
tips on throwing  
complex pottery forms  

using basic throwing skills

five great pottery wheel 

throwing techniques

ceramic artsdaily.org

This special report is brought to you with the support of Skutt Ceramic Products

http://skutt.com/skutt-resources/video/product-showcase/potters-wheels/


www.ceramicartsdaily.org   |   Copyright © 2016,  Ceramic Publications Company   |   Five Great Pottery Wheel Throwing Techniques   |   1

The Upside-Down Vase: A Great Technique for 
Throwing Light Curvy Vases on the Pottery Wheel
by Glenn Woods
If you struggle with the problem of having too much clay left at the bottom of your wheel-thrown pieces, why not 
turn things upside down? Glenn Woods did just that and came up with a beautiful light-weight pitcher. Throwing 
pottery on the wheel is challenging enough. Cut yourself some slack with this great technique! 

Maximize Your Efficiency by Throwing and Trimming 
off the Hump
by Simon Levin
Most potters have heard of throwing off the hump, but trimming off the hump is a little less common. Simon 
Levin gives tips for maximizing your efficiency on your pottery wheel by doing both. 

Throwing a Cup and Saucer
by Lyla Goldstein
Throwing pots on the wheel is one thing but to throw two pieces that work together is a skill every potter should 
have. Lyla Goldstein loves the experience of drinking from a cup with a saucer and demonstrates her wheel 
throwing technique for making this classic combo.

An Easy Pottery Technique for Making Big Platters
by Yoko Sekino-Bovè
Throwing large pieces is an exciting challenge for any potter, and the reactions from non-potters is worth every bit 
of the effort. Yoko shows how even the smallest potters can make really impressive wheel-thrown platters.

Throwing Tall
by Clay Cunningham
Throwing tall forms on the pottery wheel can be one of the most challenging clay projects for beginners, but Clay 
Cunningham has come up with a way to make it much easier. In this article he explains his step-by-step process 
for successfully throwing tall pots on the pottery wheel.

Five Great Pottery Wheel Throwing Techniques
Tips on Throwing Complex Pottery Forms  
Using Basic Throwing Skills
Full of great pottery techniques, as well as ideas you can apply to any pottery project, these step-by-step wheel-throwing instructions will help 
you improve your pottery throwing skills from concept through completion. For a tool that really does one thing (spins in a circle), the number 
of techniques and results possible on the pottery wheel are just astounding.

Glen Woods explains how to throw upside down for taller, trimmer pots. Simon Levin extols the virtues of throwing and trimming off the hump. 
Lyla Goldstein loves the concept of saucers and how they elevate the cup to a new level . A great gift idea! And if you saw Yoko Sekino-Bové 
you’d admire how someone of small stature can make such large pieces, but that’s the secret she has to share. Finally, Clay Cunningham dem-
ostrates how to throw tall forms on the potter’s wheel, which can be challenging for even the most experienced potters. 

Pottery wheel throwing techniques included in Five Great Pottery Wheel Throwing Techniques: Tips on Throwing Complex Pottery Forms 
Using Basic Throwing Skills.
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The Upside-Down Vase: 
A Great Technique for Throwing  

Light Curvy Vases on the Pottery Wheel

Several years ago, at an art fair in Florida, I encoun-
tered another potter who came into my booth and said, 
“I really like your pots but they seem to be missing the 
bottom part of the form”. At first I was offended—who 
did he think he was anyway? His forms didn’t seem any 
more spectacular than mine. After I got over myself, 
I looked at my pots and found he was right. I love to 
throw but have always noticed that no matter what 
pulling method I have used, I always seem to leave a 
little more clay at the bottom of the wall than I would 
like. I also noticed that the pots did seem to be lacking a 
little toward the bottom part of the forms. After think-
ing about this, I decided that I needed to find an easier 
way to use the clay left at the bottom of the piece rather 
than simply carving or trimming it away and discarding 
that clay into to my reclaim bucket.

