
Surface Therapy # 81 

On your mark, get set, go – sgraffito and in-fill                            
– Written by Daniel Skeffington 

This Surface Therapy edition #8 involves two topics in the one discussion. This is 
because many practitioners often use the two techniques – (and more), incising and    
in-fill on the same piece. They kind of go together. Variations of technique abound as 
will be mentioned later, while both are sometimes used separately.  

     

It’s not a stretch of the imagination to suggest that incision marking on pots is a direct 
application of know-how from when Neanderthal was scratching on cave walls or 
drawing directional maps with a stick in the earth – “I saw the Bison down this way!” 
Imagine the next evolutionary stage where Egyptians, South Americans and Africans are 
using incision on their clay documents and pyramid walls then with a blink of an eye, 
we’re admiring Rie’s and Drysdale’s pots. 

     

 
																																																													
1	Surface Therapy Issue 1,2,3 & 4 were originally published in an edited form by the Australian Ceramic Association under 

the tab ‘Clay Stuff’ on the Association’s website. Go to - http://www.australianceramics.com/category/clay-stuff/  

	
2 Pippin Drysdale Lines of Sight. Ted Snell. 2007. Fremantle Arts Centre Press ISBN 9781920731199 

	

Scratch and fill, Egyptian style – Vessel and detail from the Egypian Tomb of Kra. Mueso Egizio, Torino, Italy. 

Appropriate, “Yes”, Repatriate, Dunny Bowl Clear, Utzpa, Permission to fail, Vanguard, Zogan and 
Mishima, Koryo Dynasty, Living National Treasure, I want the form to speak, Cook that tonight. 



             

 

The first cut 

Incising work seems to have been a making element in most potting cultures. When the 
cut completely penetrates the clay body it becomes a pieced pot - but that’s another 
topic. What we’re about here is how to scratch the surface, in so doing making an 
indented mark, and then filling it up – much like the surgical precision of a dentist with 
her drill and filling compound – but hopefully much less painful! 

Musing on IP 
 
Have you ever wondered how a particular pot has been made? Some are often so 
perplexing, intricate, multi-touched, revered, downright complex, that to second-guess 
their making is to often be wildly unjust and wrong. And yet you study them and part of 
you says “I wish I could make that, but how? If I only knew the technique I might 
appropriate it for my own work. How would Lucie Rie’s barium fringes look crowning the 
edges of my own work? Would Ted Secombe’s otherworldly crystalline glaze look good 
on my forms that are a little less elegant? Will adding a Wedgewood-like or Beatrice 
Wood-like sprig do the same for my work as it has successfully done for theirs? 

There’s no need for concern that your copy lust is somehow wrong, as we artists have 
been doing it for millennia. How many hours have you spent in front of an old master in 
your local, sketching and duplicating in the hope of discovering ‘how to’, so you can    
‘how to’ your own work? How often have you snapped a pot in a museum admiring the 
form and thinking you could repatriate the idea of that form for your next stylistic 
change? Only yesterday I used an exercise of making a Lucie Rie-like stem vase to 
instruct a student making on the wheel. If appropriation is the seed for innovation in 
clay making, then how you apply this appropriation is the fully-grown tree of your 
completed pot. Each new design element taken from another and added to a new 
unrelated form or piece builds the world of possibilities. 

Ancient Myan pots – one culture of many doing scratch and fill. 



There are two schools of thought about revealing one’s own tricks and techniques for 
others to interrogate and use. The first is the intellectual property argument.                 
It’s premise relating to ceramic design is that a particular design, having been perfected 
by one maker may lead to exclusive financial return for another - so the originator 
should be credited and acknowledged financially for their contribution by the preceding 
party. This is of course only fair and an imperative in many situations, like for example 
in Australia, Aboriginal art when on-sold is part paid of the accumulated price to the 
original artist or their benefactor. However, the other school of thought is ‘laissez-faire’ - 
an existential approach which says, ‘Go ahead, use my novel or innovative technique in 
your stuff because after all, I used some of a predecessors stuff to develop mine – even 
if it was only the knowledge of how to throw a pot on a wheel – the idea of my work has 
had its own providence’………Let the world of possibilities grow.  

It goes without saying that one maker’s work taking up another’s technique could never 
be the originator’s - it might be better, it might be worse, it might succeed as a ‘fabulous 
fake’ but it will never be equivalent. (It might also be said that the ‘originator’ of a design 
for example is always an ‘originator’, and will always rise above copyists in any event). 
An inherent happy outcome of wilful permission for another to appropriate is gift-giving 
of itself and it could be argued the original work takes on more value than it would 
normally have, having been referenced by another! 

