


Pig Palace and the site for the climbing kiln. 

All hands on deck for the 
building o f  the kiln. 

F OUR YEARS AGO I HAD THE OPPORTUNITY 

to visit Tuscany, Italy, owed in no small part 
to my son Ryan who, on preparing to turn 

13 was offered a chance to visit Israel for his com- 
ing of age. He instead expressed his interest to visit 
Italy and though I initially vetoed the idea, I was 
persuaded to go to Italy where we met with a boy 
from the Jewish ghetto in Venice. But that is 
another story. 

I had heard about a place called Spannocchia; a 
13th century tenant property that remained a 
working farm with little change from the 13th 
century right up until the 1960s. Upon arriving 
with my family, I was immediately struck by the 
beauty and history that permeated this hill top 
enclave. We stayed for a family style Tuscan meal 
served outside; a four course dinner of local fare 
that began with drinking homemade wine on the 
verandah while looking out over the hills of Tus- 
cany There was the scent of linden in the air as a 
cool breeze came gracefully sauntering up the 
hillside. 

I met with Randall Stratton, the director, and 
Erin Cinelli, intern program coordinator and a 
member of the family who owned the property. 
Through conversations with Randall and Erin, I 
mentioned that I was a ceramic artist and learnt 
that there had been some interest in building a 
kiln and studio. Walking the property we passed 
the old pig stys and hills of olive groves When I 
inquired about it I was told that this was the Pig 
Palace, abandoned for many years and now a place 
for storage but in some disrepair I immediately 
pictured it as a clay studio. A building in the shape 
of a U with a courtyard, it comprised three small 
cubicles on each side with a long pig processing 
room between It would be perfect, and with 
some labour and minimal cash outlay it could eas- 
ily be converted. Thirteen m (40 ft) from the 
stone entrance to the Pig Palace was the hill for 
the ohve grove, a perfect spot for the wood climb- 
ing kiln. 

I called upon a friend and fellow ceramic artist 
Tom Spleth whose work I respect and admire. 
Tom lives in Penland, NC, and we have collabo- 
rated in the past Though our work differs con- 
siderably, collaborating had been a successful 
endeavour and so I looked forward to working 
side by side with Tom. I had seen a presentation of 
his on a kiln he built a number of years ago and so 
I approached him about the idea of working to- 
gether on this project. I was glad to find his 



response enthusiastic. Following two subsequent 
trips to Italy and a presentation I gave at Spannoc- 
chia, we fast forward to June 10, 2004 and the 
beginning of a project that would need to be 
completed in two weeks time in order to accom- 
modate the clay group that would arrive on June 
25 with the expectation of working in a Tuscan 
studio and firing a wood-fuelled climbing kiln. 

The project was daunting: two weeks to create 
a studio, that meant rebuilding walls, cementing 
areas that had come apart, putting in electricity, 
laying plumbing, installing a stone outdoor sink 
and an indoor sink, preparing large cut wine bar- 
rels for clay processing, building a block clay bin, a 
wooden table, shelves in each cubicle, pounding a 
courtyard floor and putting up a shade cover over 
the courtyard so people could work outside 
shielded from the hot Tuscan sun. We brought in 
sawn tree trunks and set them standing in the cov- 
ered court yard. They were used to work on for 
coiling large pieces as well as to show finished 
work for the studio exhibition. 

And then there was the kiln; a two-chamber 
climbing kiln with two castable domes and a 
bourry box, using wood from the property (no, 
not olive wood - it is too expensive to burn for 
fuel) and finally, a Tuscan tile shed roof. It was a 
great experience working with Tom and our Ital- 
ian counterparts. 

During this period, there was also a group of 
students from the University of Kansas Architec- 
tural Studies Department headed by Gaylord 
Richardson. They were a tremendous help in 
making the amount of work feasible to complete 
in two weeks. Then there were the interns who 
when not helping to build kilns and studios, work 
on the farm. And there were the farm hands: 
Udo, Stefano (who worked in the vineyards and 
cutting fire wood, although Stefano became the 
wood fire pizza chef every other Wednesday), the 
wood worker Ruggiero, the mason Silvano, and 
the person I came to think of as a sage and dear 
friend, the farm manager, Riccio. 

The experience of working side by side with 
the young students as well as the older Italian 
workers was a great mix. It was a time for both 
teaching and learning. The days were long, our 
bodies baked by the afternoon sun (even though 
we would take a midday break from 12:30 - 2:30 
pm often in the pool to keep body temperatures 
down). At the end of each day it was gratifying to 
stop, have a cold beer in town or a glass of wine 

T h e  arch and the roof are i n  place 

T h e  Pig Palace after restoration. 



Views of firing, 
working and 

communal dining at 
the Spannocchia 

workshop, 2004. 
Above: Tom Spleth at 
work in the courtyard. 

and return to the work site to assess the day's progress, which was always con- 
siderable given the deadlines we had to meet. 

The day before the clay group arrived, there was still plenty to do, but with a 
concerted effort we made it happen. When the potters came into the studio 
for the first time, not knowing what to expect, their joy of being in a Tuscan 
clay studio was palpable. 

The group consisted of eight Americans and one Italian. (Alessandro was so 
popular that we initiated the Alessandro fan club). People went immediately 
to work; no time to lose if we were to fire the wood kiln and unload it within 
10 days. We used terracotta clay and I made tests with some combustible 
material added into the clay itself as well as in the loading, and experimented 
with local clays for a slip and a clay body. We also used a simple white glaze and 
black commercial slips. 

It was hard not to be inspired. The textures in walls, ageing stucco in beauti- 
ful hues ofpastel, majestic Cypress trees towering over the courtyards, and vis- 
tas of other hilltop villages that stretch as far as the eye can see. The colours 
changed from hour to hour depending on the light and time of day. I became 
interested in the Tuscan chimney tops: tile and cement formations that repre- 
sent architectural forms, each expressing the artistry of the person who made 
it. We lived each day fully and enjoyed each other's company while pushing to 
fill the two-chamber kiln. And sure enough, seven days later, we were loading 
the last pots into the second chamber. The kiln was built for high fire temper- 
atures, but we decided to do this first firing for terracotta. The kiln fired well 
once we were able to find dry wood. And the students were pleased with the 
results. We finished the workshop with an exhibition in the courtyard. In 
addition to their own work, each participant made a tile fired in the new kiln 
that was then permanently placed in the Tuscan tile floor leading up to the 
front of the kiln. 

The morning our bus came to pick us up I stopped in for one last look. I was 
pleased to see that the studios were being used by a painting class who enjoyed 
the lighting and ambiance of the new work spaces. 

My interests have been directed towards Japan for so many years, but now a 
part of me has been drawn towards Italy. I enjoy the beauty of the land, the sin- 
cerity of the people and the lifestyle; to enjoy life and live passionately, 
whether it be at work or having a bottle of wine with friends. 

Jeff Shapiro is a woodfire potter from NY state, US. He will be leading a program to Span- 
nocchia in June/July 2006. He can be contacted atjeshapi@juno.com. 