A New Approach
With the next piece, I threw the vase the way I always 
have but left a little more clay in the floor of the piece (a 
thicker bottom). I then wrapped the bottom of the piece 
in plastic to keep it wet and let the top dry to leather 
hard (figure 1). Since I hadn’t altered the piece, it was easy 
to turn upside down and center on the wheel just as if I 
was going to trim the piece (figure 2). I trimmed away the 
flange from the bottom, leaving the edge beveled toward 
the center (figure 3). Rather than trimming any more clay 
away, I cut a hole in the center of the bottom of the piece 
and pulled the bottom out toward me, just like open-
ing up a ball of clay before starting to throw a cylinder. 
Once the bottom was opened, I applied slip only where 
needed and began pulling and thinning the walls where 

by Glenn Woods
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Throw a vase form, wrap the bot-
tom in plastic, and dry the top to 
leather hard.

Cut a hole in the bottom, throw to 
widen it, then throw the wall to thin 
the clay.

Cut the vase from the bat, flip it over 
and center it on the wheelhead.

After thinning the wall, col-
lar and refine the shape.

Trim away the bottom flange and 
create a bevel using a needle tool. 

1

4

2

5

3

Score the bottom edge of the pot and mea-
sure the diameter with calipers.

6

I would normally be trimming away extra clay (figure 
4). Once the wall was a uniform thickness, I collared in 
the form and continued thinning. This process added an 
additional 3 to 5 inches to the overall height of the piece 
and enabled me to create a more pleasing form (figure 5). 

To close the bottom, I simply threw a clay pad, com-
pressed it, and then added a throwing ring so that when 
a person looks inside the pot, they see a beautiful spiral 
staring right back at them. I scored the bottom edge of the 
pot (figure 6) and marked the clay disc (figure 7) with the 
diameter of the foot, scored just inside this line, then at-
tached them while the clay pad was still on the bat. Next, I 
compressed the seam (figure 8), cut away the excess clay and 
beveled the bottom (figure 9), then cut it off the bat. I set the 
pot on a plaster dome to make the bottom concave. The 
plaster also helped to even out the moisture in the bottom 
quickly so I didn’t end up with stress cracks. Once it dried 
to soft leather hard, I set the piece on a level table to make 
sure the bottom edge was even all the way around and the 
piece was level.

Finishing the Form
To make the spout for the pitcher, I threw a low, wide, 
bottomless bowl that angled out toward the top (figure 

10). I created a grooved detail at the bottom, which 
added interest to the area where the spout joins the 
pitcher body. When this cylinder was leather hard, I cut 
it off of the bat, flipped it over, and trimmed the excess 
from the edge to create a bevel. I also trimmed a chan-
nel into the bottom (figure 11) that matched the shape 
of the rounded rim on the pitcher body, increasing the 
surface area and strength of the attachment point. 

Once the cylinder reached soft leather hard, I cut a sec-
tion wide enough to make the spout (figure 12). I attached the 
section to the rim of the pot, then trimmed away the excess 
(figure 13). I made final adjustments to the base and throat of 
the spout and compressed the join (figure 14).

After the body has been completed, rather than making a 
pitcher as shown here, you can simply leave it as it is and make 
a vase out of it, or you can throw a neck and add it on to the 
top of the form to create a bottle. There are many possibilities.
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Throw a low, wide, bottomless 
bowl to create a pitcher spout.

Join the vessel to the base and com-
press the seam with your finger. 

Trim a channel into the bottom of the 
leather-hard bottomless bowl.

Trim away the excess clay from the 
edge of the clay pad using a wood-
en knife.

Cut a section of the bottomless bowl 
that’s wide enough to make the spout. 

10

8

11

9

12

Once attached, cut away excess 
from the spout to create the 
shape you want. 

Position the spout, shape the 
throat so it pours well, then com-
press the join.

13 14

Throw a clay disc, mark the diameter 
of the base, score the area and apply 
slip. 

