigillata. It produced the famous red-and-black ware from before Roman times.  I'm trying to make pieces that look like they are archaeological finds, because for my work I want the colors and the effect of the work to speak about time.  In Scripture, the Word is eternal.  It reaches as far back in the past as we can conceive—and farther—and into the future in the same way.  And for me, in my spiritual resolution, this type of work says what I want to say.

"So I'm trying to devise symbols, images, and processes to press into the clay and paint it with the terra-sigillata and fire it so when people look at it they read that rather than words.  It's the part of God that's revealed in nature rather then the written Word of the Bible.  

"I'm trying to do work that transcends time.  And if I don't primitive fire it, then I can use it both ways and make it bright, fresh, crisp, clean, and clear, so it transcends time going toward the future, too.

"The sculptural quality is what I like best about clay; that is, the visual quality—how the light falling on it reveals to the eye (and hopefully to the spirit) the soul of man—what he is made of, where he comes from, and what he is to live by.  And it's exciting because I'm searching for that, too; my work is my faith, and it teaches me as I learn about the material clay."

~

The last of the row of studios in the ceramics building is a picture of "organized clutter."  A few tall sculptures stand in a row on a high shelf, shrouded in plastic.  Others sit on rough, white-painted wooden shelves, some of which are nailed to the concrete walls, while some shelves are free-standing.  Against one wall are bags, boxes, and bundles of plastic-wrapped blocks of raw clay.  Glaze-stained plastic buckets on various sizes sit on shelves and on the gray concrete floor.  A bicycle supports itself near the center of the room, as if it doesn't know where else to go.  An old white refrigerator stands patiently in a corner.  The music from a portable radio echoes through the studios, sounding as if it is from everywhere at once.

This room is the studio of Tim Stavenger, a graduate teaching assistant in ceramics. Stavenger leans on a tall stool in front of a large, funnel-shaped sculpture with a mottled texture.  The sculpture is supported by a bat on a wheel that sits directly on the floor.  Stavenger is using the pinch method on this work.  He takes a piece of the hunk of thick, brown clay he holds in his left hand and rolls a "worm" of it in his fingers. Then, starting with the tail of the worm, pinches it while pressing it onto the rim of the funnel.

“My work is pretty much day-to-day," he says, rolling out a worm of clay. "I have what seems to be a never-ending supply of shapes in my head.  So it's not like I'm afraid of running out of ideas, or being unable to create." 

This form has developed more or 1ess on its own, according to Stavenger.  "Drawings are often the first step.  You have to make sure you get a good base to support this height.  A lot of my pieces end up being ninety percent different from the original plan, though."  Like throwing, this method seems suited for a more-or-less spontaneous design.  "There is more conceptualizing involved in the slab method," he comments, turning the sculpture slightly to add another pinched worm.  Every other layer contains a patch of lighter-colored clay, forming a single spiral running from the base of the sculpture around to the top.

"I can only add a few layers at a time, then I have to let that dry some before I go on, so it will be hard enough to support the extra weight above it."

Stavenger says he likes to spend time alone in the studio.  "It flows better when I'm in here by myself," he explains. 

Like most college students, his present area of study was not his first. "I was a business major at Westminster College in Missouri, in 1980, making okay grades.  Then I took a ceramics class and fond more gratification in it, and academic achievement.  In 1982, I transferred to Virginia Commonwealth University to study commercial art and design.  But I found out I wasn't interested in that, after all.  So, by 'gut instinct' I decided to go with ceramics. I graduated in 1984." 

Stavenger pushes his dark, straight bangs out of his eyes with a dusty brown hand.  I'm still a little worried about how I'm going to make a living, but as long as I can do this I'm going to do it.  I'll take it as far as I can.  If I find I can't make a living this way, I'll do something else."

Peering closely again at his work, Stavenger continues pinching, squeezing, pinching, turning, pinching, as the spiral of clay slowly rises higher from the dust of the studio floor.


