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Handbuilt slab plates are a lovely addition to any potter’s reper-
toire. They are versatile in use, and offer an open canvas to play 
with a variety of surface treatments. Although they only consist 
of two components, a slab and a foot, they are often loaded 
with pesky little problems. Here’s a technique that is sure to 
provide you with a proud product.

The Issues
The weakest link in a slab plate is the foot. It’s often uneven, off 
center, and unconvincing. A common technique is to add a coil,  
place the plate on a potter’s wheel and throw it onto the slab. 
This often leaves a bump where the coils are joined and it has a 
tendency to crack. The fix to these issues is to create a foot ring 
and apply it as one cohesive piece. 

Constructing the Plate and the Foot
Starting out, consider keeping the plate shape simple: try a 
square, circle, or rectangle. I like to handbuild this part of the 
plate but it can easily be thrown and altered to whatever shape 
you prefer. 

Draw and cut out the shape of your plate on paper and make 
two copies of this shape. Save one to cut out the plate shape, 
and on the other draw a foot ring—this may take some experi-
menting as the size of the foot ring will alter the look and stance 
of the plate. Cut out the foot ring by folding the paper in half, 
then cutting along your drawn lines. Once the paper foot is cut 
out, you’ll be left with a stencil to help center the foot ring on 
the slab.
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Roll out a slab large enough to trace  around one plate template 
and one foot ring template. For smaller plates, I roll to a thickness 
of about 3⁄8–½ inch. This thickness alleviates warping during the 
drying and firing processes. After rolling your slabs, it’s important 
to run a rubber rib along the surface of both sides of the slab. This 
compresses the clay particles and removes any canvas texture from 
the working surface. Throughout the rest of the process, work on 
untextured surfaces such as drywall boards or a smooth fabric. 

Trace the patterns with a needle tool before cutting them out 
with a knife. Hold the knife perpendicular to the slab and cut in 
one even motion (figure 1).

Applying the Foot
Place the stencil onto the cut out slab and trace the interior ring 
with your needle tool. This traced line will act as a guide as to 
where to place the foot ring and keep it centered (see figure 1). 
Since both the clay slab and foot ring are the same consistency 
and very wet, you will only need water to attach the foot ring 

to the slab. Brush water onto the slab and put the foot ring in 
place using the traced lines for guidance. Gently apply pres-
sure with your thumb and index finger to affix the foot ring to 
the slab. Refine the finished foot ring to follow your aesthetic. 
Avoid using any additional water as you refine it and smooth 
just with your fingers. A rubber-tipped tool is useful in clean-
ing and blending the connection between the slab and the foot 
ring. The final step in applying the foot ring is to use a small 
roller to eliminate unevenness (figure 2). Leave the plate upside 
down until it’s ready to be flipped and formed.

Shaping the Plate
Success in handbuilding functional forms is about knowing the 
correct timing to touch the clay. When the plate reaches soft 
leather hard, flip it over onto its foot and place it onto a small 
board. Next, place the board on a banding wheel. Place your 
fingers under the plate and your thumbs on top of the plate and 
gently press down in the center (figure 3)—you’ll feel the foot 

Create a master pattern, stencil, and foot ring out of paper. Trace 
and cut the master pattern and the stencil on a slab. Use the 
stencil to mark the foot ring placement.

Place your fingers under the plate and your thumbs on top and 
gently press down in the center of the slab to shape the plate. 
Rotate the plate and gently lift all four sides using your fingers.

Attach the foot ring and refine its form. Use a small roller on the 
foot ring to eliminate any unevenness and help create a solid 
connection between the foot and the plate.

Create a yogurt-like consistency slip from your clay body to 
create a raised line on the surface of the plate with a slip trailer. 
Allow the lines to dry.
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ring under your thumbs. Press against the foot ring to create 
more depth in the plate. Use your fingers to gently lift the sides 
of the plate. Slowly work your way around the plate by spinning 
the banding wheel. Finally, look at the edges of the plate from 
eye level and make sure there is an even curve on all four sides. 
Gently cover the plate with plastic until it becomes stiff leather 
hard and appropriate for surface decoration.

Slip-Trailing and Carving Surfaces
When the plate reaches leather hard, it’s at the appropriate stage 
to slip trail, carve, and apply underglaze. To create a raised sur-
face, but not a change in color, I slake down my clay body and 
create a slip with a yogurt-like consistency for slip trail applica-
tion (figure 4). The size of the tip and the consistency of the slip 
determines the line quality. After “drawing” with the slip, allow 
the lines to dry before brushing the entire plate with 1–2 coats 
of white underglaze. Once the underglaze is dry to the touch, 
take a metal rib and gently scrape it off the raised slip-trailed 

surface (figure 5). This exposes the red clay and accentuates the 
slip-trailed drawing. To contrast the raised surface, carve accent 
lines using a sgraffito tool (figure 6). Apply colored underglaze 
using a slip trailer or a brush for a small amount of accent color 
(figure 7). Allow the plate to slowly become bone dry under thin 
plastic to eliminate warping.

Applying the Glaze
Once the plate is bisque fired, it’s ready for glaze application. 
Use a barely damp sponge to clean the surface of the plate 
before applying the glaze. For brushing, the glaze consistency 
should be similar to skim milk. Apply 1–2 coats of glaze with a 
soft moppy brush. Glaze fire the piece to temperature.

Liz Zlot Summerfield is a studio artist and ceramic instructor liv-
ing in Bakersville, North Carolina. To learn more of her handbuilding 
techniques, look for her Ceramic Arts Daily instructional DVD scheduled 
to be released in the spring of 2014. To view more of Liz’s work and keep 
updated with her events, visit www.lzspottery.com.

Apply 1–2 coats of underglaze with a soft moppy brush. After 
the underglaze dries, use a metal rib and gently scrape the un-
derglaze off the raised slip-trailed lines to expose the red clay.

 Add accent colors by applying underglaze using a slip trailer or 
brush. After the plate has been bisqued, apply 1–2 thin coats of 
glaze with a soft, moppy brush, then glaze fire the plate.

Carve subtractive lines using a sgraffito tool or sharp pointed 
tool. Here I’m echoing the shape of the plate and creating a 
frame around the slip-trailed surface decoration.

5

7

6


