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COURSE DESCRIPTION 
  
I’d like to start by saying how excited I am to be teaching this class and how glad I am that you will be joining 
me in this journey.  Our main goal in this class is to ensure that everyone has a positive and engaging 
experience.  This class will primarily revolve around loading and firing the train kiln that Ted Neil built a couple of 
years ago. 
 
I’ve fired a number of different train kilns over the years, but honestly I don’t have a ton of experience with train 
kilns, so this will be a good learning experience for me as well.  Fortunately, I’ve enlisted my dear friend Tom 
Alward as our assistant. Tom has extensive train kiln experience from his time as a graduate student at Utah 
State studying with John Neely, who is the progenitor of the train kiln design….so Tom knows his stuff. We are 
lucky to have him and his experience with loading, firing, and cooling this style of kiln will be invaluable. 
 
We will spend the first part of the week in the studio making things and discussing how and why to make things.  
I will demonstrate things I make but I’m less interested in showing techniques than sharing ideas.  Instead of a 
tips and tricks session, I really want to get a dialog going about why we make the things we make.  We will also 
discuss how the kiln influences design. 
 
Early on in the first week we will discuss how we intend to load the kiln, and I will introduce the materials that I 
use to load with. We will talk about the kiln, flame movement, firing and cooling strategies, all the different zones 
and the potential affects you can achieve in the different zones, and all of that jazz.  I want you to understand 
that before we delve too far into making, so that you can understand how the kiln can influence and effect what 
you are making. 
 
I start loading my kiln in my mind as soon as I begin the making cycle. I make specific shapes out of specific 
clays for certain areas of the kiln. I make shapes that fit together in certain ways that are very specific to the kiln.  
 
By the time we start to load my kiln at home, I already know basically where everything is going to go.  This part 
of my practice is essential to achieving the maximum level of success in my firings. 
 
We will also be covering materials during the first week.  I use lots of wild and local materials.  We will talk about 
the things I do in my own body of work and hopefully students will bring some materials from their area and we 
can talk about them. Even if you can’t bring any materials from your area, we can discuss potential strategies and 
sources for materials that you can incorporate into your work and how those materials, the place that they come 
from and your experience can be a source of inspiration and influence and not just a means to an end. 
 
The time we have to make work for the kiln will fly by…so be ready for that.  We will be loading the first bisque 
kiln on the second day of class. 
 
I’d also like to remind everyone that this class isn’t about making the most stuff. My hope is that everyone will 
use this time to think about what they want to make and as a time to experiment, try something new, and fail a 
little bit.  I’ve found in these types of classes that if you come into it with an open mind and not a laundry list of 
things to accomplish, that you will ultimately get more out of it. 
 
After the first week we will start loading the kiln. 
 
The loading is incredibly important, and we will take our time doing it.  I want everyone to be prepared for that 
pace. We will be discussing all the decisions we make about the work and how we choose to place it in the kiln. 
This is not just sticking wads on the bottoms of things and setting them on shelves.  Within reason, I want the 
students to do the majority of the packing, and I want people to be setting their most significant pieces in the 



kiln. This will all become very clear once we are doing it. It’s an interesting process but it does require patience, 
so be prepared for a mix of working and standing around thinking about how to work.    
 
Then we will fire the kiln and cool the kiln, as we deem best for our intended results.  
 
During the cooling, I’ll do some more demonstrations, we will do some class exercises on design and creativity, 
probably take a field trip, maybe watch a movie, definitely eat some ice cream, for sure do karaoke, and play 
some games. We can also take an old timey class photograph and get a class airbrushed t-shirt…it is Gatlinburg 
after all. 
 
Students can also continue working in the studio during this time, but all of that work will only get bisque fired.  
We will only be doing the one wood firing and no other high temperature firings during this class.  
 
When the kiln is cool, we will unload it and discuss the results in depth.  I will make a special emphasis to explain 
and demonstrate cold working techniques and cleaning the work after it comes out of the kiln.  I feel like this is 
one of the most important steps in the woodfire process, especially with unglazed work, and one of the least 
discussed.   
 
The results of the firing are important, but I would argue that how we get there matters more. As I stated earlier, 
my intention is to make this week a fun and informative experience for everyone involved.  One of the most 
important mottos that we have on my firing crew is “we are serious, but we don’t take our selves too seriously”.  
 
That is the energy that I want to create.  This is important work that demands your care and most importantly 
your consideration; but at the same time, if we are not enjoying ourselves and having a good time, then what’s 
the point. Why make it harder on ourselves than it already is? So come ready to get down to business but don’t 
be afraid to cut up a little and share a laugh.  It makes the medicine go down easier. 
 
Also, last but certainly not least…our class coincides with the 4th of July. If you are not familiar with the 4th of 
July celebration in Gatlinburg, I suggest you start doing some research.  
 
I’ll just start by telling you that the parade starts at 12:01am on July 4th… so basically it starts on the evening of 
July 3rd and the party continues for the next 24 hours. There will be an estimated 80,000 spectators. And 
FIREWORKS.  I would suggest that you come prepared…whatever that means for you.  Personally, I really like 
parades and fireworks, so I plan having as much fun with it all as possible 
 
MATERIALS LIST 
 

! Closed toed shoes/boots 
! Natural fiber long sleeve and pants 
! And a good pair of leather gloves are all a must have. 
! Definitely bring a respirator and a pair of ‘kiln glasses’. Didymiums are the best. Glass blowers can help 

get them for you. But welder’s goggles work fine. 
! All your usual tools that you would bring for working in the studio. 
! Please bring any non-commercially available materials that you work with or are interested in exploring. 

These can be raw clays, potential glaze materials, or loading materials. 
! *Padlock for your studio locker, if desired (For rent in the Supply Store for the week) 
! *Flash drive (to protect and save data to from Library computers) 

 
All Items marked with an “*” are available for purchase in the Supply Store  
 
The instructor has asked for specific clays for this course. Clay can be purchased through the Supply 
Store during the workshop week.  
 
MATERIALS FEES: $150.00-$300.00 



Materials fees will be charged for materials used in the studio and/or provided by instructors for use in the 
studio by the entire class.  In order to keep these fees as low as possible, fees are assessed on an individual class 
basis and may vary from class to class depending on the amount of materials used and the number of students in 
the class.  Materials fees are paid on the last day of class.   
 
Please be advised that above course description and materials list is written and approved by the instructor                                                              
 
If you have any additional questions about this class, below is the contact info for your instructor: 

828-242-2368 
Joshcopuspottery@gmail.com 

 