   

 

 

 

Sabbia Gallery. Paddington, NSW. Australia. Pippin Drysdale 2017 



Skerricks 

So it’s with these considerations that I did stand and wonder at the 2017 Pippin 
Drysdale exhibition at Sabbia Gallery, Sydney. How the hell does she do that?                  
A question prompted by the magnificence of those pots arranged there. An immediate 
solution I could not fathom, so I eventually succumbed to indignity and subversively 
snapped a few smart phone pics for later study – just in case I was not allowed to - if I 
had asked. And then, options dwindling, adding my reckoned technique to any skerrick 
of information I could find that might have been alluded to in her monograph ‘Pippin 
Drysdale Lines of Sight’2 for example. Alas, I still got it wrong – “How does she achieve 
that effect?” 

Last resort is to contact the artist, and here I learned a valuable lesson. “I’d like to know 
how you did it so I might try it out on my own stuff”, writes I. Lucky for me I find          
Ms. Drysdale a subscriber of the former philosophy of sharing and a most agreeable 
correspondent – ‘Imitation is the highest form of flattery’. Pippin’s approach is that of a 
teacher – they give of themselves, their wisdom, and their knowledge and experience so 
the world of possibilities can grow. None the less, I’m grateful for her generosity.  

So take a page from my book. Next time you want to know how – ask. If the answer’s 
‘no’ you’ve lost nothing; (Perhaps use some of the argument above if stuck for words); 
but if it’s ‘yes’... imagine the possibilities! 

   

  Sabbia Gallery. Paddington, NSW. Australia. Pippin Drysdale 2017 

 
																																																													
2 Pippin Drysdale Lines of Sight. Ted Snell. 2007. Fremantle Arts Centre Press ISBN 9781920731199 



She said ‘yes’. (Pippin Drysdale’s way) 

Having asked for her technique tips, Pippin graciously revealed all, but before her 
account of her method, it needs to be mentioned that unlike the work and methods 
discussed above, Pippin’s current oeuvre of a combination of incision, resist and in-fill, 
involves only the glaze layers of her vessels. This is an important differential. She does 
not involve the clay body in this process except that the bisqued pot is used as a 
surface, which becomes a base canvas for her masterful decorative approach. 

 

• I work always with fine white porcelain. I find that the colour response I get is 
much richer. I take great care to prepare the body, including pugging it up to 5 
times. But that’s another story. 
 

• I bisque fire to 1050oC (Cone 04) and after this I use fine sandpaper to finely 
sandpaper all surfaces of the work - if a vase, inside and out, to make sure they 
are no impurities or minute burs that have become evident post firing and that 
might cause spotting or leave a small pin hole in the glaze firing.   
 

• Before I glaze the inside I use a small clean damp sponge to wipe the dust off 
and to dampen the surface because I find the glaze will attach better to the now 
smoothed surface if done so. 
 

• I then spray the inside with colour glaze. I use one and the same base barium 
glaze recipe, (‘Dunny Bowl Clear’)3, and make all kinds of colours and hues with 
Mason Stains as additives from this glaze. Barium enhances colour, however due 
care should be taken re it’s toxic reputation. (Refer to poisons register and 
handling recommendations). (See recipe following).  
 

• (Note. The addition of Mason Stains to base glazes to produce colour is 
discussed in the Surface Therapy essay ‘Colour in Clay’.4 
 

• I also make a white tin glaze. This is a same glaze mentioned above only with an 
additive of white tin Mason stain – say 3 to 5%. (Adding tin whitens white). 
 

• Once I have prepared the inside of the vessel I wait a day so the porcelain is well 
dried. I then position it up-side-down on a sponge or chamois on a banding 
wheel so I can turn the vessel while spraying. 
 

																																																													
3 See Glaze sheets for Surface Therapy #8 
4 Colour in Clay – Surface Therapy #5 
https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/1831/2109/files/5_Surface_Therapy_5_.compressed-
2.pdf?3881944420284520844	



• I like to load the vessel rim with glaze. After firing there is a slight bulge in the 
surface here because of this. It adds a satisfying completion between inside and 
outside the vessel on the one hand linking them together and on the other hand 
separating them as distinct surfaces – two conversations. 
 

• I usually spray the work from light to dark with the layers of colours I’ve 
prepared. 
 

• Then I gently brush back the sprayed surface with a soft Japanese Hakeme brush 
to take off loose material. 

 

   

 

 
• The vessel is then lightly spayed with a little water to dampen the surface before 

I start painting Liquitex Gloss on the work in small areas. I then proceed to 
manually incise with a blade and handle - a craft knife. (Use the ones with blades 
that you can cut off). After each painted and incised section, brush out the 
channel with a clean soft brush. This is repeated until I have completed the 
whole pot when I always discover the marks take on their own language and 
journey. 

