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ABSORPTION:  The ability of a fired clay to absorb water.  Used as a gauge of vitrification. 
AGATEWARE:  Wares featuring swirling marbleized colors, resulting either from surface slip effects, or marbleized 
colored clays. 
BALL CLAY:  Secondary clays deposited in marshy areas.  Very fine particle size, high plasticity, high drying 
shrinkage, high in organic contaminates.  Fire white or off-white.   
BANDING WHEEL:  Hand-operated turntable for applying wax resist, banded decoration, etc. 
BAT: Rigid flat disc of wood, plastic, or plaster placed on wheel-head.  When throwing is finished, bat is lifted off 
wheelhead, avoiding damage or warpage. 
BISQUE WARE: Clay objects that have been fired for the first time and without any glaze applied to them. 
BONE DRY:  Completely dry (and very brittle) state clay must reach before firing.  
BURNISHING:  A technique where the Leather hard clay is polished with a hard instrument to force the smallest 
clay particles to the surface creating a soft sheen. This surface remains after the pot is fired so long as the firing 
temperature is kept below 1100oC.  
CALIPERS:  Adjustable tool for measuring inside/outside diameters, as in making lids. 
CERAMIC: Having to do with clay or glass or the making of objects from clay or glass. 
CERAMIC CHANGE:  The slow process of clay becoming ceramic.  Clay which is exposed to heat 600oC / 
1112oF, losses its chemically bound water molecules and can no longer be broken down by water. Once this 
change has occurred it cannot be reversed.  
CLAY:  AL2O3 2SiO2 2H2O. The decomposition of Granite through the process of Kaolinization creates clay. Clay is 
a mineral with a plate (platelet) like structure; it is these plates, (about 0.5 microns across) when lubricated with 
water, slide against each other to form the plastic mass we know as clay (see Water). 'Primary ' clays are those 
found close to the area of Kaolinization and hence the purest (Kaolin or China Clays). Secondary clays are those 
moved by water away form the site of Kaolinization and get progressively more plastic and less pure (Ball Clays, 
Fire clays, Earthenware's and Marls). 
CLAY BODY: A clay designed for a special purpose.  It is created by blending different clays of by adding to clays 
other materials, such as feldspar and flint in order to produce a desired workability, maturing temperature, or 
finished result.  A clay body is the result of mans technology. 
CELADON:  Classic East-Asian transparent or translucent glaze with small percentages of iron and/or copper 
and/or chrome, giving range of soft greens, blue-greens, and gray-greens.  Most desirable Chinese celadon often 
contains minute air-bubble inclusions, giving slight opalescence. 
CENTERING:  Critical step in throwing, occurring during and after wheel wedging, whereby the clay mass is formed 
into a symmetrical lump before penetrating and raising walls. 
CHAMOIS: Very soft, pliable animal skin - when wet works well to smooth wet clay surfaces.  
CHINA PAINTS; ENAMELS:  Very-low-temperature (cone 018) glaze colors applied over a previously-fired higher-
temperature glaze.  Allow greater detail, brighter colors than other ceramic glaze effects, but are vulnerable to 
surface abrasion. 
CHUCK:  On the wheel, a temporary wet-clay form or re-useable bisque-fired form upon which wares may be 
inverted for trimming.  
COBALT:  One of the strongest coloring oxides used by the potter. Cobalt creates a dark dense royal blue in most 
cases. Historically used in China as a painting pigment on Blue and White wares.  
COILING:   A method of handbuilding a form using long rolled out, or extruded, snake-like lengths of clay.  Each coil 
of clay is integrated with the previous one to build the work up.  The coils may be completely obliterated in the 
construction process or retained for their decorative qualities.  
CONES:  Pyrometric cones are composed of clay and glaze material, designed to melt and bend at specific 
temperatures. By observing them through a small 'Peep Hole' in the kiln it is possible to ascertain the exact 
conditions in the kiln. Cones are a better indicator than temperature alone as the degree of glaze melt is a 
combination of time and temperature (“heat work”), thus a fast firing needs to go to a higher temperature to get the 
same results as a slow firing to a lower temperature.  
COMBING: Decoration where a toothed instrument is dragged over a soft clay surface, sometimes through a layer 
of slip.  
