
Penny Smith invites us in to the 
richness of the woodfire tradition

Working Fire

Fire is representative of many 
things. It is both purifier and 
destroyer. It is the generative 

power of life, energy and change. 
It represents illumination and 

enlightenment, destruction 
and renewal, spirituality and 
damnation – all of which was 
reflected by three Tasmanian 
woodfirers in Working Fire.

Fire is a living element being both as intimate as it is universal – 
living in our hearts and in the sky. It rises from the depths with 
the warmth of love, or it can retreat and hide, latent and pent-up 

with hate and vengeance. 
“Among all phenomena, it is really the only one to which there can be 

so definitely attributed the opposing values of good and evil. It shines 
in Paradise. It burns in Hell.”1 Hardly surprising then that in many 
mythologies, fire appears both as a creative, cleansing force, as well as 
a destructive, punishing one.

According to Stephen Pyne “seizing fire was our most daring, our most 
profound gamble”2 and while we did not invent fire, we did capture it – 
by stealth, by seduction and by trickery – from the realms of nature. This 
treachery is often reflected in the numerous mythologies the world over 
and thus the bringers of fire would obtain legendary status; the Greek 
God Prometheus, for example, was said to have stolen fire from Zeus 
the fire god and to have given it to the human race. So vital has fire been 
to the development of mankind, that fire ecology is linked directly with 
human ecology: Fire was to change the raw into the cooked, the poi-
sonous to the palatable and marked humanity’s transition from nature to 
culture. Richard Wrangham, in his book Catching Fire, believes that “one 
of the great transitions for humanity in the history of life stemmed from 
the control of fire and the advent of cooked meals”.3 

Despite our obsession with food and our dependence on heat to 

CeramicsTECHNICAL No. 31 201078

Ben Richardson. Detail of coals. 
Photo by  Ben Richardson.



CeramicsTECHNICAL No. 31 2010 79

transform and make palatable those staples for sustaining life, con-
temporary western civilization has lost sight of fire itself. Many a new 
home, for example, has been constructed without the need for a kitchen 
(thanks to the café culture and the take-away) and home heating has 
become so discreet as to be untraceable. The open hearth no longer rep-
resents the heart of the home and, to many of us, the naked flame has 
been designated to distant memory.

It is this reminder of the primal, of the connective capacity that fire 
has to link us back across time and that marks us as a species, to gather, 
clear and settle, then fuse and forge4 that Ben Richardson refers to in some 
of his more recent poems, in an endeavour to communicate both poeti-
cally and visually the passion behind his practice.

Richardson is committed to reflecting the qualities of his environ-
ment by collecting and processing his own materials from local sources 
and woodfiring them to create products that will generate an audience 
appreciation of the resultant forms and surfaces rendered by the work 
of fire. As a potter of functional ware, the forms and surfaces that he 
attains through fire are crucial to the empathetic and intimate relation-
ship his pots will have with their future owners. While Richardson 
acknowledges that the woodfiring experience is a distinct sub-genre of 
practice within the broader field of ceramics, redolent with its own lan-
guage and mythologies, he also recognizes that it is in danger of some 
severe navel gazing – of preaching to the converted within its own spe-
cialized circle. This is because within this group is the accepted phi-
losophy that the process of woodfiring is central to the product – that 
the essence of woodfired ware is totally dependent upon the techniques 
special to its practice and that this is little understood or appreciated 
outside of this informed sphere of makers. 

In a series of articles, Owen Rye articulates this sentiment further by 
saying that it is the process that determines what is possible and what 
is not and “that no amount of inspiration will produce a work outside 
the limits of its techniques”. Rye attributes a lack of technical under-
standing in both lay audience and art critic alike as the reason that 
woodfired ware is not receiving the due recognition that he believes it 
deserves. Without this understanding, he argues, is to miss the point. 
He also acknowledges that, when we talk about woodfired ware, we 
automatically assume we are talking of high-fire temperatures and 
the flash and ash effects obtained as a result of marathon firing times 
with wood fuel. Rye points out that it is odd that Italian majolica, Arab 
reduced lustre and Islamic lead glazed ware, some fine Chinese porce-
lain, or even some of the pit fired pots of Pakistan (all of which have 
been woodfired) are not included in the definition of woodfired ware. It 
is this separation, to my mind, that smacks of an elitism that is likely to 
distance both qualified critic and lay audiences even further to the finer 
points of high temperature woodfired ware.