 

Traditional Hakeme brush used in various ceramic surface applications 



   

 Drysdale at work applying, Liquitex in sections 
 

• I turn the vessel up the right way and finish the lines on the outside as near to 
the vessel rim as I choose, then leave until next day to decide on what colour        
I will put into the incised lines. 
 

• Next day it’s back on the banding wheel and I start with a soft thick fan squirrel 
brush and paint over the whole surface with the in-fill coloured (or white) glaze 
because the Liquitex5, previously used, acts as a resist between the incised 
marks/ lines.  
I simply lightly rub the glaze into the lines and trap the colour in the incised 
marks then when dry, lightly sponge back clean. Leave all the remaining resist on 
because it burns out during firing.  
 

• I sometimes use a white slip instead of a glaze as the in-fill, but in these cases       
I add a good Frit to the slip so it will heal well the incision. 
 

• I fire only to 1200oC (Orton Cone 6). I also always fire in an oxygenated electric 
kiln.  
 

• My fired result is very satisfying and so I do not fire a clear glaze over this. 
However if a maker wants to achieve a different matt, or semi-matt or shinny 
glaze then its best to test first using an Alkaline Frit between 10 and 30g.  

It’s painfully obvious that Pippin’s technique requires hours of blood sweat and beers to 
produce her output, not to mention considerable time, energy and trailing to get the 
technique down pat in the first place. On this basis alone she’s entitled to her local and 
international success.  

																																																													
5	Liquitex.	https://liquitex.com	



For completeness, it must also be revealed that this technique she has now 
triumphantly arrived at was preceded by an earlier analogue of which she was equally 
rewarded with outstanding outcomes. In short, this previous work would rely more on 
resist work and less, or even no inscribing. Rather, Liquin6 and squirrel hair came into 
play. This process is briefly documented in the monograph ‘Lines of Sight’, (Page 105). 
Squirrel hair would be arranged on the pot using Liquin as a sticking medium.          
Glaze would be sprayed on the whole vessel and when dry the hair would be peeled off 
leaving channel lines. These were then in-filled with contrasting coloured glaze or slip. 

“Technically, the fine lines were extremely difficult to achieve, and it took a great deal of 
play and invention to arrive at a solution. Squirrel hairs were laid together to form fine 
and very long brushes that were dipped in the painting medium (Liquin) and then 
draped around the vessel left a fine trail of resist. When it was dry and sprayed with 
more glaze over the top, Pippin meticulously removed the threads of (dried squirrel hair 
previously wetted with Liquin). When fired the surface is unified and smooth with just a 
hint of disruption.” Pippn Drysdale Lines of Sight.7  Page 105. 

    
  Surface detail. Sabbia Gallery. Paddington, NSW. Australia. Pippin Drysdale 2017 

 
  

																																																													
6	Liquin.	https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liquin	
7	Pippin	Drysdale	Lines	of	Sight.	Ted	Snell.	2007.	Fremantle	Arts	Centre	Press	ISBN	9781920731199	



Mix it up – Drysdale’s ‘Dunny Bowl Clear’ 

• Potash feldspar – 60% (Flux – glass former) 
• Barium carbonate – 20% (N.B.TOXIC. Crystallizing properties producing excellent 

satin matts) 
• Whiting – 10% (Calcium Carbonate. Filler @ low temps, Flux at high temps. 

Encourages crystalline growth during cooling) 
• Magnesite (heavy) -10% (milled in WA) (Opacifyer) 
• Bentonite (from USA source) 4% (Plasticity and keeps glaze slop in suspension) 
• Frit 4193 – 20-30%. (Barium/Zinc borosilicate leadless frit. Used as flux. Zinc has 

anti-crazing properties) 
• Add Mason Stains for colour. (See previous Surface Therapy article ‘Colour in 

Clay’ for notes on proportions to use).8 
 

(Frit addition note: “I use 20 to 30% in the base glaze. If potters are doing this they must 
make a line blend with the base starting at 15 and then trying 20, 25 and 30%, to see 
how the glaze is fluxing. They may like a shiny or satin-matt. These are trials they must 
do to find the beginning of the effect they desire and then their “satisfaction point”. 
They should also make up loads of colours in small batches and put through a 200-
mesh sieve and test. Only fire to cone 4 or 5 (1168 - 1196oC), or both as relying on kiln 
probe readings are never great.”) 
 
There’s more of Pippin Drysdale’s journey on the web. Notable sites include 

• http://www.pippindrysdale.com - her Homepage 
• http://thepotterscast.com/332 - The Potters Cast edition featuring Pippin.        

This includes a streamed recorded interview with the artist. 
 

 
Same but different – Rie sgraffito makes good. 
 
Several decades prior to Pippin Drysdale’s contribution, Dame Lucie Rie (pronounced 
“Ree”) was producing similar - but, she went deeper and with no resistance!  
 