7

Some may consider this cheating 
or even giving a person permission to 
stop trying to throw that perfect pot. I 
think of this technique as an alternative 
to trimming a piece to perfection. Per-
sonally, I never try to throw a bad pot 
(not that any of us do!), but if I make 
a mistake, I don’t use this technique to 
try to correct it. When I turn a pot up-
side down to finish the bottom, if it’s 
not well thrown, the process is more 
difficult, so I always throw the original 
form to the best of my abilities.

So next time you throw a pot that 
is a little bottom heavy, turn it up-
side down!

Glenn Woods is an artist and instructor liv-
ing in Palm Harbor, Florida. See more of his 
work at www.potteryboys.com.



www.ceramicartsdaily.org   |   Copyright © 2016,  Ceramic Publications Company   |   Five Great Pottery Wheel Throwing Techniques   |   5

by Simon Levin

Maximize Your Efficiency 
by Throwing and Trimiming 

Off the Hump
I love throwing and trimming pots off the hump. It’s a 
versatile technique that fluidly integrates with my stu-
dio rhythms. I find that I advocate for throwing off the 
hump at every workshop. I use it for all forms that I 
plan to trim: bowls, cups, mugs, and plates, and a few 
small forms that don’t get trimmed. As with all meth-
ods, there are some tips that increase your success rate, 
and keep the learning curve from being so steep.

I usually wedge up 25 pounds of clay in four-part sec-
tions, and then pound these all into one lump on a bat 
placed on my wheel head and center just the top por-
tion of the mound (figure 1). This becomes my working 
base. Working off a bat allows me to move my throw-
ing hump when I want my wheel free for other forms. 
I throw and trim off the same hump. Throughout the 
day, as the pots made earlier start to set up, I reshape the 
throwing mound so that I can use it as a trimming chuck. 

When I have finished trimming, I reshape the same mound 
and return to throwing. The transition is fluid.

Advantages
� I can see form better. The pots sit higher off the wheel head, 

allowing for me to see and shape more complete forms be-
cause they’re not cramped or shadowed by their proximity 
to the wheel head.

� Versatility of size. As with throwing right off the wheel 
head, I can make my pot smaller using a needle tool to 
take clay off the rim, but when I have access to a reserve 
of clay underneath I can also dig deeper and add volume 
and height seamlessly.

� Releasing form. Even before I take the freshly thrown 
pots off the hump, I start trimming the exterior of the 
foot, removing excess weight and completing lines (fig-
ures 2 and 3). Because the pot is up in the air, this is a 
comfortable process.



� Cutting off. Years ago Linda Christianson taught me how to 
make a twisted cut-off wire out of fishing line. It helps tre-
mendously if you’re able to make a level cut under the thrown 
form. When I am ready, I make a small groove that encircles 
under the foot of the pot with my needle tool (figure 4). I then 
lay the end of the fishing-line wire tool in that groove and spin 
the wheel once around so the wire crosses over itself. Then I 
pull straight out on one side of the wire tool and it cuts a level 
cross section of the mound of clay. Because the fishing line is 
twisted it leaves a lovely shell-like mark that I can trim away 
or leave as a decorative choice. Dental wire and traditional 
wire tools don’t work well for this method, because as they 
cross over themselves they create a small loop that flips and 
turns, gouging the clay. 

� Trimming. My throwing clay switches to a trimming chuck 
and back again whenever I need it to (figures 5 and 6).

Disadvantages
Throwing off the hump does have some limitations. I don’t 
throw bottles, pitchers, or large jars off the hump because 
these forms aren’t trimmed. In fairness to accurate and unbiased 
reporting I made a list of reasons not to throw off the hump:
� You will make more pots.
� Your studio scale will begin to rust from disuse.
� Your friends will want you to teach them how.
� You might find yourself writing just such an article.

