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Q: The bottom of my pot exploded in the bisque firing. Can you explain what 
happened? 

A: This explosion was caused by a steam burst due to moisture still being present 

in the clay when it was being bisque fired. Clay contains both physical and chemical 

water and needs to be bone dry prior to bisque firing. The scientific explanation 

for “Water Smoking, Dehydration, Quartz Inversion and Oxidation” is provided in 

the “Paragon Guidelines” on page 6, under “Bisque Firing The Kiln." 

 

 



Q: What steps can I take to prevent this from happening?  

A: The bottom always dries last because it is the thickest part of the piece and 

also because the underside is cut off from air circulation. Therefore,  

1) dry the piece upside down after trimming  

2) if no trimming is necessary, then dry it upside down once the clay 

becomes leather hard  

3) this practice also helps the clay to dry more evenly and therefore reduce 

the risk of cracking 

 

 

 

NOTE: Clay shrinks while it’s drying so be careful to choose a “non-stick” surface. 

Otherwise the clay will stick and develop cracks from “binding.” If there is any 

doubt, then place newspaper under your clay work. This will allow it to move freely 

while it shrinks during drying. This practice also helps to prevent warping. 

 

 



4) if the nature of your piece won’t allow it to be dried upside down, then 

use broken pieces of soft brick to elevate it so the air can circulate 

under the bottom  

 

 

 



Q: About four weeks ago, I saw a bowl that had a sculpture of a dragon on it 
that suffered the same type of explosion. Do these steam bursts happen 
frequently at HPG? 

A: No, steam bursts are a very uncommon occurrence at HPG. Our volunteers who 

load the electric kilns for bisque firing always check for moisture before loading so 

it happened by accident. With that being said, if your work is not bone dry when 

you place it on the greenware shelf to be bisque fired, then there is always the 

possibility that it might get loaded by accident. 

 

Q: How can you tell if something is bone dry and ready to be bisque fired?  

A: If the clay feels cold when you hold it to your cheek, then moisture is still 

present in the clay. Sculpture work and thick ware should be given extra drying 

time after it doesn’t feel cool anymore.  

NOTE: Your work will be handled every loading to see if it’s bone dry or not. If you 

have fragile or delicate work, wait until its bone dry before placing it on the 

greenware shelf to be bisque fired. This will reduce the risk of being broken by 

being handled less often. 

I realize this can be difficult and sometimes even impossible since the damp 

closets are full a lot of the time. However, in the August 15, 2013 HAWAII 

POTTERS’ GUILD UPDATE, we are informed under “Construction Update” that 

when the shelf project is completed, more space for greenware will be provided 

and finding a place to rest your greenware prior to bisque firing should be easier.  

So you can rest assured that our “Construction Committee” is hard at work on 

finding a solution for this issue. We appreciate your patience during construction. 

 

Q: Do steam bursts only happen in bisque firing? 

A: No, steam bursts have also happened in glaze firings when glazing and firing 

were done on the same day. Anytime moisture is present during a firing, a steam 

burst will surely occur. 

 

Q: Does other work get damaged from exploding? 

A: Yes, damage to other work occurs in both bisque and especially in a glaze firing. 