COMPRESSION:  In wheel-throwing, the act of hand or finger pressure on the clay, resulting in lower moisture 
content and a denser structure.  Lack of compression in bottoms of pots can result in “S”-cracks. 
CRACKLE:   Decorative craze lines in a glaze.  
CRAWLING:  Glaze fault where glaze recedes away from an area in the firing, leaving bare clay. Usually caused by 
dusty, dirty, or oily surface beneath glaze or by excessively powdery glaze 
CRAZE:   The formation of a network of cracks in a glaze.  
CUERDA SECA:  Technique where a design is outlined in oxide-tinted wax resist, and the intervening spaces 
coated with glazes.  Finished results show areas of glaze divided by dark unglazed lines. 
DEFLOCCULATE; DEFLOCCULATION:  Process of adding an alkaline (usually) material to a suspension, which 
introduces like electrical charges to all particles, causing them repel one another and remain in suspension.  A 
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deflocculated suspension gives flowing consistency with less water content, meaning lower drying shrinkage - 
especially important in slip-casting.  Extremely low percentage of deflocculante additive is needed - 1/4 of 1% (of 
dry batch weight) soda ash and/or sodium silicate. 
DUNTING:  Cracks, which occur on pottery during the heating or cooling cycle of the firing. They are usually caused 
by the silica inversion at 573oC, 1063oF (Alpha to Beta phase) or the Crystobalite (one of the 'phases' of silica) 
inversion at 226oC, 428oF in both cases there is an expansion and contraction of around 2-3% in the heating and 
cooling cycles.  
EARTHENWARE / TERRACOTTA:  A lowfired form of pottery or objects (below 1100oC, 2012oF) made from fire 
clay, which is porous and permeable. The clay can be any color although iron red is usually associated with 
Terracotta. The low temperature vastly expands the range of glaze colors available these are often alkaline or lead 
based.  
EGYPTIAN PASTE:  A self-glazing clay body in which soluble alkaline fluxes effloresce to the surface as the piece 
dries, and subsequently form a thin glassy coating in the firing.  
ENAMEL:  A form of low temperature glaze that is applied on top of an already fired higher temperature glaze. 
Enamels are often lead based, as it is a flux, which works at a low temperature.  
ENGOBE: Slip formulated with less raw clay content in order to reduce drying shrinkage, to allow application to 
bone-dry or bisque-fired clay.  See UNDERGLAZE 
FELDSPAR:  One of the predominant naturally occurring fluxes used primarily in stoneware glazes. The three most 
commonly used feldspars are Potash feldspars K2O Al2O3 6SiO2, Soda Feldspars Na2O Al2O3 6SiO2 and Lithium 
Feldspars Li2O Al2O3 8SiO2. Feldspars can be the only flux present in a stoneware glaze although this is uncommon 
and additions of calcium usually supplement it. 
FETTLING KNIFE: A special knife-like tool with a fairly flexible blade for cutting into moist and leather-hard clay. 
FIRING:  The process, which changes clay into ceramic. Up to 600oC / 1112 oF the chemically bonded water in clay 
is driven off (AL2O3 2SiO2 2H2O - AL2O3 2SiO2). This is an irreversible change know as the “Ceramic Change”, (See 
Clay and Ceramic Change)  
FLOCCULATE; FLOCCULATION:  The process of adding an acidic (usually) substance (flocculant) which gives 
particles in suspension opposite electrical charges, causing them to attract one-another (to flock together) - a 
disadvantage in a casting slip but a great advantage in a claybody or a decorating slip.  Usually only claybodies 
high in kaolin need to be flocculated by adding ½ of 1% (of dry batch weight) epsom salts.  Flocculation also often 
used to thicken up a glaze to help keep it in suspension and to improve application properties. 
FLUX:  Low-melting component in clay or glaze which reacts with silica to form glass. 
FOOT:  Base of a ceramic piece. 
FRIT:   A combination of materials that have been melted into a glass, cooled, and reground into a powder prior to 
being added to a glaze recipe. 
GREENWARE: A term used to describe unfired clay objects in general. 