“I make pots. Put flowers in them, use them. They are for use.” 9  
 
“ I work in a completely unorthodox manner, no longer using any form of scientific 
method. I glaze my pots raw, often using a number of glazes on top of each other and 
sometimes between one glaze and the next layer of slip.” 10  
 
																																																													
8 Colour in Clay – Surface Therapy #5 
https://cdn.shopify.com/s/files/1/1831/2109/files/5_Surface_Therapy_5_.compressed-2.pdf?3881944420284520844 
9 Quoted by Angus Stewart. “Dame Lucie Rie and Hans Cooper.” Published in conjunction with Galerie Besson’s exhibition 
in SOFA NEW YORK, 2006. 
10 Peterson, Susan. The Craft and Art of Clay. Englewood Cliffs, N. J.: Prentice Hall, 1992. 



 
Among her oeuvre where work involving incised and in-fill designs not only scribing 
through the glaze layer but also into the pre-fired greenware clay body. Rie typically 
used cutting blades, sewing needles and also razor blades. Not as sophisticated and 
elegant a final surface as Drysdale’s, but pots beautiful in their own right. Rie’s surface 
treatment developed this way given her penchant for glaze firing on greenware avoiding 
the need for a second firing. Another difference between the two doyenne is that Rie’s 
mark making is typically geometrical, influenced obviously by the Scandinavian/ 
Bavarian aesthetic of the time – the 50’s and 60’s; whereas Drysdale’s work typically 
displays the movement of freehand expression, now accepted as contemporary taste. 

Rie’s incising is referred to in her monograph ‘Lucie Rie’11 as ‘sgraffito’. (Italian for ‘to 
scratch’). (For a detailed step by step ‘sgraffito how to’ – go to - 
http://www.lakesidepottery.com/Pages/Pottery-tips/How-to-create-sgraffito-pottery-
tutorial)13.  

It is well-documented that her fine-detailed pots took great skill and significantly more 
time than otherwise to produce, yet were a central part of her career from the late 
1940’s to the end of the 70’s. Her work is considered technically brilliant as she needed 
to achieve a prescribed minimal thickness of manganese glaze/colloidal slip over her 
sub-glazes and then sgraffito so that the incising through the surface layers and into the 
clay body did not compromise the clay structure – and yet there would result an 
appearance of apparent mark making. Often she did not in-fill with a contrasting 
coloured material, rather, allow the clay body be the contrast. Her mark making was 
often so fine that there often seems to be no disruption of the surface. 

 

   

																																																													
11 Lucie Rie. Tony Birks. Chilton Trade Book Publishing 1989, (Originally published in London by Alphabooks) ISBN 0-
80197962-5 
12 http://www.lakesidepottery.com/Pages/Pottery-tips/How-to-create-sgraffito-pottery-tutorial.htm 
13 http://www.lakesidepottery.com/Pages/Pottery-tips/How-to-create-sgraffito-pottery-tutorial.htm 



 

   

  Iconic, typical Rie vessels of her sgraffito oeuvre. c.’59 – ’80. V&A London.  



Utzpa 

Rie and her output are considered such a significant contribution to the record of 
ceramic achievement; her studio has been reconstructed in a permanent display, 6th 
floor of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London.  A fitting tribute. 

Pieces from Rie’s sgraffito oeuvre is available at auction on the odd occasion – but at a 
price that will make you gasp and difficult to grasp. Recently a small bowl – magnificent 
as it is, sold for US $170,000 at a Christie’s auction. Now that’s utzpa!  

You can see more of Rie’s work for sale on: 

Auction report: https://www.antiquestradegazette.com/news/2016/lucie-rie-record-
broken-for-fourth-time-in-two-years-as-porcelain-bowl-takes-170-000-bid/  

Also see the Online auction platform: http://maaklondon.irostrum.com. (London based ceramic 
art auction house with 2 auctions per year featuring Anglo/ Asian work, all levels of prices.) 

 

    

 

  The $170,000 (US) Rie bowl. Utzpa! 

  



Across the Channel and down on the Rivera 

In Vallauris France, Karen Ctorza uses sgraffito as a decorating tool to compliment her 
geometric forms. Vallauris is a town slightly inland of Antibes of medieval origins on the 
French Rivera, the South of France, which is sandwiched between Cannes and Nice 
(Nizza). It’s most famous as the location where Pablo Picasso decorated the pots he had 
collaborated and co-designed with local makers. Here there is a museum featuring a 
collection of this work, and down the road in the refurbished medieval headland 
fortress in Antibes is a larger, dedicated and permanent Picasso exhibit – (not only of 
ceramic work). For any potter Vallauris is a Mecca. The main streets are liberally 
studded of studios, galleries and French Food restaurants, so an afternoon spent there 
is simply sublime. Further still, on the first Thursday of each month – from about 6pm 
on, the town opens up for a street party so the atmosphere is even more conducive to 
indulgence. Several galleries and public institutions offer ‘Maker In Residence’ programs 
in Vallauris. Contacts are made from the following website – Vallauris Artist in Residence 
Program - http://www.air-vallauris.org/en/residency/standard-residency/application/ 

 

 

 Picasso and his work – Vallauris, France 

 

Following on from a career in Architecture, Karen studied for her 3 year part-time 
Diploma at the Ecole de Beaux Arts, Vallauris. She now makes and exhibits in a shared 
shopfront with several other makers. 