~

David Stoll ambles into the large studio, wearing a plaid flannel shirt and jeans. He isn’t tall, but with his curly moustache, thrown-back shoulders, and confident stride, he looks as if he would be as comfortable on a horse as on the three-legged stool he settles on.  He begins to pull plastic wrap from the large, flat pieces of clay he has taken from a shelf behind him.  These slabs are already partially dry, having been cut a day or two before.  

"I think I'll do a house today," he declares in a drawn-out Southern accent, putting one of the slabs an the table in front of him.  He cuts out a rectangle about five by eight inches with a pointed tool, as he explains why he likes this method of sculpture.  "Coil doesn't satisfy me. It's too slow.  With slab, you have something done in a few minutes." 

Stoll, 21, is within a year of receiving a bachelor's degree in architecture, a five-year program.  The ceramics class provides an "escape" for him. "I get away from architecture in here, totally. Even this,” he says, nodding at his creation, as he slices a square window out of one wall as it lies on the table.  "It's a lot more free.  You're actually building something yourself, as opposed to designing something and letting someone else build it. Plus, you don't have to worry about meeting code requirements and stuff like that.  You just do it." 

Stoll pushes the completed wall aside, and reaches for another slab of the same size.  "I made a lot of things when I had the class before.  I intended to give them away for Christmas presents, but I couldn't."  A smile lifts the ends of his moustache.  "I kept them all…well, all but one or two I gave to my mom." 

Stoll sets up several completed slabs and leans them against each other as if building a house of cards.  The walls fall in several times as he sizes a roof slab, but he patiently puts them back into place until he is ready to press them together permanently.  "Every once in a while, ceramics gets on your case—like when I'd rather be designing.  But when I feel like coming down here, I enjoy it…it's just a lot of fun."  

Musty light filters into the studio from the afternoon, sun somewhere outside.  A quiet hum punctuated by occasional slapping sounds permeates the roam as a few students sit before their spinning kick-wheels (a term made almost obsolete by electricity) and while others “wedge” clay to be thrown, patting it and kneading it to make the tiny clay platelets parallel in the material.  One potter looks considerably older than the others, despite her jeans and blue polo shirt and though there is no gray in her brown, wavy hair. 

Her name is Sal Smith.  She is a former art teacher, retired after 18 years of working in the Knox County school system. "I'm mainly trying to perfect my technique so I can sell my work,” she says.  "I've had to narrow down my artistic interests to pottery.  One of my frustrations in teaching art is you can't do it all—you have to limit yourself."

Smith takes a dainty sip from a can of Diet Coke, then places it on the worktable in front of her, next to a round bat laden with two finely made, exceptionally smooth pots, one a squat cylinder with a thick neck, the other shaped liked a pear or an upside-down top.

"I do functional pottery, mostly.  I also enjoy handbuilding, and combining handbuilt with thrown forms.  An example of this would be a thrown pot with a handle or decorative appendages joined to the side.

"Pottery was a favorite medium for a lot of my students.  Of course, they thought like everybody that throwing on the wheel was easy because it looks so easy.  Not many wanted to put enough effort into it to really "get into perfecting it."  

As her hands dig gently but firmly into the spinning cylinder of clay, Smith quietly ponders the widespread popularity of pottery.  "I don't know…some of us theorize that some us weren't allowed to play in mud or get our clothes dirty when we were children, so now we can make up for that by doing this.  

"I think it's just such a basic material you use.  There’s nothing more basic in the earth than clay.  To think that you could take that common material and made something out of it gives it its appeal.”

Across the table a wet, shiny dish rotates alone, as if wondering when its maker will come back to mold it in its intended form. 

"Another part of the appeal is knowing that you're making something permanent, that will last forever, probably, unless something happens to it.  That's why 1 used to tell my students 'Don't keep anything you're not proud of, because it'll be around longer than you will!'"

With a wooden scraper, Smith smooths the sides of the tall jar before curving the rim down with her nimble fingers.  She stands and steps back, sighting across the top of the pot to see if it is level.  After settling down again, she carefully sets her just-finished work on the bat with the others and immediately is patting out another brownish clump.  This done, she plops it on the turning wheel, and leans forward to concentrate on her next creation.