For the would-be critic to understand the finer points of high tempera-
ture woodfiring, of how certain materials behave in relation to each other 
with heat, of how texture is created by ash deposits and flame patterns, 
of the importance of time and temperature and so on, would probably 
necessitate a science degree. And while, as a practitioner myself and fully 
respectful of process and technique, I would rather be stopped in my 
tracks by the finished product, no matter how it was made. 

Like Rye, Richardson recognizes only too well that production is not 
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details visit. (www.woodfiretasma-
nia.com.au)
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lauded for effort alone and that, for 
many, process is not necessarily an issue 
in appreciating a well-executed piece. 
So in order to tell the stories behind 
the woodfired process, Richardson 
set about a deliberate strategy of pre-
senting the elements and outcomes of 
how fire is worked to a lay audience. In 
Working Fire, an exhibition Richardson 
conceived and curated, he achieved 
this through an integrated assault on 
both the visual and auditory senses. 
Richardson invited fellow Tasmanian 

woodfirers, Neil Hoffmann and Michael Stephan to participate with 
him in exhibiting woodfired works at the Carnegie Gallery in Hobart in 
May, 2009. Richardson set up the fired works within the gallery space in 
a carefully choreographed manner, creating a sense of cavernous archi-
tectural proportions that emphasized the mesmerizing dominance of 
Glen Dunn’s sensual video that documented Richardson’s studio prac-
tice. This was in marked contrast to the intimacy of Dunn’s recorded 
interviews with each of the artists that were viewed on interactive moni-
tors and acted as the exhibition’s catalogue.

The integration of the ancient practice of ceramics in combination 
with contemporary technology created a multi-layered narrative about 
product, process, place and practice within contemporary society and 
was highly effective in this writer’s opinion. Richardson’s selection of 
artists provided examples of three different approaches to the use of 
how fire is worked that was not only informative from a process oriented 
stance but proved revealing of each of the individual’s personalities. 

As depicted in the video, Richardson prepares his own materials from 
his local environment and throws much of his work, with the more 
recent addition of handbuilt slab works. His forms are driven by his 
desire for function (for the pieces to serve a purpose) and while he might 
imagine his role as just introductory to the work’s final outcome through 
use, he is nevertheless meticulous in developing his shapes and surfaces 
from the onset. Through the application of particular textures, cut marks 
and contortions he sets up a series of blank canvases that are enhanced 
by the final embraces of fire. Using his kiln much like a painter would 
a many hued palette, fire as his brush and by placing his pots carefully 
within the kiln, cushioned by grasses, supported by clay wads and 
spaced according to the movement of fuel, flame and ash, Richardson 
uses fire to caress and cajole his forms and their surfaces into displaying 
a range of fumed blushes and crusty exteriors. He himself refers to these 
results as ‘fire-marked’ surfaces and regards the firing process as a care-
fully orchestrated activity of intense concentration. 

Neil Hoffmann also harvests his own materials, sourcing the foun-
dation of clay itself in the form of dolerite rocks from near his home 
in Reedy Marsh in northern Tasmania. Like Richardson, he uses his 
woodfiring kiln to connect and transport himself through the energy 
of fire, back in time. But Hoffmann’s sense of time pre-dates humanity 
itself, when the earth was in its formative state of cataclysmic volcanic 
activity – of moulten matter and lava flows. Hoffmann packs his kiln 
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with conscious awareness of what will happen when 
intense and prolonged heat is applied to his sand 
embedded dolerite and to the role that gravity will 
play on developing the final outcomes of his pieces 
with the application of extreme heat. He has, through 
experience, also an idea of what surface effects he is 
likely to obtain through flame, ash and ember within 
the firing and cooling stages. Not for him the stoking 
and stroking (the wheedling and coaxing of fire to 
obtain markings on pre-destined shapes), Hoffmann 
is ‘working fire’ for the realization of new forms and 
surfaces whose identities are not fully known until the 
kiln is finally cool.

