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Sudha Achar details the experience of an international 
paperclay conference/symposium

The Paperclay TODAY 
Conference and 

Symposium, 

Charles Sherman. 
Photo by Graham Hay.

Laguna Beach 2010

Spring was early in laguna beach this year. The flowering trees, 
shrubs and bulbs were a spray of colour and the birds were 
announcing their nest building season was near. The beautiful 

Aliso Creek Resort, located on the creek near the beach and sur-
rounded by high cliffs offered unusual privacy and ambiance. With 
its understated elegance, comfortable lodgings and excellent food, 
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it was a wonderful 
location for the excep-
tional Laguna Beach 
Ceramics Paperclay 
TODAY Conference 
and Symposium, held 
for the first time in 
the US. 

Traditional clay 
artists have taken 
clay past convention, 
producing mesmer-

izing effects by spinning and sculpting, transforming clay into a variety 
of objects. This conference and symposium, without rejecting any tradi-
tions, emphasized to what extent cellulose fibre, in the form of paper 
added to clay, can be formed into radically abstract, innovative, three 
dimensional objects reaching unbelievable heights and suspensions that 
are not possible with clay alone. Paperclay offers a strong greenware, 
enables dry to dry clay joints, permits lighter weight, allows thinner 
wall construction, offers the possibility for both additive and subtrac-
tive sculpture techniques of construction and allows an entirely new 
aesthetic to emerge as the end product. Paperclay slip can be used in 
many uniquely different ways to create extreme translucency. It can be 
fired traditionally or Raku fired, returning it to pure clay when the paper 
fibre inclusion burns out at 451ºF. Objects made from paper fibre added 
to clay do not necessarily have to be fired to maintain strength or to be 
lasting and they can be cold finished with a variety of media with inter-
esting results.

The Paperclay TODAY Conference and Symposium united artists from 
around the world between 31 January to 7 February 2010. The first part 
featured instruction by Rosette Gault from the US and Graham Hay 
from Australia, the two pioneers in paperclay development who have 
independently secured experience and artistry in different hemispheres. 
Their enthusiasm and efforts have been significantly responsible for the 
interest generated in the arts community to use paperclay as a medium 
for art making. They infused attendees (who had come from around 
the world) with information on the amazing capabilities of paperclay, 
including historical perspectives and technical potential. In addition, 
each of them offered demonstrations, illustrative talks with presenta-
tions of their work and that of other significant artists of the world. 
They allowed time for hands-on experience with studios open around 
the clock.

Gault, while on a residency at Canada’s Banff Center, developed the 
idea of mixing clay with paper fibre in the late 1980s. With research and 
further development of the technique, she now has the US patent for her 
brand of porcelain paperclay. She has been teaching and exhibiting her 
works in this medium extensively nationally and internationally and 
has several books to her credit. 

Hay was introduced to the idea by an Australian ceramics chemist, 
Jaromir (Mike) Kusnik, who had developed a claypaper as an indus-
trial kiln protection. In 1992, Hay then developed his brand of paper-
clay by combining slip and paper fibre. His work in this medium 

Top left: Angela  Mellor with her 
Ocean Lights series, translucent 

slipcast bone china with paperslip 
inlay, inspired by light and organic 

textures found on the sea shore. 
Photo by Graham Hay.

Top right: Erica  Van Wyk. Celebra-
tion. 33 x 23 x 13 in. (left) and Isabel 

13 x 16 x 11 in. (right). Both lowfire 
ceramics, glaze and cold finish. 

Photo by Antonella Cimatti.
Above centre: Graham Hay dem-

onstrates different methods to make 
paperclay. Photo by Robyn Becker.

Above: Lynn Drake. Petals. (19 x 21 
x 19 in.) Fired paperclay with acrylic 

wash. Cosmic Egg. (12 x 20 x 18 in.) 
Burnished paperclay with handmade 

paper inlay. Ocean Blue. (9 x 15 x 
11 in.) Burnished fired paperclay with 

paper inlay. Photo by Graham Hay.
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allowed him to create unusual work 
which brought him awards as well as the 
demand to teach in Australia, the US, as 
well as Europe and Asia.

Graham and Rosette, in two separate 
workshops over four days, covered prepa-
ration of paperclay, what paperclay can 
do, wedging, slip casting, joining and 
additions, carving and trimming,  repairs, 
drying and force drying, forming methods 
with soft slabs and sheets, multiple part 
sculpture construction, casting and the use 
of moulds, use of armatures and large scale sculpture construction.

During the Paperclay TODAY Symposium, the second part of the week-
long event was offered for two days, providing an exceptional opportu-
nity to learn from a collection of national and international artists who 
shared their rich expertise with paperclay. Each one of them offered a 10 
minute introduction followed by an 80 minute presentation. 

The Conference presenters Gault (US) and Hay (Australia) were 
joined by Antonella Cimatti (Italy), Joyce Centofanti (US), Cynthia 
Dahlstrom (US), Lynn Drake (US), Tina Neale (Wales), Anthony Foo 
(US), Lorri Acott Fowler (US), Angela Mellor (UK), Rejane Mercier 
(Canada), Marcy Neiditz (US), Erica Van Wyk (US), Melody Evans (US) 
and Rebecca Hutchinson (US) as some of the compelling presenters. On 
the final day of the symposium, an exhibition of artwork by these art-
ists was curated with an invitation to local gallery owners, offering an 
unique opportunity to network.

