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Abstractions  
of Progress

by Peter Christian Johnson

s an artist I’m interested in 
how the artifacts we leave be-
hind speak to our history and 
cultural identity. My work is 
meant to straddle the present, 

simultaneously looking back 
to the past and toward the fu-

ture. It catalogs the act of mak-
ing, constructing, inventing, and 

reinventing. In the studio I step into 
the shoes of an engineer, or inventor, 

creating metaphoric objects that allude to 
a function of which they are unable to per-

form. My sculptures are not recreations of objects 
from our culture but abstractions of the things 
we find ourselves surrounded by. These aged ob-
jects are meant to spur reflection of our pursuit of 
“progress” in relationship to the vast expanse of 
human history. 

The Drawing Board
I begin my work on the computer using 
Google Sketchup, a free download available at 
http://sketchup.google.com to draw forms that 
ultimately become sculptures (figure 1). The aid 
of a 3-D modeling program provides a number 

A
Red Turbine, 23½ in. (60 cm) 
in height, white earthenware, 
stains, linseed oil, tractor paint, 
fired to cone 04, 2011. 
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of advantages to my process. First of all it allows me to 
work out ideas on the computer before making them in my 
studio. The ability to rotate forms and look at them from 
multiple perspectives permits me to better assess the poten-
tial strength of the piece before I commit to the relatively 
lengthy process of building them in the studio. This has 
limited the experience of working for weeks on a piece only 
to discover that it lacks the energy and resonance I’m look-
ing for when I finally see the constructed object. Secondly, 
the software enables me to make precise measurements of 
the different components of the sculpture, adjust propor-
tions, and troubleshoot potential problems that might arise 
in the building process. Lastly, Google Sketchup allows me 
to print paper templates from my computer models that 
greatly assist in the building process. 

Planning the Build
Once I’ve selected a drawing that seems to hold poten-
tial I begin to troubleshoot how this piece might be con-

structed. I determine what armature the sculpture might 
need to both support the weight of the clay, and limit 
unwanted warping and cracking (figure 2). It’s important 
to remember that often you don’t want to construct the 
piece in the same orientation that you imagine it being 
ultimately displayed. 

After I’ve determined a plan to build, I print paper 
templates to map out the armature and components of 
the sculpture (figure 3). For the sculpture itself, these 
paper templates are translated into wood or MDF tem-
plates that are later used to cut out individual or repeti-
tive components. In some cases, they translate to a jig 
to turn a form that will eventually become a mold for a 
component. (In this case, the 8-inch hemisphere at the 
end of the piece)

In the example image the armature is designed to both 
support the weight of the sculpture and to keep the 
blades of the turbine form from warping in the drying 
process. The armature, which is supporting the piece, is 

Using Google Sketchup three dimensional modeling soft-
ware to draw the forms that become clay sculptures.

The armature plan shows a raised cylinder in the center to 
support the curved blades and connector ring as well as a 
flat base to support the blades evenly. The slots keep the 
blades from warping.

Paper template for the armature, printed from Google 
Sketchup along with templates for the sculpture. 

The completed slab-built armature shown with pierced 
holes to prevent cracking during the drying process.
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placed on a piece of drywall with a layer of silica sand 
spread on it to keep the armature from sticking or catch-
ing as it shrinks. Holes are added to ensure that this 
shrink slab/armature dries evenly without cracking. The 
supporting drywall remains under the armature and the 
piece throughout the process.

Once the armature is built and in place on the sheet-
rock, it is coated with corn starch or alumina hydrate to 
keep the actual sculpture from sticking to it in the firing 
process (figure 4).

Creating the Parts
The construction begins with building the individual 
parts that will make up the sculpture. Some parts are 
thrown (the 3-inch connecting ring), some are construct-
ed from press molds (8-inch hemisphere), and many are 
cut from slabs. 

All the slab components are cut from firm leather-hard 
slabs evenly rolled out with a slab roller. I sandwich all 

my slabs between two pieces of drywall as they dry to 
make certain that they dry evenly and don’t warp. 

