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      friendly fire: inside woodfire 
 

(Catalogue essay for the exhibition inside woodfire: fifty australian stories curated by Ben 
Richardson for the Woodfire Tasmania 2011 conference, Deloraine). 
 
Cooking pots and cooking food share a number of distinctions that makes their comparison with 
each other an interesting starting point in discussing the role of the contemporary ‘wood-firer’.  
Both share differences in the definition of practice within their respective fields that has resulted in 
much lively controversy.  At best, this can drive desires for the attainment of perfection, and at 
worst can create wedges to fuel our insecurities.   
 
The beast within: Throughout traditional pottery making communities, the role of fire as a working 
tool is clearly understood and mastered in both making and cooking practices.  In this instance, fire 
is the connecting element between both food and clay. The alchemical changes that occur within 
both when fire is applied render the poisonous to the palatable and the plastic to the permanent.   
 
The understanding that indigenous people have of open hearth cooking properties and the best 
types of fuel to use is a knowledge that many communities from around the world also possess.  
Interestingly, Malina Monks refers to a similar tradition; that of the use of peat as a cooking fuel 
from her own Scottish past.  She describes the range of heat generated by different types of peat 
that were best used for specific cooking needs - local knowledge for surviving in an un-forgiving 
environment.    
 
According to food historian Felipe Fernández-Armesto, the importance of fire-cooked food has 
never just been about edibility. Just like the importance of wood firing pots (in this day and age) is 
not just about making clay impermeable. 
 
Like food, there are other ways of ‘cooking’ pots.   
 
So what is it that commits the wood firer to the arduous nature of firing their pots in this way?  The 
visual effects produced by wood firing – specifically the ash deposits, the glaze effects, the pattern 
and path of the flame – all these effects could arguably be achieved in a gas fired reduction 
atmosphere?   
 

In his book Near a Thousand Tables: A History of Food Fernández-Armesto argues that other 
processes of ‘cooking’ can be applied – like fermentation, wind drying and burying that, like heat, 
enable biochemical changes to occur that render food edible.  The main legacy of fire-cooked 
foods to society, he maintains, is that of its social effects.  Eating around the campfire became a 
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place of communion.  So it would seem with wood firers.   
 
There are those potters who use the firing of their kiln as a communal event.  Often, if the kiln is a 
large one, a number of people will all contribute to fill it, and as ‘payment’ will help with the task of 
firing.  This makes light work of feeding the kiln’s voracious appetite for fuel, and the atmosphere 
around the firebox can get positively festive.  But group firing also serves a number of other 
purposes.  In most cases, the owner of the kiln is the person who takes responsibility for the firing, 
the role of leadership can thus take on the role of mentorship, and many a novice wood firer would 
have learnt some valuable lessons this way.  Then there is the notion that a problem shared is a 
problem halved.  The anxiety of firing for such long periods – of committing so much time and 
effort towards the finale of a successful firing – can weigh heavily upon a single person.  Ensuring 
temperatures are maintained; correctly assessing the kiln’s interior or just having the energy to 
keep going – are all actions that can be shared.  So too can the blame and guilt, if the firing 
outcomes have gone badly.  
 
On the other hand, there are those potters who prefer to fire alone.  Taking control for their own 
actions and being answerable to themselves, they bear both the burdens and the joys. In many 
instances, the act of firing becomes one of concentrated meditation.  Having to maintain the heat 
over long hours after many months of preparation – of collecting and processing, of making and 
drying, of cutting and splitting – the final firing becomes a series of calm and measured 
maneuvers.  Lise Edwards refers to the friendly, comforting nature of fire in relation to her own 
firing practices that allows her the time for contemplation and observation.  Friendly fire. 
 
Friendly Fire or the ‘fog of war’ is also a term that describes fatal military incidents afflicted on 
one’s own side in the confusion of warfare. Friendly Fire is the result of apparent recklessness or 
incompetence reflecting poor planning, weak or compromised intelligence and incompetent 
command.  This contradictive term is another useful analogy for the kind of ‘love-hate’ relationship 
that some wood firers appear to have with their kilns.   
 

