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We needed to prove our point 
that woodfiring is a universal 
language that can be spoken on 
the aesthetic, psychological and 
cognitive level. We also wanted to 
showcase the vast array of building 
and construction techniques that 
ceramics artists use in constructing 
their work.  

Facing page, background and inset: 
Dick Lehman. Pitcher. Fired in two 
woodfirings: 8-day Notre Dame 
Anagama firing followed by three days 
in the Justin Rothshank woodfired kiln. 
10 in. 
Photo by Dick Lehman.
Above: Satoru Hoshino. Clay-Water-
Fire/Earth-Clouds-Sun. 2011. 
350 x 2100 x 100 cm. Earthenware, 
smoke fired to 850℃. Terracotta, 
Primitive Future at ClayArch Gimhae 
Museum 2011. 
Photo by Satoru Hoshino.
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In the winter of 2010 i spent much of my time in Scandinavia. This 
journey consisted of several things: working at Guldagergaard in 
Denmark, setting up an exhibition, firing wood kilns and visiting 

colleague and friend Eva Zethraeus in Sweden.t It was the latter that 
changed my plans for the next two years. During my visit with Eva she 
took me around Sweden, showing me great galleries, universities and 
their ceramics facilities. It was a visit to the snow-covered woodfire kiln 
site of HDK University at Nääs Castle that initiated an ardent discus-
sion about the role of ceramics, design, aesthetics and – most impor-
tantly – landscapes. 

During my time in Scandinavia I had seen the immense attention 
given to design and the obsession with streamlining one’s work and I 
began to wonder why there were woodfire kilns in the region that would 
leave any results to chance in the firing. At Nääs there were three wood 
kilns, all potentially functional but sitting unused. Most Scandinavian 
artists I talked to who were my age saw no use for woodfirings, nor had 
they explored them. They were concerned with the design and sterile 
nature that they could achieve. As interesting as this was to them, it left 
me bored to tears. Talking with Zethraeus about these concerns, she 
agreed. She explained to me that for years there had been attempts to 
use the Nääs kiln site to its potential. People were assembled from out 
of the area, work was brought in to be fired but few came to help with 
the process. 

We began to discuss: why is woodfiring so important to us as art-
ists? What results could it yield that were unique? Why is this impor-
tant?  Through these discussions and  investigations into the process we 
began to concentrate on the complex palette of colours that woodfiring 
can yield, as well as the potential for overtly demonstrative deposits of 
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ash that can overwhelm a piece. This potential combination of colour 
and texture in a single firing is unique to the woodfiring process and is a 
universal language of colour and texture that ceramics artists are aware 
of. As we continued to talk, a term kept arising to describe this correla-
tion of colour and texture: landscape. 

We began to investigate the term and the process. Initially, landscape 
refers to a constructed relation to a place: a field, mountains, a forest. 
These are places defined by their physicality. The same can be said for a 
piece of woodfired ceramics. By understanding the woodfiring process 
and the cultures from which it originated, woodfired ware began to 
speak to us about the microcosm that was inevitably created on each 
piece of woodfired work. The small patches of brown-grey-blue-green 
colours created a transcendental-like landscape for the holder of the 
vessel or object. 

Second, in our ever-evolving world, the term landscape has been 
pulled into the psychological and sociological realm with the various 
‘social landscapes’ we now know. All of which brings an added dimen-
sion and potential for open interpretation of the term as something 
larger than what our eye can see. 

For example, a piece of woodfired ceramics could be a reference to the 
aesthetic beauty and the transcendental nature that it poses but, due to 
the same process of firing, the piece can also begin to be a reference to 
the shared experience of firing: a collaborative marathon of continually 
chopping wood and stoking the fire, awaiting unknown results.

Zethraeus and I believed that these ideas should be closely investi-
gated. Conversations like this could captivate a new audience of clay 
artists. We did not want to have a conversation about woodfiring in only 
the traditional sense of the wabi-sabi or the purely aesthetic. We wanted 

Nina Hole. Houses. 2010.
Porcelain, woodfired 
Photo by Ole Akhoj.

This International Ceramics 
Woodfire Symposium was one that 

was organised and complied with 
divergent minds, each working 

within a medium that is 
thousands of years old.
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to focus on the ideas behind what woodfiring could achieve on a cogni-
tive level, as well as an aesthetic level and the shared experience that 
is needed to produce a woodfired object. This is what we found to be 
paramount to the woodfiring process.

We decided to stop discussing why this was so important and instead 
to organise a gathering, a symposium that would bring these ideas to 
the table. But we did not just want to talk about them. As artists we felt 
the need to bring these ideas into their natural conclusion as tangible 
3-D objects. To make this a valid argument, we needed artists who are 
working with the woodfiring techniques and in the various incarnations 
of ceramics as well. Many artists shared these ideas; this was our oppor-
tunity to bring them together to showcase them.