The repeating shapes are made in one of two ways. 
For pieces with fewer repeating shapes, I use a wooden 
template, made using the paper template from Google 
Sketchup as a guide (figure 5). I use a knife clamped to a 
piece of wood to ensure that the cuts are consistently at 
a 90° angle (figure 6). It’s important that all the compo-
nents, including the armature, are kept at the same dry-
ness to assure consistent shrinkage. These pieces are then 
placed on the armature and scored and slipped together 
in a traditional manner. I add Epsom salts to my slip, as 
a flocculent, to cut down on its shrinkage and create a 
better bond.

Firing 
After all the components are assembled, the piece is 
slowly dried before being fired to cone 04 (figure 7). The 
sculptures are fired on the silica-sand coated drywall and 

Wooden template for the blade components, shown with 
a knife clamped to a wooden block to ensure a uniform 
90°-angle cut for each component.

Cutting the slabs using the knife clamped to the wood 
block. The knife is kept flush with the wooden template 
as a guide.

Completed sculpture, consisting of press molded hemi-
sphere, wheel-thrown connector ring and slab-built 
blades, supported by the armature. 

A variety of completed pieces resting on armatures and a 
drywall board in preparation for firing. The drywall will 
burn out during the firing.
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on the armature (figure 8). The drywall allows the work 
to be transported safely from the studio to the kiln room 
and can be slid into place by adding an additional layer 
of silica sand between it and the kiln shelves. The drywall 
board essentially breaks down in the firing process, leav-
ing a supportive bed underneath the shrink slab/armature. 
Note: If you work in a studio 
where the kilns are close your 
workspace, the drywall residue 
should be kept contained and 
disposed of carefully after the fir-
ing to reduce the risk of plaster 
contaminating your clay.

After the piece is fired, it can 
safely be removed from the ar-
mature. Sometimes this requires 
a gentle tap with a mallet as you 
might do to remove a lid from 
a jar.

After firing, I approach the sur-
faces in a number of ways depend-
ing on the piece. Anything is fair 
game, and I use Mason stains, 
washes, glazes, and any number 
of non-fired materials including, 
linseed oil, paste wax, latex, and 
tractor paint. With many pieces, I 
build up a series of layers and hand 
sand or sand-blast back through 
them, then go back, add more lay-
ers and repeat the process. n

For some pieces, as with Black 
Turbine, over 90 repetitions of a 
particular component are needed. 
In this case, rather than cut out 
each piece, I create a stamp to cut 
out that form more efficiently. To 
do so, I cut the shape that I need 
out of ¾-inch particle board us-
ing my printed paper template as 

a reference. I then cut a strip of 
sheet metal with a width equal-
ing the combined depth of my clay 
slab and particle board. The length 
of this metal strip needs to corre-
spond to the circumference of my 
particle board form. This strip is 
wrapped around the particle board 
and attached using a combination 

of screws and 5-minute epoxy (A). 
Holes are then drilled into the cen-
ter of the stamp to aid in the re-
moval of the clay slab (B). once it 
is built, it can be pressed into a slab 
like a cookie cutter to create repeat-
ing shapes (C). Again, it is impor-
tant that the slabs are a firm leather 
hard for this to be successful.

Peter Christian Johnson currently lives and works in La Grande, 
Oregon where he is an associate professor of art at Eastern Oregon 
University. He earned an MFA from The Pennsylvania State Uni-
versity, and a BS in Environmental Science from Wheaton College. 
He is one of the National Council on Education for the Ceramic 
Arts (NCECA) 2012 Emerging Artists. To see more of his work, 
visit www.peterchristianjohnson.com.

A B C
Wrap a metal strip around a par-
ticle board form to make a stamp.

Stamp cutter template for pieces 
that have many repeated elements.

Using the stamp cutter as you 
would use a cookie cutter. 

Black Turbine, 22 in. (56 cm) in height, earthenware, stain, linseed oil, rubber 
coating, fired to cone 04, 2011.