Karen sgraffito’s with a ‘Stanley Knife’ through the applied glaze layer on the bisqued 
surface. Instead of a third firing with a clear glaze she routinely rubs wax on the surface 
to protect it, which also adds a layer of depth. “This completes my pot.”  
        



  

     

 

Among her display I found a little gem. This piece carried her characteristic angular 
form and sgraffito but she superimposed a novel contrasting circle motif and then 
applied a broken gloss glaze horizontally mimicking the sgraffito mark. The ‘broken’ 
gloss treatment adds an interesting textual element that is cleverly employed that 
would not have been possible if it had been a solid glaze covering. The final outcome, a 
combination of shape, mark making and surface finish, echoes Art Deco pieces from 
previous decades – wonderful.   

Karen Ctorza and her ‘gem’ pot 



 

    
Karen Ctorza. Pot and detail. Her language of Sgraffito. 

 
  



Asian geometry – insightful incising 

While examples of scratching, aka sgraffito, aka carving and then in-fill, abound in the 
clay record way back through developing cultures, none is more prominent than the 
tradition in and contribution of the Asian cultures of Japan and Korea. 

One very contemporary take is the work of South Korean national Jiwan Joo, (apparently 
now living and practicing in New York), Jiwan featured in a seminal European touring 
exhibition ‘Tradition transformed, Contemporary Korean Ceramics’. 2007-2011), 
including a long stint at the V&A London. 

http://www.jiwanjoo.com/index.html 

  
 Jiwan Joo. A contemporary take on incise and fill. 

Vanguard 

Many artists succeed when they have a ‘permission to fail’. This is where the confidence 
to proceed along a particular line of inquiry, innovation or creative pathway is 
supported by either an innate prodigy, a sound grounding of knowledge and skills 
acquisition, appropriation of work previous (see above) or…luck.  But in any 
combination of these circumstances, exploration and triumph is brought about when 
being brave means that it’s OK to fail as well. Think of James Cook exploring for the 
Great Southern Land, van Gough’s discoveries with colour, or Kate Bush with her 
extraordinary 40-year output delivering the sweetest sounds and tunes we immediately 
embrace, yet hitherto the world had never heard the likes of before14. All dared to try 
something new with the risk of failure, but succeeded. Both Drysdale and Rie know how 
this works and so does Joo. She has taken the traditional Korean variation of incise and 
in-fill to an extreme measure and triumphed. Joo’s small geometric cubes are used as 
allegory for a whole ‘entity’ - perhaps a human body, and made comment on the forces 
that act on this entity using graphic geometric detail - employing incise and in-fill as her 
instructive medium. On whatever basis, Joo has ‘allowed herself to fail’, she has 
explored, and in doing so, succeeded. If not triumphed, then her work is certainly 
exemplar for technique application. 
																																																													
14 Yes, I’m a Kate Bush tragic, but really, if you were to listen to her complete catalogue I defy you would have no less 
devotion than I. 

	



 

   
  Jiwan Joo. A contemporary take on incise and fill. 

 
 
Joo achieved these results slip casting the basic form and then when leather hard 
meticulously incising her marks so that they would be receptive to a contrast coloured 
variation of the same slip material. When the applied material is hard enough, a straight 
edge, a ruler, or spent credit card15 has been used to level the surface, and then post 
bisque, sandpaper is used to achieve the desired clean finish prior to glazing.             
Joo’s agency of the cube shape is a Korean concept of ‘completeness’, visual pleasure 
and familiarity.   It’s about maintaining the status quo, a symbolic expression of comfort 
and rationality. And despite the meticulous straight graphic incised surface decorations 
representing the many pathways and corners turned in one’s life, the shape of ones 
‘whole’ remains intact, simple, pure, viable yet in an ironic way the incised and filled 
marks are ‘comfort perimeters’ to a state of being. These are the boundaries by which 
Joo might guide her life. Despite the sharpness of the form there is a calmness. All these 
values of existence she wishes for the future. 
 