GROG:  Clay that has been fired and then ground into granules of more or less fineness.  Grog is considered a 
filler, and added to clay bodies for several reasons; it helps open a tight or dense body, promotes even drying, 
which reduces warping and cracking, and reduces overall shrinkage.  Grog also adds tooth and texture to a clay 
body aiding in the ability of the body to maintain its form during construction. 
GLAZE:   A chemical mixture composed of silica, fluxes, and metallic oxides, most often with added colorants, that 
when applied in liquid form to bisque ware, and fired at high temperatures in a kiln, becomes glasslike, forming an 
appealing, often glossy, coating to the surface of the clay.  
GLAZE WARE: bisque ware that has been glazed, then fired. 
HANDBUILDING:  Forming plastic clay by hand without the wheel, using pinching, coiling, and/or slab construction. 
HIGH-FIRE:  High-temperature firing range usually including cone 8 to cone 12, for firing stoneware or porcelain. 
IMPRESSING:  Decorating technique where textured or patterned material or object is pressed into clay surface.  
INCISING: A common decoration technique created by carving lines into the surface of leather-hard clay or carving 
small areas out of the clay but not perforating it. 
INLAY:  A decorative technique where a pattern is carved into the clay at the leather hard stage and contrastingly 
colored soft clay is forced into the decoration. When the clay is a little drier the excess is scraped of to reveal the 
pattern.  
IRON OXIDE:  Fe2O3 is one of the potters favorite colorants, when combined with the right glaze and firing iron 
oxide can produce greens, browns, blacks, yellows, oranges, subtle blues and grays. Most of the best color 
responses for Iron in a glaze need a reduction firing. Iron is also a useful colorant in clay bodies and is best 
introduced by adding high iron clays to the clay recipe.  
KAOLIN:  A china clay in its purest form Al2O3 2SiO2 2H2O. Primary clay.  
KILN:  Basically an insulated box, which is heated to fire pots in. They can be either, cross draft, down draft, or up 
draft. The draught refers to the direction the combustion gasses have to travel from input to exit flues, since no 
combustion takes place in an electric kiln there are no input or exit flues and they are genuinely heated boxes. The 
fuels used to heat a kiln are gas, oil, wood, coal (now almost obsolete) and electricity. Each fuel source used to fire 
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a kiln offers different possible outcomes for the pots fired in them. The maximum operating temperature for most 
pottery kilns is about 1300oC, 2372oF, although many woodfired kilns may be fired up to 1350oC, 2462oF.  
KILN SITTER:  Automatic-shut-off device mounted on many electric kilns; accepts a small-size pyrometric cone, 
and shuts off kiln when cone deforms. 
KILN WASH :  Refractory slip coating applied to top surface of kiln shelf to protect from glaze runs.  For all but salt 
and wood firings, 50-50 kaolin and silica.  For salt and wood, 60% alumina, 30% kaolin, 10% ball clay. 
LATEX: A liquid rubber product often used as a resist.  It has the advantage of being much more durable and 
insoluble than wax resist, and can be peeled off after functioning as a resist. 
LEATHER HARD:  A stage in the drying process of clay when the clay is pliable but strong enough to handle. It is 
ideal for trimming and the addition of appendages such as handles and spouts. Relatively wet clay can be attached 
to the pot at this stage and the resulting bond will not form cracks.  
LOOP TOOL: A special tool with a wooden handle and a wire loop at one or both ends, used for carving and 
hollowing out clay forms. 
LOW FIRE:  Low-temperature firing range, usually below cone 02 (2048 degrees F.), used for most bisque-firing, 
and for glaze firing terracotta and whiteware.  
LOW-MID-RANGE:  Firing range usually including cone 01 to cone 3, under-used in studio ceramics, useful for 
functional earthenware, refractory sculpture bodies, and outdoor terracotta work. 
LUSTER:  Metallic overglaze finish created either by painting prepared luster (metallic salt in organic binder) over 
previously-fired glaze and firing to cone 018, or by spraying metallic salt dissolved in water into kiln and/or on to 
wares at low red heat, either during cooling cycle of a glaze-firing, or in a separate firing heated to that temperature.  
MID-RANGE:  Glaze-firing range usually including cone 4 to cone 7, very popular with electric kilns.  