Simon Levin is a wood-fire potter from Gresham, Wisconsin, who dislikes 
writing about himself in the third person. He evangelizes for wood-firing 
everywhere, is a Fulbright Scholar, kiln builder, and writer, but foremost 
he loves making pottery and big hot fires. You can see more of his work at 
http://simonlevin.com.
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by Lyla Goldstein

and saucers. Layering the pieces with colorful slips and 
glaze adds depth to the surface.

Throwing the Cup
My cups start as small low bowls with a tall foot. 
Begin with a 1¼–1½-pound ball of wedged clay. Place 
a bat on the wheel head and center the ball of clay to 
the approximate width of the desired cup form. With 
your middle and index finger, open the ball (figure 1) 
and establish the interior floor of the cup. Be sure to 
leave enough thickness in the floor to trim a ¼–1/8-
inch foot. Define the interior curve using a small rib 
and compress the floor as you move from the center 
toward the walls. Use one hand on the interior and 

Throwing a Cup  
and Saucer on the  

Potters Wheel
The act of drinking from a cup with a saucer is a 
different experience than drinking from a cup alone. 
It can be slower and more contemplative. The saucer 
enhances the significance of the cup by elevating it 
off the table and giving it a place to return to. My 
cup and saucer forms reference cups and saucers that 
became popular in 17th and 18th century Europe. I 
enjoy making these pots that can function indepen-
dently, and come together to form a relationship.

My pieces also contain an ongoing investigation of dec-
oration. Through the use of color and line, the cup is unit-
ed to the saucer through shared decorative patterns that 
convey a sense of movement. I incise drawings of plants 
and flowers through brushwork on the outside of my cups 

Cup and Saucer, 5 
in. (13 cm) in height, 
wheel-thrown earthen-
ware, slip, glaze, fired 
to cone 1 electric.
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one on the exterior and push fingers towards one 
another to pull up the walls (figure 2). Compress and 
steady the lip in between each pull (figure 3). 

When the walls are the appropriate thickness and 
height, use a stiff rib against the interior floor and wall 
to add volume to the inside. Take a measurement of the 
untrimmed foot with a pair of calipers. Push the calipers 
in slightly smaller to gauge the width of the cup’s trimmed 
foot. Hold a wire tool taut between two hands to cut the 
cup off the bat.

Throwing the Saucer
For the saucer use another 1¼–1½-pound ball of 
wedged clay. Again using a bat, center the ball of clay, 
keeping it slightly smaller than that of your desired 
saucer form. Open the ball up by pushing down in 
the middle and pulling clay from the bottom exterior 
up and outwards. Form a low sloping curve. Pull 
again until you have formed a small plate with a good 

thickness in the floor to trim a foot. Reference the 
measurement from the calipers to gauge the diameter 
of the space where your cup will sit. To open this 
seat, use your pointer and middle finger starting in the 
center and pull the clay towards yourself until you’ve 
reached the measured size. Use a rubber rib to smooth 
this seat to a flat horizon. The seat should have a simi-
lar depth to the height of your cup’s trimmed foot. 
Rib the surface of the plate into a low curve (figure 4). 
Hold a small piece of chamois or thin plastic bag and, 
while the wheel is in motion, cup the lip of the saucer 
to compress the lip (figure 5). Use your wire tool to 
cut the saucer off of the bat.

Trimming
When the cup and saucer have dried to a leather-hard 
state and the rims are no longer tacky, they’re ready 
to trim. Turn the cup upside down and tap the side 
of the cup or use your pointer finger to put the cup 

Open the ball of clay with your fingertips.

1

Compress the lip using your index finger.

3

Pull up the walls to gain some height.

2

Use a stiff rib to define the surface.