 
Further in her career, Joo has again used her incised cube motif but has given it a 
completely different meaning. She has subsequently been known to show her work on 
beachscapes where her ‘entities’ are scattered as if flotsam washed up on the shore. 
The cubes are now venerable, not ordered, multi-lined, sometimes celadon pale green, 
troubled. Is it a narrative on the ravages of time on the self? Or a visual metaphor of our 
current 2017 world refugee crisis - a more literal comment on alienation? Korean 
partition perhaps? The ‘washed-up beach’ setting is informative – context is everything. 
 

																																																													
15 Spent Credit Cards can be used as invaluable clay-making tools. When throwing they can be used to profile the 
contours of the form by cutting shapes into the card. 



    
 
   Jiwan Joo. Visual metaphor. 

 
Joo’s work is direct antecedent in a long line of Asian incising and in-fill technique.         
In Japan Jomon Pottery is an ancient pottery made during the Jamon period – 10,500 – 
8,000 BC. In anthropological terms it’s generally accepted to be the oldest pottery in 
Japan and amongst the oldest in global history. Although the term ‘Jomon’ really means 
‘rope patterned’ it also covers work that has been ‘etched’ and where the commonality 
is an in-fill of extraordinary material replacing that which was taken away.  
 

      
 
Centuries old Japanese Zogan Pottery. 

 



Later in Japan ‘Zogan’ and ‘Mishima (inlay)’ which are interchangeable words, was the 
process known on both sides of the Sea of Japan and was particularly embraced during 
the Koryo Dynasty of Korea (935 – 1392 AD). (Modern day Korea derives its name from 
the Koryo Dynasty).  
 
 
 

     
    
   Tatsuzo Shimaok – National Treasure 

 
National Treasure 
 
Tatsuzo Shimaok16 of Japan was a most celebrated contemporary exponent of Mishima 
inlay, deceased in 2008 aged 88. A student of the father of modern studio ceramics, 
Shoji Hamada, Tatsuzo became a Japanese national treasure in his own right – like his 
mentor. He used rope impression to make his marks, but then like all our subjects in 
this essay, in-filled with contrasting glaze. He often added motif panels within his 
designs, as did Hamada, these were carved and again in-filled with contrasting glaze. 
 
“I had to work hard to make the technique of rope impressed inlay truly my own. Yet 
this is a technique that produces a wide variety of effects and through the forty years 
since I started to use it. I have never ceased to make discoveries. For instance, the clay I 
use for the body can be any of Mashiko, Shigarski, semi-porcelain or others. I can use 
colours other than white for the inlay such as blue, black or red. I can also use a variety 
of glazes. Then there are many types of firings, glazed, unglazed, salt glazed and many 
types of kilns. The choices continue.” 
 
 
 

																																																													
16 Shimaok Tatsuzo. Living National Treasure of Japan – A retrospective. Mingei International Museum Exhibition 
Documentary Publication. 2000. ISBN 0- 914155.13.X 



 
Shimaok’s words illustrate one significant message – although there is a commonality 
with makers using incise and in-fill techniques – there are so many variables to render 
each final result unique – we have so many options.  
 
And so the gift of his historical story, a lived experience, is that we can better 
understand the contemporary context. Knowing the past informs the future. 
 
Shimaok featured in a major retrospective17 that toured major art centres in the US.        
I happened to see it in the Art Precinct of San Diego, Balboa Park, Liberty Station. USA, 
and it was spectacular. It’s memory remains with me almost 8 years post as a show 
where the pieces were so rooted in tradition, yet were so contemporary – enigmatic in 
nature. Overwhelmingly they were impossibly tactile, their warmth and sensuality were 
such that it took great constraint not to caress them. They had an overt story of the 
human hands that created them adding to the external experience that mystically 
underlies their loaded internal intensity. 
 
See - New York Times Obituary - ‘Tatsuzo Shimaoka, 88, Master of Pottery, Is Dead’18 

Go to - http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/23/nyregion/23shimaoka.html 

 

     
 
Tatsuzo Shimaok – Rope impression (incision into the surface) and slip inlay 
 
 
 
  
																																																													
17 Tatsuzo Shimaok. Living National Treasure of Japan – a retrospective. 
18 http://www.nytimes.com/2007/12/23/nyregion/23shimaoka.html	



 

 

    

(Above) Canopy. Jan Howlin. 2016. Stoneware, paperclay, slip, underglaze. 40cm W x 45cm H x 30cm D. 
(Below) Carried Away. Jan Howlin. 2015. Stoneware, paperclay, slip, underglaze. 30cm W x 41cm H x 19cm D. 
Image – Anthony Browell 
	



 

“My enthusiasm for working with clay is based on the potential of three-dimensionality to 
suggest ideas, and to create resonances and connections with people. Rather than 
creating aesthetic objects I try to make sculptural forms that project or suggest inherent 
meaning. Primarily, I want the form to speak.” 
 