MOLDS:  Hand-building techniques using permanent forms into or over which clay is impressed to shape vessels. 
MOLD-RELEASE COMPOUNDS: In making plaster molds, compounds which are applied to all surfaces except 
damp clay, in order to prevent plaster from sticking.  Liquid hand soap works great.  Paint it on and let it dry before 
pouring plaster.  Never use oil-base release compounds on plaster molds for press-molding or slip-casting.  
OPACIFIER:  In glaze formulation, a material which produces inert inclusions or minute crystals in glaze, causing it 
to become opaque.  Most common are tin and zirconium silicate. 
OVERGLAZE:  Any surface decoration applied over the glaze surface, either as an oxide wash applied over raw 
glaze surface before glaze-firing, or as a lower-temperature medium fired onto a previously higher-fired glaze 
surface, as in china paints and lusters.. 
OXIDE:  A molecule combining any element with oxygen.  
OXIDE STAIN: A mixture of coloring oxide and water, sometimes including a little flux, used as an overall patina 
(often on unglazed work), or for overglaze brushwork.   
OXIDATION:  A firing where there is either no combustion occurring (electric kiln) or where there is sufficient 
oxygen in the kiln to allow the fuel to burn cleanly. The atmosphere of the kiln (oxidation, or reduction) dramatically 
affects the resulting clay and glaze colors, for example; copper in oxidation is green (as is copper oxide) in 
reduction it becomes red (more like copper metal).  
PADDLING:  Technique of shaping a soft or medium-leather-hard piece by gently hitting with a wooden paddle 
(sometimes textured) to create flat facets or to resolve irregularities in the surface. 
PAPER RESIST: Decoration technique where strips of moist or adhesive paper is adhered to the surface to resist 
application of slip or glaze 
PATINA:  An overall thin wash of glaze or oxide stain, allowing the color and texture of the claybody to show 
through.  
PINCH POTTERY:  The simplest method of pottery manufacture, involving the opening out and expanding of a ball 
or cone of clay by squeezing the clay between the fingers, while the shape is supported by and turned in the 
potter's hand. It tends to result in small, round-based, open shapes (such as bowls), in which the method of 
manufacture can be recognized by the indentations in the vessel walls left by the pressure of the potter's hands. It 
can, however, be used as a preliminary method of manufacture, the shape so formed being added to later by the 
addition of coils or rings of clay 
PINHOLING:  Glaze defect characterized by fine pinholes in the surface - often caused by pinholes already present 
in dry unfired glaze coating.  Can also be caused by burst bubbles in glaze surface which are not given opportunity 
to “heal” at end of firing. 
PIT FIRING:  A type of bonfire-firing where wares are buried in sawdust in a pit in the ground, and a bonfire is built 
on top, so that the fire and coals slowly burn away the sawdust and fire the wares.  Not to be confused with 
SAWDUST SMOKING.  
PLASTER:  2CaSO4 2H2O. An invaluable mold-making tool for the potter, also used extensively in industry. It can 
be poured or carved into virtually any shape. When it is dry it can be used to press clay into or to slipcast with. 
PLASTICITY:  The properties of a material that allow it to be shaped and to retain its shape.  The plastic properties 
of clay are principally determined by the size of the platelets.  The smaller the platelets the more plastic the clay is. 
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Aging or souring is also relevant to a clays plasticity; with time bacterial action creates a colloidal gel, which aids the 
lubrication of the platelets. 
PLATELATES:  Flat, thin crystals which make up clay.  When wet they become sticky and slippery, creating the 
phenomenon we call plasticity. 
PORCELAIN:  A white highly vitrified clay body that is translucent where thin (often fired up to 1350oC, 2462oF). 
The translucency is a result of silica glass fused into the fired clay. To achieve this a high amount of flux is added to 
a kaolin based clay body. The low clay content makes porcelain very difficult to throw and trimming wares is almost 
unavoidable. The plasticity of porcelain can be improved by small additions (2%) of white bentonite.  
PUG-MILL:  A machine similar to an over-sized meat-grinder, used to homogenize plastic claybodies.   
PYROMETER:  Temperature gauge connected to a thermocouple, which indicates temperature within kiln.  