Cimatti discussed her blend of bone china paperclay in making her 
Crisines with highly translucent filigree, forming sculptural goblets that 
seem to float. The point of departure for these large goblets is the 16th 
and 17th century Faentian tradition used in the grand European courts. 
Utilizing a syringe, she traces an interwoven lace in one continuous 
porcelain thread. She says that this would be impossible without the 
paper fibre inclusion in the bone china. She states “It is a new way of 
interpreting the material... (clay) no longer speak(s) of physical mass but 
instead of evocative transparencies.” She generally finishes her high-
fired work with a clear glaze. Adding to the European point of view, 
Mellor, said that the focus of her work is also to explore transparency in 
bone china and to push it to its most refined potential. She uses soluble 
salts and water colours to imbue her delicate but strong sculpture with 
delicate hues. Neale shared her technique of reflecting in figurative form 
the everyday life in the area where she lives. Mercier came from a func-
tional wheel throwing background to paperclay. She has been working 
in semiporcelain paperclay for the last few years. Her seemingly moving 
objects were shown at SOFA Chicago.

Foo shared his extensive experimental work of blending paper fibre 
with a variety of different clay bodies. His work, Terra Nova, taken from 
the series Earthship, depicting his view of primordial elements brought 
to seed the earth by meteorites, included sculpture paperclay, Southern 
Ice porcelain paperclay, black mountain clay, natural red seeds and 
more. His finishes include iron oxide and manganese oxide. He experi-
ments in a variety of unusual finishes as well.

Top: Marcy Neiditz demonstrates 
how paperclay enables her to build 
pieces that are strong and light-
weight. Photo by Marcy Neiditz.
Centre: Rebecca Hutchinson 
demonstrates making parts from 
paperclay slip for room size 
installations of fired and unfired 
paperclay. Photo by Antonella Cimatti.
Above: Joyce Centofanti with her 
work (left to right) At The Ranch, 
Ribera, New Mexico, U.S.A.; Wet 
Grass; and The Weberi, Sweet 
Grass Hills, Montana, U.S.A. She 
demonstrated how she applies glaze on 
the greenware before assembling and 
firing. Photo by Antonella Cimatti.
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Collier, a figura-
tive sculptor, uses 
hand rolled slabs of 
paperclay to create 
fresh, gestural forms 
that seem to appear 
magically when she 
manipulates these 
slabs. She uses oxides 
to finish her work. 

Dahlstrom demonstrated the use of micacious paperclay for her carved 
relief sculptures. Sherman demonstrated his mastery of pushing paper-
clay to form large geometric Moebius forms that would not be possible 
without paper fibre for added strength  in the clay.

Acott Fowler demonstrated a unique use of a metal armature in cre-
ating highly elongated figurative work that reflected her feelings of 
optimism and hope. She generally finishes her work as Raku and also 
generates fabulous cold finishes on unfired paperclay. Neiditz creates 
unique large vessels and fills them with organic forms that resemble 
plants and flowers. Her demonstration reflected her search for a bal-
ance between man and nature as well as science and nature. Van Wyk 
is drawn to textures and colours inspired by the natural beauty of her 
area in Colorado, US. Her figurative work shows off the versatility of 
paperclay. Centofanti, who teaches ceramics professionally, said she 
was introduced to paperclay by a graduate student. With paperclay 
and low fired glazes, she creates unique, small scale dwellings with 
unexpected interiors and occupants. Hutchinson of the University of 
Massachusetts at Dartmouth is a sculptor and installation artist. She 
demonstrated the development of materials for her installations using 
paperclay slip and the forming of abstract plant and flower objects that 
she puts together for her site-specific installations. She offered hands-
on experience.

The use of paper fibre as filler for clay has been utilized in several 
parts of the world in the past for centuries in a variety of different forms, 
in India for sculpture and in the making of religious icons, in Japan, 
France, Australia and in the US, in the form of clay papers for a variety 
of art and industrial uses. Gault talked about Robert Rauschenberg’s 
visit to India for the Gemini-India project and his experimentation with 
the local paperclay and other local additives to clay.

The conference/symposium on paperclay was the brainchild of 
Linda Saville, an educator from Laguna Beach. Linda began working 
in paperclay recently and was taken with Gault’s book, PaperClay. She 
enrolled in a three day workshop offered by Gault and Hay in June 
of 2009 in Port Hadlock, Washington and on her flight back from this 
event, Linda had the idea for the Laguna Beach Ceramics conference 
and symposium which attracted a total of 155 attendees. With the first 
Paperclay TODAY Conference and Symposium having been successful, 
Saville is planning another conference/symposium for February 2012. 
Look forward to attending.

Top left: Rejane Mercier demonstrates  
to Antonella Cimatti. 

Photo by Antonella Cimatti.
Top right: Tina Neale demonstrating. 

Photo by Antonella Cimatti.
Above: Rosette Gault demonstrating. 

Photo by Antonella Cimatti.

Traditional clay artists have taken 
clay past convention, producing 

mesmerizing effects by spinning and 
sculpting, transforming clay in to 

a variety of objects. This conference 
and symposium, without rejecting 

any traditions, emphasized to what 
extent cellulose fibre, in the form of 
paper added to clay, can be formed 
into radically abstract, innovative, 
three dimensional objects reaching 

unbelievable heights and suspensions 
that are not possible with clay alone. 
Paperclay offers a strong greenware, 

enables dry to dry clay joints, permits 
lighter weight, allows thinner wall 
construction, offers the possibility 

for both additive and subtractive 
sculpture techniques of construction 
and allows an entirely new aesthetic 

to emerge as the end product.
Sudha Achar, MD, has been an exhibiting sculptor and painter for over 25 years. She 
has been Board Chair, CEO and contributing editor of ArtCentering magazine at the East 
Hawaii Cultural Center in Hilo, Hawaii. (www.sudhaachar.com)