                               
           
             (Michael Stephan. Untitled. 2009)                  (Michael Stephan.  Untitled 2008) 
                    Photos by Peter Whyte 
In particular, this military terminology often reflects a battlefield mentality that some, like Michael 
Stephan, alludes to in describing their work.  Collateral damage, like friendly fire comprises of 
those incidental, unintended events that can have catastrophic effect.  In Stephan’s case, he refers 
to the uncontrollable forces of the kiln as inflicting such damage upon his work.  The ferocity of the 
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kiln’s atmosphere, he says breaks and ravages his pots.  A process he welcomes though, as he 
knows that time and temperature will help re-heal the scars and soften the ragged tears.  

       

Of Cooks and Chefs: When ‘nouvelle cuisine’ graduated to ‘molecular gastronomy’ the concept of 
food and eating were revolutionized.  The elevation to star status of its practitioners has been 
phenomenal. The likes of Heston Blumenthal, Ferran Adrià and Grant Archatz have become 
household heroes. 
 
We happily pay vast amounts of money (all supposing we can get a booking) to have our taste 
buds titillated by these maestros of ‘extreme cuisine’.  Compare this with the equally growing 
phenomena of the Slow Food movement, established in retaliation to the ‘fast food’ syndrome and 
quirky food.  Here the emphasis is on the plain and simple, of wholesome, honest peasant fare 
that is locally produced and seasonally harvested. 
 
The diversity within the food movement is one that is reflected in any number of professional 
practices, but has many more directly intriguing similarities to that of the practice of wood firing.  
The analogy between food movements and wood firing drawn upon in this essay is one that has 
been determined by the comments of wood firers themselves.  
 
In determining ones position within any professional field, there is always the danger of creating 
an, ‘us’ and ‘them’, cooks and chefs situation.  Owen Rye clearly falls into this trap when he 
describes wood fired ware as being an ‘Outsider Art’ – one that is unfashionable in the 
contemporary consumer world.  Society favours, he argues, ‘glittery objects with multiple lustres of 
brightly coloured glaze, or more recently for a more sanitary ware style, where stark white 
predominates’1 Heaven forbid!  Pity he seems to have forgotten about Eva Zeisel’s magnificent 
1940’s porcelain dinner set range Classic Century: or the dynamic lines of Walter Gropius’s TAC1 
tea set of the 1950s: or Tapio Wirkala’s stunning Century tea set of the 1970s; or even the über 
contemporary works of Prue Venables.  
 

                        
 
      Walter Gropius: TAC1 1950.    Tapio Wirkala: Century 1970 

 
The problem with such a single-minded attitude is in its creation of battlefield barriers.  Setting one 
practice against another within the same discipline is asking for trouble, especially when the real 
aim of the game is for better public understanding and greater appreciation for the practice as a 
whole.  If wood firers want greater public acknowledgement for their work, then the ways in which 
wood fired work is defined and presented needs to be addressed.  Thanks to Maggie and Simon2, 

                                                 
1
 Owen Rye 2005, ‘Australian Woodfire: A Survey Ceramics: Art & Perception, pp33-40  

2
 ABC The Cook and the Chef 
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the public knows that cooks and chefs can harmoniously co-exist, each complementing the other.  
Flavours are enhanced and tired tastes reinvigorated.  Maybe the same could apply in mounting 
an exhibition that included other than wood fired ware, in order to highlight the unique qualities that 
are claimed as specific to wood firing – not at the expense of the ‘other’ but in harmony with it?  
Presentation can thus enhance perception. 
 
A sense of ‘terroir’: Many of the artists involved in this exhibition refer to the importance of ‘place’ 
to their work.  The fact that the act of wood firing results in some pretty unneighbourly 
environmental practices, it’s hardly surprising to learn that wood firers tend to live and work in rural 
areas.  Living in the bush means that these potters can harvest their own resources, from clays to 
timber, and have the space in which to process and store them.   
 