Pyrometers provide good general reference, but only respond to temperature, while clay and glazes (and cones) 
are affected by temperature, duration, and atmosphere of firing 
PYROMETRIC CONES:  Small slender pyramidal-shaped indicators made of ceramic material formulated to bend 
at a specific temperature - standard method for determining maturing temperature of firing.  Like clay and glazes, 
cones respond to temperature, duration, and atmosphere of firing, far more accurately than mechanical 
measurement. 
RAKU:  Originally a Japanese seal given to a prominent family of potters (1598) who developed the technique. The 
term describes a lowfire form of pottery where the pots are removed from the kiln as soon as the glaze has melted 
and then left to cool or doused with water. In the mid 20th century Paul Soldner introduced the now popular process 
of post firing reduction. In this case the red hot pot is placed in a lidded bin filled with straw or sawdust. The glazes 
are dramatically altered by the reduction particularly noteworthy are the colors achieved with Copper.  
RAMP:  Profile of the firing of a kiln, including speed, duration, soaking periods, etc. of both the heating and cooling 
cycle, as in firing ramp and cooling ramp. 
REDUCTION:  Also see Oxidation; A situation where too much fuel is introduced into the kiln to be able to burn with 
the available oxygen, consequently oxygen is 'stolen' from the pots in the kiln, it affects the clay and the glaze color. 
A good example is iron, which changes from Fe2O3 to FeO, even the tiny amount of iron present in porcelain 
changes it hue from a creamy color in oxidation to a slight gray blue in reduction. 
REFRACTORY:  Resistant to heat. 
“S”-CRACKS: “S”-shaped cracks which occasionally appear in the bottoms of wheel-thrown pots, resulting from 
inadequate compression of the bottom, and/or excessive water left in bottom.  Occur most often in fine-grain gritless 
claybodies, especially thrown off the hump.  
SAND:  Granular silica.  Major grit besides grog used to give claybodies structure for throwing and handbuilding. 
SCORING:  Process of incising shallow grooves into surface of wet or leather hard clay in cross-hatch pattern 
before applying slurry and joining pieces. 
SGRAFFITO:  A decorative technique, where by the surface of the clay is scratched, often to expose another layer 
of colored clay. 
SHELLAC RESIST:  Resist technique using shellac, which gives an extremely durable resist surface.  Common 
technique involves application of design with shellac over leather-hard clay, followed by aggressive damp sponging, 
removing clay, leaving resisted areas in raised relief.   
SHINO:  Classic Japanese glaze ranging from gray to white to orange, often containing spodumene or other source 
of lithium, and/or nepheline syenite.  The orange color is achieved with thinner glaze coating when fluxes in the 
glaze activate iron content in the claybody. In the West, many potters seek shinos which break from off-white to 
orange, often with carbon-trapping effects.  Carbon trapping can be accentuated with a brush coat of saturated 
soda-ash solution.    
SHIVERING:   A defect in which the fired glaze pulls away from the ware taking some of the body with it in the form 
of slivers.  This generally occurs on sharp rims and edges of handles, and is due to improper glaze fit caused by too 
much compression by the body.. 
SHRINKAGE:  The decrease in the size of a clay object due to drying and firing.  Dry shrinkage is reversible with 
the return of water, but firing shrinkage is permanent due to chemical and physical changes clay undergoes when 
exposed to heat Overall may be as much as 18%. 
SILICA:  The primary glass forming oxide used in pottery. Boron is the other glass forming oxide used although 
more commonly as a flux than as a glass former due to its low melting point (577oC, 1063 oF). A glass forming oxide 
must be present in any glaze and as silica’s melting point is 1800oC, 3272 oF, a flux is always present to reduce the 
melting point to a workable range. Pure boron glasses are water-soluble so of little use but Boro-sillicate glasses 
have a very low thermal expansion and are the main constituent of 'Pyrex' etc.  
SLAB: a flattened out piece of clay; you may use a rolling pin or slab roller to achieve a slab of clay. 
SLAB BUILDING:  Hand-building technique which involves forming flat slabs of clay and connecting them to form a 
vessel.  
SLIP:  A fluid suspension of clay with and water, with a “cream” like consistency. Most often colored with oxides 
and painted or poured onto pots for decoration. 



