Practicum Write-up 1

The object under investigation is a small to medium size bowl from the Islamic Ceramics Collection in the Joukowsky Institute. The bowl, even though in a poor state of preservation with more than half missing, conveys a significant extent of technological innovation and craftsmanship. From visual inspection alone, I attempt to extract elements of the production process involved in crafting the object.
Illustrated in Tite’s paper, the entire production process of a piece of pottery constitutes the first half of its ‘life cycle’. Through careful observation, direct and indirect variables, namely the primary physical inputs and secondary inputs through managing physical ones, may be identified in order to trace back the way the object was brought into existence.  The first and foremost direct variable is the raw material that was used to create the object – clay. Second, the two thin layers of glassy material inside and outside the object imply that slips or glazes were used. Third, the object’s uniform and decreasing thickness of the wall from the bottom to its top highly suggest that it is a thrown ceramic piece, indicating the use of a fast wheel. Fourth, water was needed in lifting and molding the piece into a vessel on the wheel. Fifth, the presences of a trimmed foot and the smooth texture of the exterior of the object suggest that tools may be used to refine the object during production. Finally, the consistent color and porosity of the cross section of the object suggest that it was likely fired in a kiln with a certain type of fuel.

Identifying the following indirect variables involved in the object’s production process results from both information presented in the readings as well as my personal experience in creating pottery. First, the speed of the wheel has to be adjusted from time to time to achieve the object’s particular height and thickness of the wall. This variation of speed also determines the thrown object’s clay density and resulting hardness. Second, the potter has to handle the clay with varying pressures exerted by the hands and fingers, which is complementary to the speed of the wheel in determining the height of the object. Third, a skilled manipulation of the firing and re-firing temperatures is crucial to the vessel’s success. For example, the stages of oxidation and reduction created through by varying the kiln’s temperature largely affect the object’s resulting texture, porosity and color.
With these direct and indirect variables as a foundation, it appears that the object was crafted successfully. The thickness of the walls is extremely uniform and the rim of the bowl appears to be fine and smooth. However, the foot rim of the bowl contains drippings of fired glaze, making the bowl impossible to stand on its own. This observation suggests that the glaze on the exterior of the bowl might be too thick or runny, or the firing temperature had not been adjusted well.
Even though the above visual analysis of the object may fit into a preliminary definition of Velde’s qualitative study, a vast number of questions regarding the object’s production processes remained unanswered in the absence of systematic archaeological and scientific methods. For example, eyeballing will only allow us to report that the object was perhaps made with refined clay. However, using chemical analysis and microscopic petrology, as suggested by Velde, can pinpoint the chemical constituents of the clay and glazes used and offer us a sense of the origins of the raw material. With the use of Thermoluminescence technology, the age of the bowl can be determined so as to locate some likely production methods used during that time. In addition, thermal analysis with comparison to the raw clay will allow us to determine the temperature used to fire the object. According to Tite, field work, excavation and particularly ceramic ethnoarchaeology are intertwined with scientific investigations in unveiling the object’s production stages. The environmental, technological and economic factors of the geographical area in which the object was found sheds light on its production organization, specialization of labor and stylistic choices.
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