It is only when he unpacks the kiln and absorbs 
a piece from all possible angles that Hoffmann can 
make the decision on how it will be viewed and it is 
this ambiguity that is the work’s greatest strength. In 
the exhibition Working Fire, for example, there are two 
pieces in particular that illustrate the spectrum from 
brutal to benign that Hoffmann’s work is capable of 
expressing. On the one hand, the piece entitled Common 
Matter II, 2008 series, takes on all of the menace of an 
advancing tank at Tiananmen Square, with its sense of bristling aggres-
sion and inevitable sense of momentum. On the other hand, Common 
Matter I, 2009 series, suggests clouds penetrated by mountains in an 
early morning mist much like a three-dimensional rendition of classical 
ink drawings of the mountains of Huang Shan – China’s most idyllic 
and best loved mountains – all calm, stillness and serenity.

Hoffmann’s working fire is extreme, his kiln, a cauldron in which his 
work takes on the abstract phenomena of nature’s might. By choosing 
ways of working that assimilates a sense of primal creation, Hoffmann 
turns back the clock to a time of innocence – the products emerging from 
the ash and mire of his kiln are his atonements for a world gone mad. 

The third woodfirer in the Working Fire exhibition is Michael Stephan 
whose work sits comfortably between the diversity of approach and out-
come of the other two in this show. If working with fire is a risky busi-
ness, Stephan compounds the difficulties by having to fire in the kilns of 
both Richardson and Hoffmann, as he does not have a kiln of his own. 
This means transporting work, often in the raw, 250 kilometres north to 
Reedy Marsh where he can pack and fire his work in Hoffmann’s kiln or 
down south to Richardson’s kiln at South Arm. 

For a maker whose work depends on the spontaneous and whose making 
technique reflects the fluidity of immediacy, having to transport unfired 
work for major distances, not being able to see the outcomes of experiments 
quickly and to fire in unfamiliar territory, tries Stephan’s patience. Despite 
these setbacks, Stephan’s work is the most refreshing and lively of the trio, 
radiating an innocent and joyous naivety that reflects the serendipitous 
nature of the way Stephan assembles his forms. Watching Stephan produce 
his work in the plastic state is to witness a series of articulated movements 
that, if the piece is working well and the story, as he says, starts to reveal 
itself, becomes a continuous flow of action. 

When firing in Richardson’s kiln, he is a passenger. Nevertheless, 
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fire was our most daring, our most 
profound gamble”2 and while we 
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it – by stealth, by seduction and by 
trickery – from the realms of nature. 
This treachery is often reflected in 
the numerous mythologies the world 
over and thus the bringers of fire 
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was said to have stolen fire from Zeus 
the fire god and to have given it to 
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and the advent of cooked meals”.3 
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Stephan admits that while there are constraints in firing 
to someone else’s agenda, working with Richardson has 
been an extremely valuable learning experience for him 
and one that he values greatly. Whereas in Hoffmann’s 
bourry box kiln, he is given free rein and is able to pack 
and fire as he pleases. 

To Stephan, firing in the supercharged atmosphere of 
the bourry box is basic, raw and pretty hard to control, 
leaving him in awe of fire and constantly curious as to 
just how much he is able to influence the outcome of 
his own work. And while the whole making process is 
fraught with danger, he still happily submits his work 
to the heat and flames, constantly curious as to what 
will remain intact and what will self-destruct and what 
will self-heal. The evidence of healed scars, of elements 
that have been damaged during firing and have re-
melted and thus become renewed, Stephan says are like 
stories of what might have been. Unlike Richardson’s 
use of fire-worked surfaces, where texture and hues 
merge and meld in well choreographed sequences, 
or Hoffmann’s geo-matter emerging from its primor-
dial grime; Stephan’s fire-worked surfaces are heavily 
reliant upon a crustaceous skin of crawling glaze.

Fire is representative of many things. It is both purifier 
and destroyer. It is the generative power of life, energy 
and change. It represents illumination and enlighten-

ment, destruction and renewal, spirituality and damnation – all of 
which was reflected by three Tasmanian woodfirers in Working Fire.
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