Ceramic Glossary 
 

	   5	  

SLIPCASTING:  Plaster molds are filled with a deflocculated slip; deflocculation reverses the electric charges in the 
clay particles, which reduces the water content in a slip to that of most plastic clays, around 30% of total weight. A 
common deflocculant is Sodium Silicate. The plaster absorbs sediment of clay leaving the remaining moisture over 
the entire interior surface of the mold. The excess slip is drained off and the cast can be removed from the mold 
soon after. This approach is used widely by industry and some studio potters. 
SLIP-TRAILING:  Application of decoration to wet or leather-hard clay by flowing on lines of slip with a fine pointed 
dispenser, such as a rubber syringe. 
SLUMP-MOLD: A mold over which a moist clay slab is slumped in order to create a vessel form. 
SOAK:  To hold a kiln at one temperature for an extended period of time. 
STAINS: A suspension of metallic oxides, clays and other materials with water, used to add color to the surface of 
clay and glaze. 
STONEWARE:  Highly vitrified ceramics fired to above 1200oC, 2192 oF. Most of the silica in a fired stoneware body 
is melted into a glassy matrix and the resulting body is of high density and usually has a water absorption rate of 
less than 1%.  
TEMMOKU:  Classic East-Asian high-iron gloss glaze giving black where thick, breaking to brown or red-brown 
where thin.  
TERRA SIGILLATA:  A slip comprised of the smallest particles of clay, which consequently resembles a burnished 
surface. The technique was used to impressive effect in the Greco-Roman period. 
THERMAL EXPANSION:  The physical expansion and contraction which accompanies the heating and cooling of 
most materials.  See COEFFICIENT OF EXPANSION.  
THERMAL SHOCK:  Effect of sudden temperature-changes during firing or during subsequent heating and cooling 
in daily use. 
THERMOCOUPLE:  Temperature probe which produces minute variable electrical current dependent on degree of 
heat exposure - used in conjunction with pyrometers and Baso valves. 
THROWING:  To make pottery by hand on the potters wheel.  A delicate balance, which defies gravity and 
centrifugal force as clay is coaxed up by hand from a spinning turntable.  
THROWING STICK:  Wooden tool used by Japanese potters as an extension of the hand for raising the inside of 
pots, especially tall narrow forms. 
TRIMMING, OR TURNING: The pot is inverted onto a potter’s wheel and a metal cutting tool is applied to the 
bottom of the pot until the desired finish is achieved.  
UNDERCUT:  Common flaw in plaster or bisque molds, where the clay or casting catches and will not pull free 
without breaking or distorting.   
UNDERGLAZE; ENGOBE:  Colored slips formulated to have low drying shrinkage, allowing application to bone-dry 
or bisque-fired surface before glazing.  Commercial underglazes are available in a wide palette of colors primarily 
for low-fire, but many will survive high-fire. 
UNDERGLAZE DECORATION:  Process of applying any decoration to the bare, (usually bisque-fired) clay surface 
directly before glazing. 
UNDERGLAZE PENCILS:  Underglaze pigments in pencil form, excellent for marking wares and test-tiles, and for 
"pencil-drawn" decorative effects.  
VITREOUS; VITRIFIED; VITRIFICATION:  Fired clay which has fused together completely, so that the pores 
between refractory particles are filled with glass, and the body is impervious to water.  Vitrification is sintering in the 
presence of a fully-developed glassy-phase.  
WAX RESIST:  A decorative technique where a wax based medium is used to create a pattern, which is then 
covered, in another coat of glaze or slip. The wax resists the subsequent coating creating the pattern. Paper 
stencils or tape can create a similar effect. Latex is another effective resist with other advantages.  
WEDGING:  To kneed or mix plastic clay by hand.  A hand process used to homogenize the clay and remove air 
bubbles, thus making it workable. The techniques for wedging are called; Spiral, or Chrysanthemum wedging, 
Rams head, or Monkey face wedging and wire/slab wedging. Both Rams head and Spiral wedging involves the 
folding of the clay on itself too build up an ever-tightening spiral of clay platelets. Wire wedging builds up increasing 
layers of clay platelets and is the best for introducing other clays and fillers into an already plastic clay body. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


