Life as Amalgam
Australian potter Steve Harrison reflects on creativity, materiality
and process.
It seems that I spend a lot of my time oscillating between many things; the
fountain pen and key board, between parchment and paper, between laser
and lamy, between sink and stove, wedging and wheel, shovel and pick, ball
mill and crusher, chain saw and chisel. There is a dialectic apparent here,
between new and old, thinking and doing, play and profit, process and
product, making and material.

Fig. 1. Red bai tunze porcelain with grey/blue celadon style glaze

I like the process of creating things, especially in clay, it gives me a thrill to
spend a day fiddling around and at the end coming up with something that is
mine. I like the feel of things, of all sorts of things like polished stainless
steel, planed wood, soft clay, rare steak, curd cheese, fine paper, a porcelain
bowl, a soft breast. There are so many sensations and experiences that feed
into what makes us what we are and what we can learn about our world. I
choose to work in ceramics with a tactile material like clay that is soft,

plastic and feels ’good’, enticing and engaging. I also found that I have had
to steel myself to work with other materials that aren’t as engaging to the
touch, so as to earn the money I need to support my ceramic ‘habit’. Even
though I can’t make a living from exhibiting my work. I decided long ago
that I would not take a full time teaching position in ceramics. I prefer to be
self-employed, although it lacks security, it gives me the flexibility to try my
hand at many things.
Working with metal is not as tactile and attractive to me as clay. Metal can
be cold, hard and sharp, and working with it is noisy, even dangerous, but
the process can be rewarding at one level, not just because of the money it
earns, but because of what I can create.

Fig. 2. Angle grinder

Fig. 3. MIG welding

Fig. 4. TIG welding

Angle-grinding and welding are examples of a useful productive processes
which are not particularly enjoyable, certainly not in the way that clay is.
The closest that welding can come to being enjoyable must be TIG welding.
It is of course necessary to wear leather gloves just like any other welding
process, but the gloves are of very fine, soft leather, as the technique
requires very fine motor skills. It is in this sense that it comes closest to
ceramics. I am not a good TIG welder, as I don’t get to do enough of it,
although as far as welding goes, I quite enjoy the process, even from with-in
the OH&S cocoon of face shield and gloves, because the finished welds can
be so beautiful. At the end of the day I can stand back and take pride in a
beautiful job, well done.
When I built my first kiln, there was such interest in it from friends and
acquaintances and then total strangers, such that soon I was forced to build a

kiln building factory. I built my factory (symbolically) from clay, mud
bricks and recycled materials. My factory isn’t the nicest place to work, but
it is better than working somewhere else for a boss. The great benefit is that
I get to own the ‘toy shop’ with all those tools and machines to use
creatively after work-time is over and play-time begins. A good example of
this productive play is that I have been fortunate enough to be able to build
my own truck body from scrap aluminium at next to no cost, and a sturdier
unit would be hard to find, and certainly unaffordable if I could find one.

Fig. 5. Tig welded aluminium home made truck body.

Fig. 6. Stainless steel kilns in my factory.

Quite often I like the smell as well as the tactile sensations of work. I
certainly don’t enjoy the smell of the angle grinder or welding, but on the
other hand, wet clay, freshly cut wood – especially cedar, cypress and
eucalypt, fresh soil, baked bread, brewed coffee, freshly mown wild rocket
that self seeded in the lawn, likewise garlic chives or cilantro/coriander are a
surprise and a wonder when they burst forth from the mown hay and envelop
the senses. Likewise, I like the smell of the garden after rain, salt sea spray
on the wind, even that odd ozone-like smell of a mechanical digger scraping
hardened steel over sandstone rock, very odd I know, but strangely engaging
and very memorable. And of course there is the special old fashioned smell
of refilling a fountain pen with blue ink. In particular for me there is that
peculiarly nostalgic smell of lighting a kindling fire of eucalypt leaves and
twigs. When I light my wood fired kiln or the kitchen stove, which we do
almost every day, I never tire of it, it’s like new life each time, setting the
fire is like preparing the board for chess. There are as many ways to light a
kindling fire as there are moves to start a chess game, watching the
development of the tiny flame slowing passing from twig to twig. It is a
challenge to set the evening fire without using paper, just torn bark, dried
leaves and twigs. The fire develops like a chess game, each time taking
different paths, different strategies, depending on who has set it, who is
playing.
Every thing has its place, time, feel, smell, thought and reference or
recollection. Although I have slowly been seduced by email, I still write
important letters with my Lamy fountain pen on beautiful paper. Because I
really appreciate it when I get a hand written letter myself, although it is
becoming a rare event these days. A hand written letter has the touch of the
person about it and like the famous madeleine biscuit, it takes me there in
my mind to that person and place. Something that email has yet to do for me.
I know that I am simply showing my age, but I am confident that my son has
no such reminiscences. He has very agile thumbs and dreams of electronic
text and symbols. The hum of the processor and the whir of the cooling fan
are his madeleines. The i-phone touchscreen and i-pod click-wheel have
replaced the taste of a licked envelope and stamp for him.
So it is with much of what I admire and reflect on with fondness, skills and
practices that are slowly fading, materials that are no longer considered,
touched or worked. I still collect my own clay and stones to make my pots
and glazes. Of course it isn’t economic to do so but neither is writing with