                      
 
     (Stacked firewood – Sandy Lockwood’s studio) 

 
A number of artists in this show reflect on how the collection of their materials is a seasonal affair.  
Certain timbers are harvested at particular times of the year.  Clays are usually sourced during dry 
seasons.  Firings obviously have to occur during fine, still weather.  Even the time it takes for 
natural moisture to be driven from green ware before it can be safely fired, all remind the individual 
of the importance of environmental conditions and climatic change.   
 
This association with ‘place-based’ making can be regarded as synonymous with ‘place-based’ 
taste, or goût du terroir (taste of the soil) and nowhere is this more historically evident than in the 
regional cuisine of France.  Back in the 1950s, English cook Elizabeth David was extolling the 
British housewife to equip her kitchen with the earthenware cooking pots of the French farmhouse, 
claiming the taste of the cooked food was enhanced by their use.   
 
Through her descriptions and recipes, David revealed the French culinary phenomena of regional 
foods being named after the clay pots they were cooked in. Taste then, is memory.  Drink a 
distinctive wine or eat a distinctive cheese and one can be transported back to an overseas 
holiday, a romantic tryst, an assignation – where sights, textures, sounds, tastes and smells are 
recalled and reactivated in the mind. 
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This patina of memory is another such reference made by several wood firers.  The likes of Neil 
Hoffman, Owen Rye and Ben Richardson all refer to the connections of past eons that in 
Hoffman’s case, is directly reflected in his work.  In the case of Rye and Richardson, both these 
artists refer to the links of memory in terms of making traditions, of being linked to the past by 
knowledge and practice and previous makers. This would suggest authenticity, a sense of 
belonging to a distinguished lineage, a sense of special membership.  These connections, they 
feel, connects them with those that have gone before them – forging the present to past practices 
and maintaining an ongoing sense of continuity.  
 

              
 
                       (Ben Richardson)                          (Owen Rye) 
 

Hoffman on the other hand is referring to a much earlier memory – to a time before the existence 
of humanity’s presence.  His fire-fused pieces evoke the memory of earth’s formative activity, 
alluding to both past and present through the volcanic forces that are enacted within his kiln.  Like 
many who wood fire, and who endure the arduous hours and days of firing to extreme 
temperatures, the resultant qualities often most lauded are those that reflect the enigmatic features 
of a volcanic world. The ash deposits, crusts and residues are often reminders of the living 
remnants of Earth's long, slow and ongoing development, and are suggestive of a history of 
mythical and catastrophic events. 
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        (Neil Hoffman firing his Reedy Marsh kiln)                                (Neil Hoffman - Common Matter 2009) 

 
Overcooked and underestimated: There seems to be a feeling amongst some wood firers that 
their style of work is not fully appreciated by the buying public.  There is the feeling that the 
subtleties and nuances of the surface effects of wood fired work are not appreciated by the 
uninitiated.  Whilst the potters themselves can wax lyrical about the magic of wood fired pots, 
many, like Malcolm Greenwood, feel the punters need to be better informed.  He feels that the 
Australian public needs to be better educated to the sophisticated aesthetics of wood fired work. 
 
Dick Lehman, a wood-firing potter from Chicago, would agree with him.  Lehman notes that the 
understanding and appreciation of wood fired ceramics comes naturally to the Japanese public.  
He goes on to say that there exists in the Japanese language a thoroughly developed and specific 
vocabulary to describe the variety of surface effects that occur in wood fired pots 3.  This visual 
literacy is an enviable trait within Japanese society that begs the question of whether an Australian 
definition of wood fired terms should be attempted.   
 
Whilst Sandy Lockwood considers firing with wood is important for her work, she does not think it 
the most important factor.  She feels that the success of her work is actually the sum of its 
individual parts – of imagination, clay, salt, wood and fire.  
 

                          
 
                                   (Sandy Lockwood) 
 
Making good pots is an act of total commitment, a lifetime’s vocation, as Janet Mansfield believes. 
 

                                                 
3
 Dick Lehman 2004, ‘Toward A Vocabulary for Wood Fired Effects, Ceramics Monthly     

March issue. 
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The hardest part is making good work. 
 
 
 
Penny Smith 
February 2011. 
   

                 
 

        (Yuri Wiendenhofer) 