We began to compile a list of artists who utilise clay as their primary 
medium and use woodfiring as a key finishing technique. We devised a 
list of artists who spanned the globe. We needed to prove our point that 
woodfiring is a universal language that can be spoken on the aesthetic, 
psychological and cognitive level. We also wanted to showcase the vast 
array of building and construction techniques that ceramics artists use 
in constructing their work.  

When thinking of the most popular construction method in ceramics 
(the potter’s wheel) we selected several artists who use the wheel to 
make work that is functional in its nature but perhaps not in practice 
(such as ware that is placed in the fire box and submerged in coals):  
Dale Huffman, Annett Floren, Jose Antonio Sarmiento, Takeshi Yasuda, 

Torbjörn Kvasbö. Untitled. 1996.
7 x 22.25 x 11.25 in. Stoneware.
Photo by Torbjörn Kvasbö.

Our common interest is in this 
material and finishing process. Our 
goal is to employ its ability to repre-
sent the highest and lowest depths of 
the human condition.
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and Dick Lehman. Each of these artists utilises the 
wheel as a tool, not as a crutch. They use the wheel (as 
well as other methods) to create ware that is enhanced 
by the wood kiln. When woodfired, these pieces create 
landscapes that are found not only in the piece but also 
through the imagination or sub-conscious, much like a 
traditional Chinese water colour. Each piece that they 
create has the power to transcend reality. 

Torbjörn Kvasbö and Helena Andersson approach 
clay in an intuitive way, notably utilising clay in its elon-
gated slab form. By using this technique as a starting 
block in their work, they build from the nature of the 
clay in this form to create large ruckus pieces that are 
mounted on the wall. While Kvasbö subjects his undu-
lating and honeycombed pieces to prolonged firings in 
the firebox of wood kilns, Andersson takes her terra-
cotta slabs to a short 19 hour woodfired finish. The lay-
ered glazes and extreme reduction yield unpredictable 
and mythical finishes to the slabs. 

Artists Chang Ching-Yuan and Keith Ekstam uti-
lise a coil building construction technique with their 
works. Both of them also integrate found objects into 
their woodfired pieces. Chang is well known for his 
use of found wood to talk about his distinct personal 
heritage as an insider and outsider in his culture.  
Chang’s intergradations of clay and object in a mini-
malist manner speak to the ambiguity that he faces in 
his culture, whereas Ekstam uses found objects on his 
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large rolling landscapes to discuss his plight 
as a father, artist and world traveller. Ekstam’s 
large woodfired landscapes are described as 
utopian; a place where he is able to fluidly 
meld his experiences into a visual story. It is 
through the woodfiring process that both art-
ists are able to contrast what they make in clay 
to the objects that they place with or on their 
work. 

Nina Hole and Satoru Hoshino were 
selected based on their vast experience with 
woodfiring but more vital was their abilities 
to employ clay as an installation and perform-
ance medium. Hole has built her site-specific 
sculptures in many locations around the world. 
These large architectural pieces stand as tall 
as 10 feet. Her work encompasses its viewers 
when it is approached: a truly inspiring spec-
tacle. Similarly, Hoshino takes clay and installs 
it in various manners, shapes and forms in 
gallery settings. These large, stark installa-
tions tend to include the viewer; to represent nature and to transcend 
the viewer to Hoshino’s understanding of the power of the sublime. By 
utilising woodfiring as a finish to some of these pieces, Hoshino is using 
the essence of woodfiring on a small scale and enlarging it to an extreme 
with several pieces as an installation.   

This International Ceramics Woodfire Symposium was one that was 
organised and complied with divergent minds, each working within a 
medium that is thousands of years old. Our common interest is in this 
material and finishing process. Our goal is to employ its ability to rep-
resent the highest and lowest depths of the human condition.

Facing page, left: Keith Ekstam.
Landscape with Frog and Red 
Tornado. 2011. Stoneware, glaze, 
woodfired, low fire. 33 x 13 x 19 in. 
Photo by Zach Tate.
Facing page, right: Keith Ekstam. 
Landscape with Frog and Red 
Tornado (Detail).
Above left: Dale Huffman.
Tea Bowl. 2010. Stoneware, glaze, 
woodfired. 3.5 x 5 x 5 in.
Photo by Dale Huffman.
Above: Helena Andersson. Rain Over 
Tofuku. 2010. Stoneware, glaze, wood-
fired, lustre. 92,3 x 46 cm.
Photo by Thomas D Johansson.
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