4
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on center. Secure the cup in place with three coils 
of soft clay and use a trimming tool to remove clay 
from the outside of the cup (figure 6). Start at the top 
and move down alongside the cup towards the wheel 
head. Change the angle of the tool to come inwards 
and take off clay between the bottom of the curve and 
the beginning of the foot. After you have trimmed the 
outside of the cup, move to the inside of the foot ring. 
Trim away a line that marks your outermost point. 
Hold your trimming tool horizontal and take away 
clay from the center to your established line. Repeat 
this trimming procedure with the saucer.

Pulling a Handle
Wedge or roll a small ball of soft clay into a carrot 
shape with two flat sides. Hold the thick end of the 
carrot in one hand and with your other hand, put 
your index finger and thumb together creating an 
almond or eye shape. Wet this hand and pull on the 
carrot form, keeping your hands in this position. 
You will form a piece that serves as a skeleton of 

Compress the lip using a piece of plastic or chamois.

5

Pull a handle off the cup.

7
Finished cup and saucer, prior to decorating.

8

Trim away excess clay to define the foot ring.

6

your handle. Cut the thick top end of the form across 
and pat flat with one finger. Hold the handle skeleton 
to the cup and decide the two spots where you would 
like the handle to attach. Use a needle tool to mark 
these areas. With a scoring tool, score and slip your 
marks. Score and slip the flat part of the handle. Push 
the handle onto the cup, supporting with one hand 
on the interior. Wiggle in place to secure the connec-
tion. Use your index finger to smear down the clay 
from the handle along the seam. 

When the two are connected, you may begin pulling the 
handle off the cup (figure 7). Hold the cup, handle facing 
down in one hand. Get your other hand wet and begin 
pulling the handle gently while orienting your hands in 
the eye or almond shape. After a few pulls, the handle will 
move fluidly. You can orient your fingers in different posi-
tions to create a flat handle with tapered edges. When the 
handle reaches the desired length, cut a clean edge with a 
knife. Gently but firmly secure the bottom of the handle in 
place. Place the finished cup onto the saucer to check fit, 
scale, and proportions (figure 8).
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Throwing large pieces (generally more than 10 pounds  
(4 kg)) is an exciting challenge for any potter; however, 
many people of smaller stature hesitate to muscle out 
big pieces. It feels like an emotional, as well as a physi-
cal, challenge. I felt the same way until learning how to 
produce large serving platters in an effective way at a 
tableware studio where I worked as an apprentice. Fol-
lowing their instructions, and some techniques from my 
own experience, I found that throwing large flatware, 
such as plates, platters, and shallow bowls, demands 
less physical strength and promises a higher success rate 
compared to making tall shapes because you don’t have 
to lift a high wall of clay on the wheel. 

4 Tips to Success
To reduce the physical work and hassle, there are 
four things you can do when getting ready to throw 
a large platter. 
1  Make sure that the clay you’re using is soft. You 

don’t need the clay to be firmer like you would for 
throwing a tall form, and it’s less of a burden on 
your wrists while expanding the clay if it’s soft. 
When using a fresh bag of commercially prepared 
clay that’s too big to wedge, slam the bag on the 
floor a dozen times from different angles to condi-
tion the clay. 

2  When you place the clay on the wheel, make sure to 
lay it on its side in relation to the spiral created from 
wedging (figure 1). You will want to make the clay 
into more of a circular mound, but the illustration 
shows the orientation of the spiral.

3  The larger the plate, the greater the chance of an S 
crack appearing. Allow freshly wedged clay to rest 
for at least a few weeks before using it to create big 
platters. 

4  Check the inside diameter of your 
kiln. You can throw a plate or platter 
up to the exact size of the kiln and, as 
it dries, it shrinks and then fits inside.

Throwing Process
To make the wide platter shown here, I 
used 25 pounds of clay and a 24-inch-
diameter bat. Place a bat on the wheel 
head then wet the surface. Place a circle 

cut out from a shower curtain on top of the wheel head. 
Make sure the curtain fits tightly and there are no trapped 
air bubbles (figure 2). The shower curtain layer removes 
the need for using a wire tool to separate the platter from 
the bat, allowing the clay to release more easily when it’s 
flipped over and ready to trim. 

