CLAY CULTURE

materials mines

by Jessica Knapp

Unless you use local materials, the clay and glaze materials in your studio have probably traveled from far and
wide. We probably all have materials that come from every continent except Antarctica. What’s in your studio?
materials at different mines have varying compositions and characteristics that can greatly affect the work we make. It can also be
useful for determining your studio carbon footprint. The maps below
and on the next two pages, while not comprehensive, show many of
the larger mine sites relevant to our field that we have been able to
verify despite being really small players in the mining world. Visit
the table of contents for this issue at http://bit.ly/CMfeb2012 and
click on the title of this article to download a PDF with a full list of
materials mines, matched by number to each location.
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Most of our materials are primarily mined for industrial use, including
the paper, manufacturing, and construction industries, which can be
seen as a limiting factor as well as a benefit. Part of the reason we even
have access to these materials is the fact that these larger industries need
them in huge volumes, making the mining operations profitable. On
the flip side, we sometimes lose access to a material when its no longer
reliable or available in quantities that would be useful to larger industries.
Knowing where our materials come from is interesting from a
geological perspective, and a practical use perspective, as the raw

Imerys and Sibelco have a number
of large ball clay, calcium carbonate,
feldspar, kaolin, and silica mines in
Asia and Australia. In addition to these
companies, there are smaller regional
companies operating mines across Asia.
Materials from these mines that are
destined for ceramics are used most often
in tableware and sanitaryware/whitewares
factories and studio potteries in this
region of the world, though some are also
exported to Europe and North America.

Many potters who use spodumene
(lithium ore) are using the material
mined from a pegmatite deposit in
Greenbushes, Western Australia, by
Talison Lithium. The material is also
refined into lithium carbonate.
A very pure halloysite clay mined
by Imerys Tableware near Matauri
Bay, in Northland, New Zealand,
is important in porcelain and bone
china production worldwide.
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A number of
internationally important
ceramic materials
originate in the southern
part of England, including
Grolleg kaolin, Cornwall
stone, ball clays, and
calcium carbonate.

As a whole, Europe has all of the
resources needed to make clays
and glazes, minus some coloring
oxides. Kaolins and a variety of
stoneware and ball clays are mined
across the continent, as well as
calcium carbonate and different
feldspars. In addition to Grolleg,
which is mined in England, the most
famous European kaolins are mined
closer to the mountainous regions
in the Czech Republic, France,
Germany, Poland, and Spain.

Gres de Theviers, a
famous and unique
red colored clay used
primarily as a colorant
is mined in France.

Although there are clay deposits
used by potters across Africa, most of
the globally important mining in Africa
related to ceramics is of metallic
oxides used in colorants. These
include cobalt, copper, chrome,
iron bearing minerals, manganese,
nickel, tin, and zinc. Most of the
extracted metals are destined for
other industrial uses with ceramics
as a whole, and studio pottery
in particular, using a very small
percentage. This map shows some of
the larger metallic oxide mines.
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In the US, most of the kaolin is
mined in Tennessee, Georgia,
South Carolina, and Florida.
These states, along with
Kentucky, are also known for
their ball clays and/or feldspars.
Nepheline syenite is found in
relatively few places. Mines that
are of importance to ceramics
are in Ontario, Canada, and in
Finnmark, Norway.
Silica is mined in many places
globally, for a variety of industrial
purposes. Ground silica used
by potters in the US originates
in states like South Carolina,
Tennessee, Missouri, Oklahoma,
and Illinois.

The Kennecott Copper Mine
in Utah, operated by Rio Tinto,
is one of the largest open pit
copper mines in the world. It’s
2¾ miles across at the top
and ¾ of a mile deep, with
500 miles worth of roads in
the open pit.
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Mexico has feldspar, gypsum,
kaolin, and other clay mines
that supply the local and
international ceramics industry,
including tableware production
and studio pottery. Unimin’s
Primas feldspars, mined in
Mexico, are also available in
some US states.
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Some of the metallic oxide
colorants we use likely come from
mines in South America in addition
to Africa and China. There are
large copper, nickel, and ironbearing minerals mines in Brazil.
Mining operations for metallic ore
in Brazil, Argentina and lithium ore
in Chile are expanding, and so a
higher percentage of the materials
we use may come from South
America over the next few years.

