
Neolithic pottery has finally kicked off here at the studio! The Neolithic/pit fire/kiln building work is a huge part of 

why I wanted to come here. So, it’s understandable if I’m a bit excited. I have spent this past week prepping for what is to come. 

Basically this consists of preparing the clay for hand building and making beaker forms. I will write a more detailed account of 

the forms themselves, calling upon all 

my powers as a teacher of art and 

history. But, for now I will take you 

through my typical day. 

 

 In the morning I enter the 

studio and after finishing some 

throwing I make my way to the shed where the clay for the Neolithic work is located. This is clay dug directly from the earth; it 

has never seen a pug mill, been mixed with frits, or had anything added to it. It smells of pond and is the color of hay bales that 

have sat out in the wind and rain. Breaking up the yellow tones are the most beautiful streaks of black, and red, and blue and 

purple. What we are using are layers of glacial formed clay dug from a ‘pond’ 

which now is just a clay deposit. The colors are the remnants of the plants and 

rocks (maybe a salamander toe or two) that have been absorbed into it over time. 

Beautiful.  

While this clay will stay in this raw form as much as possible it is laced with bits 

of root, iron mineral deposits, and other rocks that need to be broken down 

before it’s easy to hand build with. This is done through a very scientific method: 

beating it into submission with a rock. 

 

 It all comes down to rocks, really. Do you need something to cook on? Here’s a rock. Need a house? Here are lots of rocks. 

Processing clay or food?  Rock. Is there a pesky neighbor in need of smiting? Rocks! Nature’s Swiss Army knife.  

Anyway, the clay is stored in a water bucket. So, first it has to be collected and laid out on a table to firm up a bit. For 

hours you pinch and poke the clay, flatten it, and then pound the living daylights out of it till its silky smooth. Well, as close to 

silky smooth as you can get anyway. After the clay is processed it sits again for about 24 hours. 

                         
               

Normally this process is started around 7 or 8 am and by 10 or 11 am it’s time to move onto something else.  After 

cleaning up I make my way back to the main studio and with the clay that was made the day before start to make pots.  Well, 

not just me; Andrew and Karrianne make pots too.  

As far as archeologists can see most of the Neolithic pottery of Orkney was created through pinching and pulling on 

the clay. There are some instances of coil work, but they tend to show up at a later time in history.  



 We start by creating a thumb bowl which will become the bottom portion of our beaker forms.  After making 50-60 

of them, we let them stiffen up. This pattern of manipulation and rest is crucial. The clay does not have all the additives that 

would allow it to be worked and worked constantly, but once you find the right rhythm you can make almost any form you 

want.  Once it is ready to work again, we add a bit more clay and then through more pinching and pulling we create a coronation 

(kind of like a shoulder) and neck. 

Can you guess what happens next? 

          Yep. We let it alone overnight.  In the morning, it’s ready to be decorated. 

Most beakers are elaborated upon through the 

use of groove ware technique. Groove ware 

potters used rope, fingernails, bone, flint shards, 

and what was at hand to make impressions in the 

clay. We use the same tools to create our 

patterns. In fact, most of the flint shards we use 

were collected from archeological sights on the 

island – with permission of course.  Chicken 

bone, straw rope, and bone needles are a few of my favorite tools. Bone 

needles probably being the tool I use most.  

 

 

That’s basically the end of the day. Firing will not take place till later, so we have beakers of various sizes pilling up everywhere.  

I can’t wait to see what will happen in the firing! Until then, enjoy some more pictures. 

 

                 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