nib and ink. It is simply rewarding to do it and therefore time has to be found
for it, and so it is with a good pot. Beautiful things just have to be made, no
matter how long it takes, someone has to do it, there is far too much
ugliness, violence, greed and stupidity thrust into our faces each day on the
nightly horror (hour )that masquerades as TV (news).
I love beautiful things, simple things, but not too many of them, I can only
take in so much at any one time, but clay is wonderful. I find the stuff of
which pots are made is just so interesting, discovering a new stone or gravel
and playing with it until it reveals itself and its possibilities has been a
continual fascination.

Fig. 7. Blackware bowl with misty blue, slightly opalescent bai tunze, lime and ash glaze

I have not been able to find a suitable plastic clay body that can be thrown
freely and vigorously. I have however come across a lot of stones, shales and
gravels, perhaps because that is what there is where I live. Some of these
have proved to be extremely fascinating to work with. They are not plastic in
any normal sense of the term, but I have found that I can work with them on
their own terms. One such material is a brown weathered basaltic gravel.
When kilned this unusual stuff fires to a matt, jet black, dense body, that

quite stunned me, because I was not expecting it at all, with a 20% iron
content, I was expecting a glaze, and it almost is, just a fraction too much
reduction or a little over fired and it pools into a flat puddle on the kiln shelf.
However, when it works it is fantastic.

Fig. 8. Kiln shelf with slumped blackware bowls, pooled onto the kiln shelf, their foot
rings showing prominently up through the flattened disc.

It reminds me a little of ancient Ge ware, and when coupled with an
appropriate pale glaze, it has some resemblance to Guan ware. Not that I’m
attempting to replicate any ancient tradition, just noting the similarities in
the essential beauty in this material, just as I appreciate beauty where ever I
find it with all sorts of materials.

Fig. 9. Slumped blackware bowl

My favourite ceramic material is a rock, a native bai tunze porcelain stone
that I found not too far from here in a deep remote valley where few people
go.1 It is an extremely hard, fine-grained, white aplite stone. It needs to be
broken down in a jaw crusher and then ball milled for 12 to 16 hours to
become fine enough to work with. It is certainly not plastic, even with the
addition of some bentonite. It is difficult in the extreme to throw, but
rewards patience, it needs to be slowly coaxed into shape and then still
requires a lot of turning to complete the form. An upside of this patient
technique is that I have discovered a love of turning. I have also discovered
that 7 years of ageing improves the plasticity of this material enormously.
The finished product is a wonder to me, 99% ground-up hard rock paste
miraculously becomes a beautiful translucent porcelain which responds to
the wood firing by blushing to a pink/orange/red.
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Fig. 10. Red flashed bai tunze porcelain-stone bowl with qingbai style limpid blue bai
tunze porcelain-stone glaze

My favourite glaze is in fact my porcelain stone body with lime added. It
makes for some lovely subtle results. I have discovered that when it is mixed
with 15% of lime, it becomes a beautiful glaze for itself and for other bodies,
the combination of bai tunze body and glaze especially when wood fired,
rewards the effort with a beautiful translucency, pink/red flash and pale
bluish glaze.

Fig. 11. Blackware bowl with porcelain glaze flushed to opalescence by natural ash
impingement.

When this porcelain stone glaze is applied over pots made from my washed
gravel blackware body it becomes a soft greyish satin matt. However, when
the wood ash hits it during the fire and starts to build up on the surface, it
transforms it into a remarkable localised jün glaze effect that is quite lovely
and serendipitous. I have taken to mixing my bai tunze with lime and fruit
tree pruning ash to create a siliceous opalescent bluish glaze to take
advantage of this effect.