Place the clay on the bat and start beating it down to a 
mound shape while slowly turning the wheel. Use dry hands 

(figure 3) or a wooden paddle (figure 4) and 
apply even pressure.

Flatten the mound to create a cake shape 
about 3 inches high. If you want to have a high 
rim for a bowl shape, keep the mound about 
4–5 inches high. The diameter of the cake 
shape will be the size of the foot ring of the 
piece (figure 5).

Using a wet sponge and wet hands, open the 
form. Leave about 1 inch of clay between your 
fingers and the bat. Once the center hole is cre-

Tools
 2 large smooth bats
 A smooth shower curtain 

cut to the shape and size 
of your bat

  Sponge
  Ribs
 2–3-inch-thick stiff foam
 Wooden paddle (optional)

Yoko Sekino-Bové may not be brawny, but she’s definitely 
brainy. She developed techniques to make larger pieces while 
working as an apprentice at a tableware studio.

by Yoko Sekino-Bové

An Easy Pottery Technique 
for Making Big Platters



www.ceramicartsdaily.org   |   Copyright © 2016,  Ceramic Publications Company   |   Five Great Pottery Wheel Throwing Techniques   |   11

ated, pull out toward you while also pressing down lightly 
with both hands to create a flat bottom (figure 6). While you 
expand and compress the bottom, move your hands from 
the center to the rim, then from the rim to the center several 
times. This throwing back motion can redistribute the clay 
and make it even (figure 7). It takes several passes to fully 
open up the form. Finally, use a rib to smooth and compress 
the flat surface.

Once the bottom is open and compressed, start forming 
the wall. Pull up, compress the top, then move your fingers 
back down the vertical wall, compressing and essentially 

Place the ball of clay onto the bat and pound it down into a 
mound with your hands while the wheel spins. 

Finish the process by pounding the clay with your hands 
again until you get to the diameter you want. 

Dampen a large bat and smooth the cutout shower curtain 
on top of the bat. 

As the wheel spins, use a wooden paddle to further compress 
and flatten the mound until it’s between 3–5 inches tall.

Wet your hands and hold a wet sponge in your dominant 
hand. Press down with both hands to open the form.

Place the clay on the wheel so that the spiral pattern from 
wedging or from pugging the clay is not facing up.

1 2

3 4

5 6

pulling down to keep it even. Keep the wall straight (figure 
8). Leave enough clay on the rim, which will support the 
structure by tension. 

Using a very wet sponge, slowly open the rim (figure 9). 
When you flare the wall out, start from the rim and move 
your hands down the wall toward the center to keep the de-
sired angle and prevent collapsing. When deciding on the fi-
nal angle, factor in that the rim will move upward as it dries. 
The opening angle will be 10 to 20 degrees steeper when dry. 

 Once the form is thrown, leave it uncovered for a day or 
two, depending on the humidity. In drier regions it may be 
necessary to cover the rim with a ring of plastic to keep it 
from drying too quickly.

Trimming
To trim the platter, you’ll need to flip it over. If it’s a 
low, wide form, trying to lift it off of the bat directly 
and flip it would cause extreme distortion, so sandwich-

Ph
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ov
é.



www.ceramicartsdaily.org   |   Copyright © 2016,  Ceramic Publications Company   |   Five Great Pottery Wheel Throwing Techniques   |   12

Flatten ridges in the bottom of the platter by pressing down 
as you move your hands from the center to the edge and 
back again, from the edge to the center. 

Using a very wet sponge, slowly open the rim. As you angle 
the wall out, work from the rim down to the center. 

Pull the wall straight up using your index finger on the inside 
and a sponge and the knuckles of your other hand on the 
outside. Compress the rim after the pull. 

Place a foam sheet onto the center of the plate for support 
while flipping it over. 

Peel the shower curtain sheet off of the platter. 

