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Ultra-thin Slab Construction
A rtists are influenced by the world

/ \ around and within themselves. My
_Z_ A_ceramic art method borrows from the
process of commercial printing. Stacks of old
printing plates, drawers of lead and wooden
type, plaster casts, and a diverse collection
of textured materials fill my studio. Printing
materials provide a graphic access to the raw
commercial content I use to build and express
a personal narrative in art. Each artwork is de-
signed to communicate a message. In print ad-
vertising, paper is the main medium for com-
munication, but in my art, clay is my medium.

Selecting a Clay Body
Finding a suitable clay body with properties
similar to paper is a challenge. It needs to be
bright white to enhance intense glaze colors.
The clay particles need to be fine enough to
hold delicate impressions and flexible enough
for handbuilding various forms. I also feel
ceramics should invite physical interaction. I
want my ceramic art to be exceptionally thin
and lightweight, like cardboard. Light enough
to cause a reaction of surprise and amazement
when handled, but also tough enough for it to
be raku fired.

I use a porcelain body with molochite (por-
celain grog) added. Its bright white holds im-
pressed details, and when rolled into a thin slab
remains sturdy yet flexible. Adding molochite
also gives the clay the thermal shock-resistance
necessary to survive the raku process.

Preparation
Begin with about 6 lbs. of wedged clay and
slice a half-inch thick slab with a wire-cutting
tool (approximately one pound). Roughly flat-
ten the clay between your palms, and place on
a flat surface. Roll the clay into even, thin, flat
sheets using the wood strips method in the side
bar (see page 20).

Cut all the sides for the bottle to a width of
IV4 inches. The front and back panels are a free-
form rectangle with a straight bottom edge and
slightly curved sides. Cut them both together by

Brand Remover (back view), 7yj (19 cm) in
height, porcelain, raku fired, 2010.

stacking two sheets of clay one on top of each
other. Make extra pieces at this time in case of
later unacceptable imperfections. Arrange all
the pieces on a flat surface covered with news-
paper, then cover them with plastic while mak-
ing the impressions in the next steps {figure 1).

Making an Impression
The next steps require- an assortment of tex-
tured surfaces; I used a printing plate and an
old gilt frame. The frame is used to texture the
side and top panels. The narrow clay panels
are positioned on the frame, pressed into the
texture, and set aside under plastic {figure 2).

The front and back pieces are an assemblage
of images made using different transfer tech-
niques. For the main graphic, the printer's plate,
coat the surface with a releasing agent such as
cornstarch or WD-40 spray. Position the print-
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Lay the cut pieces flat and cover with An antique gilt frame provides a
a sheet of plastic. unique texture.

Peek under the clay to ensure slab is
properly positioned.

Impress the texture with gentle pats
across the clay surface.

Outline the impression to assist in
positioning subsequent images.

For additional impressions, press the
clay up to the penciled edge.

ing plate face-up on the worktable. Clean the clay's surface
of imperfections and place it exactly where needed over the
plate (figure 3). Begin to gently press the entire clay slab
against the plate with your fingertips {figure 4). Using more
pressure embeds the clay into the plate and creates an im-
pression with more detail. This action encourages the slab
to grip the plate's surface, preventing it from sliding around
and resulting in a stretched or weak imprint. A strong im-
pression has been made when the texture of the plate be-
gins to bulge slightly through the clay. There is a delicate
balance; you need to pat the clay firmly, but not so hard
that the clay thickness becomes compromised or the sur-
face perforated. Gently outline the edge of the impression
on the back of the slab with a pencil {figure 5). The outline
provides a fairly precise guide for registering additional im-
pressions made on the same slab.

After completing the transfer and outline, gently peel up
a corner of the clay sheet. Look over the impression for thin
or damaged spots. If you like it, keep it, if not, throw it to
the reclaim and begin again.

Making additional impressions on the same slab follows
the same process with the alignment being much more criti-

cal. Perform multiple impressions in immediate succession
while the clay is still flexible. To create a textured back-
ground around the main graphic, position the stab over
the texture positive, and repeat the process using the pencil
outline as an alignment guide {figure 6). The texture can
be imprinted right to the edge of the first graphic without
distorting it.

Areas of an existing impression can be erased with your
finger to insert smaller, additional textures. Pinch the new
texture and the slab between your fingers to ensure a strong
and clean impression {figure 7). Try using children's blocks
or antique lead lettering for custom text {figure 8).

Continue printing enough slabs to build a bottle form.
Imprint a front sheet, back sheet, a bottom sheet, and
matching top and side sheets. Imprinting the clay distorts
the slab's edge, so you'll need to stack the front and back
panels and trim the edges to their final profile {figure 9).
The same is done with the sides, top, and bottom sections.