“But form inevitably has surface. Early in my ceramic practice I developed an interest in 
line-work simply as a means of dramatizing and accentuating volume. More recently I 
began to use a scored or marked surface to add energy and a sense of movement to the 
work. Creating a textured finish also allowed me to trap and integrate coloured pigments 
into the surface in a way that feels, to me, fluid and natural.”  Jan Howlin. NSW, Australia.  
 
Her technique continues to evolve. The objective is not perfection but more like 
animation. She likes to see the spontaneity of the marks that are made on the surface, 
the feel of the hand, the energy and the ‘life’ in the finished piece. She regards the 
completed piece as a ‘sketch’ rather than a meticulously crafted thing. 
 
The sgraffito process often begins before the form is finished. Jan uses either a wooden 
tool or a metal loop to make marks in the surface while it’s still quite ‘workable’.  
She routinely uses Blackwattle Stoneware Paperclay.   
 
A layer of fairly dry black slip, (MFQ), is brushed over the surface. The line work traps the 
slip – this roughs up the edges of the sgraffito incisions into something like a lino-print 
finish, and it makes the marks more unified. After a bisque fire the line work is filled with 
underglaze colour, coloured slips or at times, glazes and fired to Cone 4 or 5, where the 
black slip achieves a soft sheen, which is preferred over a glossy surface. Occasionally 
she adds wax to finish, similar to Karen Ctorza’s work, (see elsewhere in this study), this 
adds ‘depth’ to the surface. 
 

 
	

Why do it ?  Case Study: Jan Howlin’s sgraffito work. 

Foothills. Jan Howlin. 2015 
Stoneware, paperclay, slip, 
underglaze.  
48cm W x 43cm H x 33cm D 
 
Image – Anthony Browell 



Ready to try it? 
 
Having travelled the above path of incise and in-fill 101, are you ready to go there?    
Read again the above Drysdale blow-by-blow account of ‘how to’, and appropriate what 
you will for your own purposes. But before you let loose, there are a few more 
resources you might want to further explore. 
 
Jason Bige Burnett’s funky and playful book Graphic Clay: Ceramic Surfaces & Printed 
Image Transfer Techniques19 is a crossover craft and artist instructive handbook, which 
skilfully engages its reader into a seductive ‘It’s easy, this is how’ attitude. A ‘workshop 
on every page is in this book’ including an insightful guide to incise and in-fill, along with 
many other surface treatments. It’s an exciting read, “I’m going to try that technique.” It’s 
like your first read of a new cookbook with that page that takes your eye…….   ”I might 
cook that tonight!.” What a delicious meal! 
 
 
  

																																																													
19	Graphic Clay: Ceramic Surfaces & Printed Image Transfer Techniques. Jason Bige Burnett.  2015 Lark Crafts.             
ISBN-10: 1454707755	

	



Web-based resources and ‘go to’ sites 
 
Studio Potter  studiopotter.org 
 
Pippin Drysdale   http://www.pippindrysdale.com 
 
Ted Secombe   http://www.tedsecombe.com 
 
Jan Howlin   http://www.janhowlin-ceramics.com 
 
The Potters Cast (edition featuring Pippin Drysdale interview)    
    http://thepotterscast.com/332  
 
Online auction platform  http://maaklondon.irostrum.com 
 
Ceramics Art Daily  ‘Scratching the Surface’ Jennifer Harnetty 
  https://ceramicartsnetwork.org/daily/pottery-making-techniques/ceramic-   
 decorating-techniques/scratching-the-surface-a-guide-to-sgraffito/ 
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Glaze Record  (Pippin Drysdale’s Dunny Bowl Clear) 
	
Glaze type Satin Matt   
 
Glaze name Dunny Bowl Clear  Group    Number  
 
Description Satin Matt 
 
Attributed to:     Pippin Drysdale 
 
Firing temp/ Cone range  1168 - 1196oC (Cone 4 or 5 “Touching”) – Midfire temps 
 
Firing condition/ process   Oxidisation ✔ Reduction         Soak time    nil 
 
Apply appropriate Health and Safety practices and protection when working with glazes and ceramic 
equipment. Always use a P2 dust mask, rubber gloves and protective eye ware.  
www. msds.com/ 
 
Comments/ instructions 
 
Material Recipe X 1 kilo X 5 kilo 
    
Potash feldspar 60%   
# Barium Carbonate 20%   
Whiting 10%   
Megnesite (heavy) 10%   
Bentonite  4%   
Frit 4193 20 – 30%   
COLOURANTS    
Mason Stains Between 5 – 

10% 
  

    
	
# Toxic – Care to be taken – see poisons information www. msds.com/ 
	
Firing Schedule/ log 
Firing cycle   Cone   Kiln position 
	
Time Temp Rack rate 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
Cone response: 
	

	 	 	

	Fired glaze result:	
	 	



