
INTRODUCTION TO CERAMICS 



CERAMICS 

WHAT: 
Things made from clay: the basic material 
for all ceramic creations. 

Clay is created as a result of the 
decomposition of igneous rock, which makes 
up the entire earth’s crust. 

Everything you will do with clay involves 
the interplay of these 3 variables: 
Moisture 
Plasticity 
Heat



CERAMICS FROM THE BEGINNING 
Of all the arts, ceramics 
has the longest history, 
dating back to the people 
first learned how to 
control fire.  

Theories: 
People first began to 
model clay as a diversion. 
People used clay for 
practical purposes.  



The clay that you work with in a 
studio has been processed and 
prepared to some degree.  

Early potters had to actually dig 
their raw materials from the 
ground and prepare it.  

There was sometimes impurities that 
had to be taken out. 



WORKING WITH CLAY
THROUGH THIS UNIT WE WILL 
DISCUSS THE FOLLOWING 
CLAY PROPERTIES:   

Plasticity 

Shrinkage 

Moisture 

Handling Clay



Plasticity- The quality of 
clay that allows it to be 
m a n i p u l a t e d a n d s t i l l 
maintain its shape without 
cracking or sagging.  

There are many factors that can 
make clay more plastic 

• You can spray it with water 
• You can store it in a bag with 

water. 
• You can mix new plastic clay with 

the old.

Most beginners use 
highly plastic clay:



SHRINKAGE

All Clay shrinks as they dry. Clay can crack when it 
shrinks if the potter doesn’t carefully monitor the 
drying process. 

It is frustrating to spend a lot of time creating your 
artwork only to have it crack because you did not take 
the time to allow it to dry slowly. 



 MOISTURE
All clay contains water.  

• You can add water to clay to make it more 
workable or plastic.  

• Add too much water, however, and the 
clay loses plasticity- it won’t hold any 
shape. 

• Clay begins to dehydrate, or lose 
moisture when it is exposed to air. 

• You will occasionally need to rehydrate, 
or put water back into the clay, to keep it 
moist. 



PREPARING THE CLAY
Before you make anything with clay, 
you need to prepare it.  

All clay needs to be de-aired before 
you begin. Kneading or Wedging 
eliminates air bubbles.

Kneading plastic clay with the fingers 
and heels of the hands in a rocking 
spiral motion, which forces out trapped 
air pockets and develops a uniform 
texture. 



CLAY SAFTEY: CLEAN UP

Little bits of clay that end up on the surface 
of your table are harmless.  
When the bits are brushed onto the floor 
these pieces crumble and break down into 
smaller particles and scatter into the air 
your breathe. 

Capture clay dust with water. Use a wet 
sponge to clean tables, tools, wheels, and 
sinks. Brooms and brushes only make more 
dust. .



SLIP
A fluid suspension of clay in water. Used in 
joining clay pieces and for surface 
decorations It has the consistency of Yogurt 
You can put your scrap pieces in your slip 
cup. 



STAGES OF CLAY:

• Plastic 

• Leather-hard 

• Greenware/Bone Dry 

• Bisque ware 

• Glazeware



• Clay is pliable and plastic  

• It is somewhat forgiving at this stage 

• It is at the “workable” Consistency 
for slabs, coils, and throwing. 

• Ware can be reclaimed at this stage. 

PLASTIC CLAY



• Clay is drier than plastic workable clay but 
is somewhat stiffer 

• Clay has the consistency of a chocolate bar 

• Pots are incised and triggered at this stage 

• Clay is a cool to touch and slightly darker

LEATHER-HARD CLAY



GREENWARE / BONE DRY CLAY
• Clay is chalk looking, It is not nearly as 

cool to the touch 

• It is very Fragile at this stage 

• Ware can be reclaimed at this stage 

• Do Not try to work clay at this stage 



BISQUE WARE
• First firing of piece 

• After firing the piece will be much more 
brittle and whiter 

• Ware can not be reclaimed after being 
bisque fired. 



GLAZEWARE

• After piece has been glazed 
the piece will be fired a 
second time.  

• This time the piece will 
obtain the qualities of the 
fired glaze.  

• Many Times this is a more 
glassy finish but not all the 
time 

• Ware cannot be reclaimed 
after firing. 