Fig. 12. Blackware bowl with home grown cow bone ash, fruit tree ash, lime and native
Australian bai tunze stone jün glaze

One of the pleasures (and pains) of wood firing is collecting, cutting and
splitting the wood that is so essential to the process. In my case it is central. I
am very particular about my wood. In my earlier career I took off-cuts from
the local sawmill. But in my latter career I have become more inquisitive
about the subtleties of the entire process and everything turns out to be
equally so important. I haven’t decided what I like best and then stuck with
that, nor decided to use whatever was there because it was easily accessible.
I try and fire each firing with a different type of timber, just to see what there
is for me to learn from the process, to encourage whatever there is install for
me to just happen. I never know what to expect other than not to expect
anything, but it is almost impossible to resist that most human of failings –
expectation.
Because I select and collect timber from any number of unlikely local
places, I come across all sorts of wood, mostly from gardens; loppings,
fallen trees, fruit tree prunings, all different and each has proven to be an
experience in itself. Not all wood is good for firing, and this makes some
firings a little bit difficult, but I always keep a little stock of something that I

know is reliable in reserve, just in case, but I rarely use it, I prefer to
persevere, to experience the unadulterated result.
Some times I come across a tree that is far too good to be burnt as kiln fuel,
it deserves better. Some logs are straight grained, free of branches and call
out to be made into furniture. It would be a shame to burn them. I am not
much of a wood worker, but I don’t like waste and as I need something to sit
on and a house to sit in, I’ve made chairs, tables, doors, windows and roof
trusses for my house, slowly over the years, as the necessity and opportunity
arose.

Fig. 13. Homemade Windsor style chair with double bent steamed arms from home
grown timber.

In keeping with my philosophy of self-reliance I built my own chainsaw mill
to do the job. Perhaps it’s not as good as the commercial equivalent, but it
does the job adequately, if somewhat slow, but I’ve got time. Working with
a chainsaw is tiring, dirty, noisy and the exhaust is bitterly caustic when
inhaled. Although the work is hard and not very pleasant, the results of the
effort are quite productive, as a chain saw is very effective tool. I suspect
that there is something about the feeling of being tired, covered in saw dust
and smelling of two stroke oil that somehow magnifies and justifies the few
planks that are the result of the days work. However, it is waste forestalled
that spurs me on. The fact that it is done with home made tools is a bonus.
When I first thought about milling my own lumber, I enquired at the local
chainsaw dealership and was told that I would need a two thousand dollar
chain saw and a three thousand dollar attachment to mill timber. I decided
that I would just try buying a long bar and rip chain, for $100 and weld
something together myself. My experiment has been working fine ever
since.

Fig.14. Milling a log with my home made chain sawmill

Fig. 15. Milled logs on home built truck body.

Fig.16. The Old classroom 1975.

33 years ago, my partner and I bought an old abandoned and derelict single
room school classroom built in 1893. When I decided to extend it into a
house, one of the things that I had to confront was the fact that the old
building had sandstone sills. I decided to have a go at cutting my own. It

became obvious that I needed to build a forge to make the stone-working
tools that I realised I needed to cut and shape the stone for the sills; bolster,
pitching tool and broad chisel. Steel and stone are not as tactile to work with
as clay and wood, because most of the work requires gloves, goggles and a
respirator, although distanced by the safety apparel, the experience of
forging steel, then splitting and facing stone with it is unique and just as
enriching in it’s own way as it is necessary. I certainly couldn’t afford to pay
a real tradesman to do all this skilled work.

Fig 17. The extended house.

So it becomes a matter of learn the skills and do it myself or change
aspirations. I decided that I would give myself the challenge and although I
don’t make tools, sills, chairs, windows or just about anything as well as a
fully qualified tradesman might. These objects are mine, not just made
onsite, but often grown onsite too. Assembled with all their faults and
character, they are my faults and my character. These are all real materials,
grown, forged, carved, and thrown here, they couldn’t be more local and I
engage with these various materials, clay, stone, gravel, wood and steel to
create real authentic objects from them. Objects that sustain my life in

everyday use, just as the working of these materials has enriched me during
their creation, occasionally they make there way into other peoples lives and
I hope that they are able to enrich their lives as well.

Fig. 18. Wood fired pink flashed Porcelain bowl with white flame bleaching and golden
lustre with blue celadon style glaze. Thrown from my milled and aged local native bai
tunze porcelain stone.

I am aware that I have been very privileged to have the peace and security
provided within a stable affluent society to be able to lead a creative life on
the fringe of society. Perhaps I would have made better pots if I had been
able to work exclusively at that aspect of my creativity. As it’s turned out,
because I could not, I’ve been very lucky to be able to work in a full range
of creative areas with lots of different materials, while still being self
directed and self employed which has resulted a much richer amalgam of a
creative life.2 This strange busy life, with so much content, sometimes makes
a holiday seem boring.
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I chose to title this piece ‘Life as amalgam’ for the obvious reason that there are many competing
elements juxtaposed to make a whole, but also because amalgam, has a specific metallic reference. Metal
has been a link that has joined the various stages of my ceramics together over the period.