Glaze Record  (Lucie Rie’s Whiting Glaze) 
	
Glaze type Satin Matt   
 
Glaze name Whiting Glaze  Group    Number  
 
Description Satin Matt 
 
Attributed to:     Lucie Rie 
 
Firing temp/ Cone range  1250oC (Cone 8 or 9 “Touching”) – High fire temps 
 
Firing condition/ process   Oxidisation ✔ Reduction         Soak time    nil 
 
Apply appropriate Health and Safety practices and protection when working with glazes and ceramic 
equipment. Always use a P2 dust mask, rubber gloves and protective eye ware.  
www. msds.com/ 
 
Comments/ instructions 
 
Material Recipe X 1 kilo X 5 kilo 
    
Potash feldspar 64%   
China Clay 12%   
Whiting 26%   
    
 OPTIONAL Tin Oxide 
for tin Opaque 

5 – 7%   

    
COLOURANTS    
Mason Stains Between 5 – 

10% 
  

    
	
	
Firing Schedule/ log 
Firing cycle   Cone   Kiln position 
	
Time Temp Rack rate 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
Cone response: 
	

	 	 	

	Fired glaze result:	
	
	 	



Glaze Record  (Lucie Rie’s Dolomite Glaze) 
	
Glaze type Satin Matt   
 
Glaze name Dolomite Glaze  Group    Number  
 
Description Satin Matt 
 
Attributed to:     Lucie Rie 
 
Firing temp/ Cone range  1250oC (Cone 8 or 9 “Touching”) – High fire temps 
 
Firing condition/ process   Oxidisation ✔ Reduction         Soak time    nil 
 
Apply appropriate Health and Safety practices and protection when working with glazes and ceramic 
equipment. Always use a P2 dust mask, rubber gloves and protective eye ware.  
www. msds.com/ 
 
Comments/ instructions 
 
Material Recipe X 1 kilo X 5 kilo 
    
Potash feldspar 64%   
Dolomite 13%   
Whiting 13%   
China Clay 12%   
 OPTIONAL Tin Oxide 
for tin Opaque 

5 – 7%   

    
COLOURANTS    
Mason Stains Between 5 – 

10% 
  

    
	
	
Firing Schedule/ log 
Firing cycle   Cone   Kiln position 
	
Time Temp Rack rate 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
Cone response: 
	

	 	 	

	Fired glaze result:	
	
	 	



	

Glaze Record  (Lucie Rie’s Zinc Glaze) 
	
Glaze type Satin Matt   
 
Glaze name Zinc Glaze  Group    Number  
 
Description Satin Matt 
 
Attributed to:     Lucie Rie 
 
Firing temp/ Cone range  1250oC (Cone 8 or 9 “Touching”) – High fire temps 
 
Firing condition/ process   Oxidisation ✔ Reduction         Soak time    nil 
 
Apply appropriate Health and Safety practices and protection when working with glazes and ceramic 
equipment. Always use a P2 dust mask, rubber gloves and protective eye ware.  
www. msds.com/ 
 
Comments/ instructions 
 
Material Recipe X 1 kilo X 5 kilo 
    
Potash feldspar 58%   
China Clay 14%   
Whiting 8%   
Flint 8%   
Zinc Oxide 10%   
 OPTIONAL Tin Oxide 
for tin Opaque 

5 – 7%   

    
COLOURANTS    
Mason Stains Between 5 – 

10% 
  

    
	
	
Firing Schedule/ log 
Firing cycle   Cone   Kiln position 
	
Time Temp Rack rate 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
Cone response: 
	

	 	 	

	Fired glaze result:	
 
 
 
 



Glaze Record  (Lucie Rie’s ‘Leo’ (Turquoise)) 
	
Glaze type Satin Matt   
 
Glaze name Leo Glaze  Group    Number  
 
Description Satin Matt 
 
Attributed to:     Lucie Rie 
 
Firing temp/ Cone range  1250oC (Cone 8 or 9 “Touching”) – High fire temps 
 
Firing condition/ process   Oxidisation ✔ Reduction         Soak time    nil 
 
Apply appropriate Health and Safety practices and protection when working with glazes and ceramic 
equipment. Always use a P2 dust mask, rubber gloves and protective eye ware.  
www. msds.com/ 
 
Comments/ instructions 
 
Material Recipe X 1 kilo X 5 kilo 
    
Potash feldspar 30%   
Nepheline Syenite 35%   
# Barium Carbonate 22%   
Flint 8%   
Copper Oxide  2%   
    
    
    
    
	
# Toxic – Care to be taken – see poisons information www. msds.com/ 
	
Firing Schedule/ log 
Firing cycle   Cone   Kiln position 
	
Time Temp Rack rate 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
	 	 	 	
Cone response: 
	

	 	 	

	Fired glaze result:	
	
 
 


