RAKU! RAKU!
Instructor
Brian Bosworth bkbosworth@gmail.com
Start Date | Rain Date
Four- week class begins Sunday, November 1, 2-5 pm
In case of instructor illness or weather, the rain date is November 29.
Location 
Studio School Building | Lynda and Chuck Nelson Wheel Throwing Studio | 2 NW 11th St. Oklahoma City, OK, 73103  
COURSE OVERVIEW

This four-week hands-on course introduces students to alternative ceramic firing techniques that move beyond traditional mid-range and high-fire glazing. Students will explore the history, chemistry, and visual characteristics of Raku, horsehair/feather firing, Obvara, and saggar firing.
Throughout the course, students will create small wheel-thrown and hand-built vessels designed specifically for alternative firing. Emphasis will be placed on form, thermal-shock resistance, surface preparation, experimentation, and the unpredictable nature of atmospheric and post-firing processes.
Because several techniques require live firing and preparation outside of the normal studio process, students should expect an active, hands-on class with a strong emphasis on safety, experimentation, and documentation.
Learning Objectives
By the end of the course, students will:
· Understand the basic principles of thermal shock and how they affect ceramic forms. 
· Create forms specifically designed for alternative firing techniques. 
· Explore burnishing and terra sigillata as alternatives to traditional glazing. 
· Learn the basic principles and safety procedures of Raku firing. 
· Experiment with horsehair and feather firing techniques. 
· Understand the fermentation and surface effects associated with Obvara firing. 
· Explore saggar firing using organic materials and atmospheric effects. 
· Compare the visual results of multiple alternative firing processes. 
· Develop a small body of experimental ceramic work documenting their process and discoveries. 
Materials & Safety
Studio Provides: 
· Terra sigillata 
· Selected low-fire Raku glazes 
· Kiln and firing equipment 
· Safety glasses 
· High-temperature gloves 
· Selected firing materials 
Students Provide:
· Sketchbook 
· Polished stone or smooth burnishing tool 
· Basic ceramic hand tools 
· Horsehair/feathers when available 
· Natural-fiber clothing for firing days 
· Closed-toe leather or sturdy shoes 
· Long hair must be tied back 
· Raku or high-grog clay (purchase from Studio)
Safety Note: Alternative firing techniques involve extreme heat, open flames, smoke, combustible materials, and rapid movement of hot ceramic ware. All firing activities will be instructor-directed, and students must follow studio safety procedures at all times.
Week 1 — Form, Surface & Thermal Shock
Theme: Designing for Alternative Firing
Lecture & Demonstration
Introduction to alternative firing techniques and the history of Raku, horsehair, Obvara, and saggar firing.
Students will learn:
· What causes thermal shock 
· Why grog and appropriate wall thickness are important 
· How form affects the success of alternative firing 
· Differences between glaze firing and atmospheric/smoke firing 
· The unpredictable nature of alternative firing 
Studio Project
Students will create 4–6 small experimental vessels using wheel throwing and/or hand-building.
Recommended forms include:
· Small bottles 
· Narrow-necked vessels 
· Shallow bowls 
· Lidded containers 
· Small sculptural forms 
Students should focus on even wall thickness, strong construction, and simple surfaces.
Forms should avoid:
· Extremely thick bottoms 
· Sudden changes in wall thickness 
· Sharp corners 
· Large unsupported projections 
· Trapped moisture 
Surface Demonstration
Introduction to:
· Terra sigillata 
· Burnishing 
· Surface compression 
· Creating smooth, reflective surfaces without glaze 
Assignment
Create 4–6 firing-specific forms.
At least:
· 2 pieces should be designed for Raku 
· 2 pieces should be designed for horsehair/Obvara 
· 1–2 pieces should be designed for saggar firing 
Pieces will be prepared for drying and bisque firing.

Week 2 — Raku + Horsehair/Feather Firing
Theme: Fire, Smoke & Carbon
Week 2 combines two techniques that allow students to experience the dramatic visual effects of heat, smoke, reduction, and carbon.
Part 1: Raku
Lecture
Discussion of traditional Japanese Raku and the development of Western Raku firing.
Topics include:
· Raku history 
· Thermal shock 
· Raku glaze chemistry 
· Reduction 
· Carbon trapping 
· Crazing and surface alteration 
Studio/Firing
Students will glaze selected bisqued pieces with Raku glazes.
The class will participate in a live Raku firing, observing the process from kiln loading through post-firing reduction.
Students will explore how different reduction materials affect:
· Metallic surfaces 
· Copper flashing 
· Black carbon surfaces 
· Crazing 
· Color variation 
Raku Reflection
Students photograph and document their pieces and record:
· Glaze used 
· Reduction materials 
· Firing temperature 
· Reduction time 
· Unexpected results 

Part 2: Horsehair & Feather Firing
Demonstration
Introduction to horsehair and feather firing as a surface-decoration process rather than a traditional glaze firing.
Students will observe how organic materials interact with hot ceramic surfaces to create permanent carbon lines and patterns.
Selected burnished pieces will be heated and decorated with:
· Horsehair 
· Feathers 
· Other appropriate organic materials 
Assignment
Complete 2–3 horsehair/feather pieces and document the firing process.

Week 3 — Obvara & Experimental Surface Firing
Theme: Fermentation, Organic Materials & Unpredictability
Lecture
Introduction to Obvara, an Eastern European firing technique using a fermented mixture traditionally made from flour, water, sugar, and yeast.
Discussion includes:
· Historical background 
· Fermentation 
· Organic surface reactions 
· Thermal shock 
· Differences between Obvara and traditional glazing 
Demonstration & Firing
Students will prepare their Obvara mixture and learn how the fermentation process affects the final surface.
Bisqued pieces will be heated and quickly immersed into the Obvara mixture before being cooled.
Students will examine:
· Brown and cream coloration 
· Scald patterns 
· Organic textures 
· Variation between pieces 
· The relationship between vessel form and surface pattern 
Studio: Preparing for Saggar Firing
Students will then prepare pieces for the final firing.
Introduction to the concept of a saggar as a contained atmosphere around a ceramic object.
Students will experiment with combinations of:
· Organic materials 
· Salt 
· Copper-bearing materials 
· Natural fibers 
· Leaves 
· Seaweed 
· Other instructor-approved combustibles 
Assignment
Prepare 2–3 pieces for saggar firing.
Students will also create a simple firing plan predicting how their selected materials might affect the surface.

Week 4 — Saggar Firing & Final Critique
Theme: Atmosphere, Experimentation & Discovery
Lecture
Introduction to saggar firing and other atmospheric surface processes.
Discussion includes:
· Controlling atmosphere 
· Vaporization 
· Carbon 
· Smoke 
· Flashing 
· Color development 
· The role of chance in alternative firing 
Students will compare saggar firing with:
· Raku 
· Horsehair firing 
· Obvara 
Saggar Firing
Students will construct or prepare individual saggars using appropriate materials.
Pieces will be packed with selected organic and chemical materials and fired under instructor supervision.
Students will document:
· Materials used 
· Placement of materials 
· Firing temperature 
· Firing duration 
· Atmosphere 
· Final surface results 