7

9

8

12

Rest one edge of the bat on a table or your wheel head as a 
pivot point, hold the bats tightly, then flip them over. 

11

10

ing the piece between two bats works better. Tip: You 
may need another person to help flip the big platter 
onto the second bat to prepare for trimming. It’s better 
to ask someone to help you, rather than trying to do it 
alone and ruining the platter. 

Place a foam sheet on the center of the platter for support 
while flipping it over. The foam should be taller than your 
platter rim in order to support it. Cover it with a second 

bat that’s larger than the diameter of the platter (figure 10). 
Use a flat surface to help with flipping. Create a pivot point 

by having one edge of the bat remain in contact with the 
table. Hold the bats together tightly to prevent slipping, lift 
one side up and flip the bat sandwich over as quickly as pos-
sible, maintaining contact with the pivot point to help steady 
the process and take off some of the weight (figure 11). This 
works better than trying to flip it in the air. Peel the shower 
curtain sheet off (figure 12). 

Center the platter on the bat. Its own weight keeps it 
secured to the bat, so you don’t need to place clay coils 
around the edge.

Trim the outside of the foot ring first to define the platter’s 
silhouette. The foot ring itself should be almost as wide as 
the rim, to allow for support. Sharp tools can reduce both 
the physical burden on your hands and the trimming time 
significantly. A center ring prevents potential sagging of the 
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center part, so define that area, then trim away the excess 
clay between the two rings. The amount you trim away de-
pends on the thickness of the bottom of your platter. For this 
platter, which started with a bottom thickness of 1 inch, I 
trim away about 2⁄3 of an inch of clay inside of each foot ring, 
leaving a bottom thickness of just over 1⁄3 of an inch. Make 
sure the inner ring(s) are not taller than the outer ring by 
checking with a straight edge (figure 13 and 14).

For hanging, carve a deep groove into the outside of the 
foot ring (figure 15). This is less stressful to the foot ring than 
puncturing holes. After firing, use a loop of picture hanging 
wire placed in this groove to hang it.

Flip the platter right-side-up using two bats and the sand-
wich method again and check the weight and appearance of 
the foot ring. Before the platter reaches the bone-dry stage, 
flip the platter occasionally to let it dry out evenly and to pre-
vent warpage. Always move the platter by picking it up with 
the bat while it dries. Don’t pick up the platter by the rim; it 
may cause warpage or cracks (figure 16).

Firing tips
n  Always place a big platter in the center of the kiln for 

even heat distribution. The foot of the platter should be 
completely supported on a level, smooth shelf, other-
wise, cracking and warping can occur. Don’t place the 
platter so the base spans two shelves. It may help to fire 

the platter on a thin layer of fine grog or on a waster 
slab made out of the same clay body to allow for lateral 
shrinkage during the firing. To prevent the rim from 
cooling off faster than the center part, which can lead 
to cracking as the rim contracts more quickly than the 
rest of the platter, evenly surround the rim with kiln 
posts. Alternately, when firing low, wide work, make 
sure there is adequate airspace between the rim of the 
platter and the shelf above it. Allowing air to flow 
freely helps to minimize the temperature difference 
between the middle of the shelf and the outer edge.

n  Do not place objects on the platter during a bisque 
firing. This can cause it to warp or crack. 

n  Most of the center cracks happen during the cooling 
process, not in the heating process. It will help big 
platters survive the thermal shock if you can slow 
down the kiln’s cooling process, either by ensuring 
the kiln is fully loaded, or by including a down-firing 
ramp schedule in your firing program. 

n The weight sometimes makes a big platter stick to 
the kiln shelf during the glaze firing. Make sure the 
kiln shelf is covered with kiln wash, and apply a thin 
layer of alumina hydrate solution to the unglazed 
foot ring. 

Yoko Sekino-Bové is an artist and instructor living in Washing-
ton, Pennsylvania. To see more of her work, visit her website 
http://yokosekinobove.com.

