
NEW
POSSIBILITES
in Studio Ceramics
by Linda Arbuckle

NEWTOOLS
During a residency at the Archie Bray Foundation for the

Ceramic Arrs in Helena, Montana, in 2013,I saw Andrew

Gilliarr using a die cutter to cut resist shapes out ofstick-on
label marerial. These shapes worked with the shapes of his

laser-printed decal images (1). I was fascinated, and altho',S
I didnt really connecr die-cur images with my studio practice
I wanted to learn more about this tool for pattern making.

What ls a Die Cutter?

In the studio, there are often many choices in tools. The
specific tool can infuence the end result. Tools have long
been a part ofmaking in clay, and from objects pressed inro
clay for texturing ro press molds, from turntables to kick
wheels to electric potters' wheels. In the 21st cenrury we
have new choices in digital tools, including printing laser

decals, digital polychrome decal printers, 3-D printers, and
die cutters or plotter cutters.

Plotter cutters have been around for some time, mosr
often used by sign shops to cut vinyl for signs and commer-
cial lettering, Iike the rexr you see on gallery and museum
walls. The low-end, entry-level machine was in the $1000
range. Artists did use these for other purposes, but the cosr

and size of the tool meant a serious commitment before
purchase. Clay artist Bennetr Bean was an early adopter of
this technology for use in creating his painterly surfaces.

ln 2007 he went from cutting all his stencils by hand to
using a Roland Cut Pro for stencils and sandblasting

resists (2).

Small, less expensivc machines For cutring diversr
media (cardstock, chipboard, vinyl, cralt foam) h::
the marker rvith the rise of hobby scrapbookins.

and the commcrcial market to service scrapbook-

ers. NIanr. of tl-re early ur-rits used proprietar.
cartridges or dies and r.vould only cut pre-madr
designs purchased from the machine maker. Th.
rechnologv evoh.ed to digital plorter cutters tha:

are connecred ro a computer and use sofrware ro

crcate and edit files, and cor-rtrol the cutter. tVhil.

the dieit:rl machines no lor-rger use dies for curtinq.
the nirme seems to have stuck.

Once inexpensive cutrers w,itli digital flexibilir.
for imaqe making hir tl-re strects, people started askins

whar they could do with this tool in the ceramics

studio. The prices for low- to mid-range cutters
are approachable enough (around $140-450) for
artists to acquire the tool for research.

The die cutter (3) is usually a long bed with
a cutring blade that moves laterally, and pinch
rollers that move a mat back and forth through

1 Andrew Gilliatt's Sunset plate set, porcelain, die-cut
stickers. underglaze, glaze, laser transfers, cone 10,
2013. 2 Bennett Bean's sculpture, pit-fired, painted, gilded
earthenware. 3 KNK Zing die cutter.
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the cutting bed. In serting up a cumer, you need space in front of

and behind the currer to allorv for movement of the mat through

the bed. This may be difficult to do within cord length of your

compute! so compalies are now making wireless versions for more

flexibiliry in placing the cucer. Since you control the blade start-

ing point from the sofrware, the unit is most convenient if placed

within sight of your comPuter.

Choosing a Die Cutter

If you're interested in shopping for a die cutter, you may want

to look at the 2014 Top 10 Reviews list for die cutters at

http://die-cutting-machines-revie*'. toptenreview's.com"W'hether

the cutter you want is lisred or not, the reviews of features will

help you understand what you may want to comPere and con-

sider. Cutters vary in price, cufiing strength, file formats used, file

formats available for import and export, and other features. Most

cutters come with software that works with the machine. Some

cutter software programs can work with multiple kinds of cutters,

while others are proprietary and work only with their

own product. The more robust programs 
"vill

import and trace files in a varien'of formats,

lor example Make the Cut can use GSD,

\rPC, AI9, PS, EPS. S\IG. TTF. OTF, PDF

or SCUT File and ri'ill erport to PDF, SVC,

EPS, AI, JPG, and PNG. as lr'ell as saving in

its own file format. Some programs can trace

multiple file types, but ri'ill onlv save in their

orvn lormat.