Assembling the Bottle
Wait until the slabs are stiff before assembling them.
Dry them face-up under plastic for approximately 30-45
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First erase a small area of the impres-
sion by rubbing it out. Then press the
two textures together.

The impression is clean without any
trace of the previous impression.

Trim all pieces with a sharp X-acto
blade for a clean and crisp edge.

Lay all the pieces out Cover with
plastic for approx. 30-45 minutes.

Stand the bottle upright and clean the
seams with a brush.

Inflate the bottle by slowly blowing
into the neck opening.

minutes or until they are close to leather hard and stiff
like cardboard. If you want curved sides, bend the slabs
for the side wall pieces to the desired curve and dry them
on edge (figure 10).

Assemble the bottle by first joining the bottom section
to one of the sides. Score and slip both surfaces, align the
two pieces and slowly and gently press them together.

Adjust the walls for right angles as needed and clean
excess slip from around the joint using a soft brush.

C^ontinue working in this way, attaching the other sides.
Because the clay surface has texture, use a butted-joint be-
tween the sides and the bottom. This allows the textured
design to continue down the full length of the sides. If you

Tip:
'J'he best slip for joining clay pieces Is the slurry that accu-

mulates on your hands while throwing. This slurry is thick,
sticky, and free of lumps. Whenever you're throwing, wipe the
slurry from your fingers and flick it into a lidded plastic jar.

want the sides to have a continuous design, then cut and
apply the parts sequentially and the design will 'wrap' in
one continuous pattern.

For the shoulder of the bottle, cut the two short ends of
the shoulder slab and side strips at a 45° angle. When joined,
the seam is nearly invisible. Be sure to cut the opening for the
bottle's neck before joining the top panel. When lowering the
back pane! into position, do so carefully and don't press tbe
back down until you have checked its alignment. Once cen-
tered into place, gendy tap the clay down along the seam and
wipe away any excess slip. After the bottle is fully assembled,
clean up all the joints and seams with a soft brush [fi^iirc 11 ).

The front and back panels often sag inward during the
final assembly steps. To fix this, stand the bottle upright and
inflate ir by holding the bottle on the outside edges, and gen-
tly blowing into the neck opening until the front and back
bulge slightly (figure 12). This will give the bottle a slighdy
convex front and back.

To make the neck of the bottle, curl a smaller impressed
piece of clay around a narrow dowel or a tapered paint
brush handle and secure the joint with slip. Add a flange to
the end by wrapping a narrow band of clay near the opening
(figttre 13). Trim the opening in the bottle's neck and attach
it when both the neck and the flange become leather hard.
{figure 14).
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Slow and Even
Bvying
Dry the piece evenly by covering it
with a plastic bag. Be sure the bag
does not touch the clay. Within the
bag, existing moisture both saturates
through and evaporates evenly from
the clay. As the moisture slowly evap-
orates from the clay surface, it col-
lects on the inside of the bag. Pull off
the bag for approximately an hour
each day and turn it inside out. This
slowly removes the moisture and
provides a new dry surface for mois-
ture to collect upon. The entire piece
dries and shrinks evenly and experi-
ences minimal stress along the seams.
Continue this process until moisture
ceases to collect on the plastic, then
remove the plastic completely and al-
low it to air dry. When it reaches the
bone-dry stage, it's ready for a very
slow bisque. •

Frank James Fisher teaches advanced
ceramics at Schoolcraft College in Li-
vonia, Michigan, and demonstrates at
workshops. For more information, go to
frankjamesfisher.com. '

Make the neck on a dowel then ¿idd a
flange with a thin, clay strip.

Clean the joint with a soft brush.

Rolling Thin Slabs
Make a series of matched pairs of
wood strips cut in descending order
of thickness. The thinnest pair is
slightly more than Vu.-inch thick.
Each pair gets progressively thinner
in Vs-inch increments. Each stick
measures 24 inches in length and
V4-inches wide. The result is a suc-
cessive series of thick to thin wood
spacers. Paint the ends of each pair
a different color to make matching
them easier (figure Á).

Select a pair of spacers slightly thin-
ner than the height of the clay slab
and place them parallel on either side
of the clay. First roll from the center
of the slab forward and then from
the center backward. This divides the
flattening chore into two moves, and
makes for more even slabs. Next, flip
it over while rotating the slab 90°
[figure B). This method of roll, flip,

A series of stepped-thickness spacers
and a rolling dowel.

and turn is a critical step and helps
eliminate warping during the drying
process—continuing to roll the slab
in the same direction may cause the
clay to curl like a potato chip as it
dries. Substitute the next thinner pair
of spacer strips and repeat the rolling
process including the roll, flip, and
turn. Continue this process, working
through each consecutive spacer strip
until the resulting clay slab measures
Vä-inch thick (figure C).

Roll the day between the spacers
to thin it. Rotate and flip the clay to
prevent warping.

The final thickness is slightly more
than Vie inch thick.
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