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Seeking the Nuance offers up a vital piece of B.C.’s ceramic history through its selection of 30 glaze and clay body recipes used in the 60s and 70s at the University of British Columbia Education Faculty's Ceramics Studio. Earlier, Olea Davis’s extensive programs at the UBC Ceramics Hut brought a hugely influential range of traditions to the province, including those of Asia, the Bauhaus School, and the Arts and Crafts and Modernist Art movements.

The potters working at UBC at the time that the recipes were collected were also influenced by the vision of Bernard Leach who, in turn, was affected by the Japanese Mingei (folk craft) movement. Young B.C. potters such as Glenn Lewis (the book's author,) John Reeve, Mick Henry, and Ian Steele all apprenticed at Leach’s pottery in St. Ives, England, at various times throughout the 60s and 70s. Charmian Johnson archived and studied the pottery at the Leach Studio in the later 70s. They all brought these influences back home. In this way, Seeking the Nuance sets B.C.’s ceramics culture in a world context.

“B.C. has an unusual concentration of highly qualified and dedicated ceramists,” says Debra Sloan, the book’s researcher. “A very large percentage of these potters are practicing because of Leach’s book and influence — whether they follow his ideas [or not], or even like or value his particular practice.”

The recipes in this book are being published in the hope that they will re-establish awareness of these traditional influences — and reveal how they are very much relevant to B.C. potters working today.

Each of the book’s recipes — including, for example, Kawai Celadon, Ying Ching, Charmian’s Speckle, and John Reeve’s White Porcelain clay body — list suggested ingredients, percentages, firing range and author. The recipes are not for beginners, but are meant for those who have already developed their own glaze-testing process. Potters are encouraged to share results of their experiments with the book’s glaze and clay body recipes on a website which has been created for that purpose at www.bcpotters.com/heritageglazes.html (password: Hgf717)
The hope is that this book will “revive community discussion about the nuances of ceramic techniques, specifically glazes [and] ... invite other ceramic artists to play with these glazes, talk about their experiments,” says Phyllis.

The book’s recipes are part of a larger card file collection written out and organized by Glenn Lewis when he taught at UBC in the 60s. This card file was abandoned in an old coffin kiln at the UBC Ceramics Studio in the Education Faculty, and would have been lost forever if not discovered by Phyllis’ 10-year-old son in 1996. The card file spent many years being shuffled around until Phyllis and Debra tracked Glenn down and the book project began.

The recipes were chosen according to three criteria: locally available materials, safe materials, and historical importance. They are set in context through author biographies provided at the end of the book. Each page is set up to look like a recipe card and there is space to make notes. 

The official book launch is Saturday, March 6, 1 to 3 p.m. as part of the exhibition Vancouver Collects at the Gallery of BC Ceramics. The book will be sold at the Gallery and will also be available at Aesthetics: 2010 Canadian Clay Symposium on March 13 at the Shadbolt Centre for the Arts. It may be available for order online thereafter. 

Melany Hallam, Editor, BC Potters (Newsletter of the Potters Guild of British Columbia)



A Work in Progress…

This book came about because Phyllis Schwartz recognized the archival provenance of an old recipe file of 300 glazes found in 1996. As a potter who loves glazes, she was intrigued by the recipes and became convinced that the tradition of these glazes should be kept alive. She also admired Glenn Lewis’s thoughtful and detailed cataloguing, which seemed to signify that this was a body of work worth preserving. Phyllis has given countless hours in learning how to make this book through the Web. From start to finish, Phyllis, Glenn and I have enjoyed working on this project together.


Phyllis’s belief is that, by sharing these recipes and the test results, a conversation will start amongst potters as they seek to make these heritage recipes work within their own practices, and that these clay bodies and glazes will remain part of the ceramic community’s repertoire. 


Note: 

* These glazes will need to be adjusted, as some of the materials may not be available at your local supplier, or were once local materials used by the original glaze-maker.
* Find detailed information about how to prepare ingredients like ash or local clays, or other technical information, in books like Leach’s A Potter’s Book, or Daniel Rhodes’ Clay and Glaze,s or Robin Hopper’s The Ceramic Spectrum.