Trim the outside of the foot ring, mark the interior support 
ring, then trim away the clay between the two rings.

If you plan to hang the plate on the wall, carve a deep 
groove into the outside of the foot ring so you can wrap 
picture hanging wire around the foot after it’s fired. 

Use a ruler or a level to check that the second foot ring is not 
taller than the outer ring. 

Carefully flip the plate back onto a clean, dry bat, and always 
transport it by carrying it as shown prior to firing to avoid 
warpage and cracking.
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Throwing Tall
by Clay Cunningham

After conquering centering, opening, and lifting, one of the 
big hurdles for potters who throw on the wheel is learning 
how to consistently throw tall forms. Too much water and 
the form weakens and settles. Not enough water, and one 
runs the risk of torquing the clay, and potentially sabotag-
ing the rest of the forming process. Here is a little trick I 
teach my students to help them throw tall forms.

A Better Opening
Much of the difficulty in throwing tall forms 
(forms requiring 3 or more pounds of clay) 
is related to the amount of pulls needed to 
achieve the height, and the quantity of wa-
ter used in the aid of the pulls. By breaking 
the opening of the form into three stages, 
one uses far less water, and the exposure 

of less clay wall to the water allows for better success.

First, center the ball of clay into the shape of a thermos 

that is close to the height and the diameter of your finished 

piece (1). Already having a good amount of height means 

less pulling. When executing the first stage of opening, 

push your thumbs down about 1⁄3 the depth of the clay (2). 

Using your thumbs, open the wall and once at the desired 

diameter, squeeze the clay between your thumbs and palm, 

then lift the wall (3). The top 1⁄3 is now opened and the 

wall is close to the finished thickness with minimal water 

used.

Now, open the next 1⁄3 of the clay. To do this, pull the 

fingers and thumb of your left hand tight into a point 

(imagine a hand making a closed-mouth sock puppet) and 

push down into the form (4). 

Once you have your desired opening 
diameter, squeeze the clay between 
your thumbs and palm, then lift the 
wall.

3

Center about 3 pounds of wedged 
clay into a tall cylinder form.

As you open, push your thumbs 
down about 1⁄3 of the way into the 
clay’s depth.

2

Open the next 1⁄3 of the clay by pull-
ing your left hand into a point and 
pushing down into the form.

4

1
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Support the outside of the cylinder with your right hand, 
and with your left hand pull the clay out and up.

5

Repeat the second process on the bottom 1⁄3 of the form 
without opening the clay all the way to the bat.

6

Fewer Pulls
Once you are 2⁄3 of the way in, support the outside of 
the cylinder with your right hand, and with your left 
hand pull the clay out and up, opening the majority of 
the form, using just enough water to get the job done 
(5).

Last, I repeat the second process on the bottom 1⁄3 of 
the form, being careful not to open the clay all the way to 
the bat (6). At this point the form should be nearly fully 
lifted into a tall, thin cylinder with only three small doses 
of water used, and is ready for shaping the profile. Since 
each third of the clay wall has now only received a small 
dose of water, the clay will be much stronger than with 
using traditional opening and lifting techniques. 

Clay Cunningham is a potter, painter, and art instruc-
tor living in Council Bluffs, Iowa. His work can be found 
at the Old Market Artists Gallery in Omaha, Nebraska, 
(www.oldmarketartists.com). You can also find him at 
claycunninghamceramics.webs.com and on Instagram at @
clay657.
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to see video of Steven discussing the ergonomics of throwing.

“Some days I’m standing up, some days 
I’m sitting down when I throw. So being 
able to adjust the height of the legs in 
nuanced ways is a real advantage... 
I also love the large aluminum built-
in splash pan. It gives me something 
very stable to lean my body into as I’m 
throwing. It gives me extra stability and 
a little extra strength.”

Steven Hill

Visit skutt.com/pottery-wheels/

http://skutt.com/skutt-resources/video/product-showcase/potters-wheels/