Cutters have a limited space betrveen the blade and the

bed (e.g. the Zing is adiustable to Z-inch blade height, can ac-

cept 1B-inch-u,ide media. ,rnd can make a 14-inclr cut), and most

can cut long banners within those width and height dimensions

\Tithin these limitations, they will cut a variety of media. Thi

varies with the strength of the cutter, and can include cardstocl'

label medium, chipboard, craft foam, sheets of solid china-pain

decal medium, fabric, balsa wood, thin magnet sheets (like ca

magnets), acetate, Tyvek, soft-drink-can aluminum, and simila

materials. A long list of materials that have been cut on a KNI

Zing cutter and machine setting details can be found hert

https://knkusa.com/wp-content/uploads/20 1 3/0 5/Suggestec

KNKZing-Settings.pd f.

Using a Die Cutter

There is a significant learning curve rvhen using a die cutte

The programs rvork with vector-based graphics, which ca

easily be scaled and otherwise manipulated. In most of tf
common digital cutter software, you can create or edit yoL

own images, and trace imported images, including 'SVG fil'

created in Adobe Illustrator or the Free open-source analc

Inkscape. 'While vector-drawing skills in programs lil
Adobe Illustrator may be handl', the die cutter softu'a

usually makes use o[ sr.rch Programs optional' There a

many free images in appropriate file formats on the Inre

net, and you can certainly drarv and scan to produce cutting filt

Learning to cut is a skill that takes some research' The cu

ting medium is attached to a mat rvith a sticky surface to ho

the material while being cut, to provide a stable feed through tl

pinch wheels, and to keep the cutouts attached until you're dor

cutting. A material with a backing that is not cut mav not ne(

a mat, e.g. you can cut self-stick vinyl with a blade set to just c

through the vinyl, not the backing. It's more common, thoug

to use a mat. This also allows you to use materials that are small

than the distance betrveen the pinch wheels and not have slippa

as the material is led through the cutter.

Variables in cutting set by the user:

. \Which blade to use (45" angle is for thinner materials; 6

angle is lor thicker materials)

. How lar the blade extends from the blade holder

. How far from the cutting surface the blade holder should

. Horv fast to set the cutter

. How much cutting Pressure to set
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. Blade offset (adjustment ltor the placement of the blade)

. Number of passes (one is t1'pical, but some materials that irc
fibrous or thick may require more). Note that slow speeds, compl.:.
designs, and multiple pxsses can make for a long cutring rir-nc.

Troubleshooting and Online Resources
\When things go wrong, it takes some tinkering ro figure our \\,::.-
of the ser.eral variables needs adjusting. Thankfull1., there are oniir,.
forums where users share infon-narior-r. Make the Cut, rhe sotiri.are
for the Accugraphics Zing cutrer, has a rveekly live rvebcasr ri.her.
people can irsk questions online in real rime of companl, e\perrs
to solve problcn-rs. These are recorded and available in an onlin;
archive, and I'r.e lean-red a grear deal about what's possible frorr
rvatching rhese. Looking on Vimeo or YouTube and searching lbr
your curter name is anorher grear source of helpful demo r.ideos.

There are also user forums online rvhere people generousli' h.lo
each other.

Or-rce you cur your n-raterial, your desigr-r needs to be separarei
from the parrs rhar are negari\.e spaces-like the circle inside rh;
letter O. This is called rveeding. Many new curter enthusias:s

make very inrricate designs, as rhe rool is capable ofgreat detail.
Once you sit rvirh a weed.ing tool and painstakingly ttrke our al.
the small spaces cur in the design, you may re-evaluare your desis:
decisions. and reassess horv much of a time sar.ings using rr curr.:
is. One of the big challenges is learning to thir.rk of designs as ;
stencil (rhe negarive-space cur-oLrrs that are filled rvith a color.c
slip or ur-rderglaze, or used to c.reare rexrure-see Chris Pickelr'.
process on page 58) or frisket (the positive shape used ro rescr\..
the ground .6161-5ss 4 (below) and Kip O'Krongly's process on
page 59), and consider rvhat happens ro isldnded shapes (the shaprs
that are part ofa parrern! but not connected to orher parrs on.i
turned into a stencil) rvhen you move and apply your curours r.,
your particular application.

For sturdy designs rvithout islanded parrs, you can peel your cu:
shape off the mat and use it as a stencil and (design permirrins
use the parts left on the mar as friskets.

4 Die-cul bicycle frisket showing the potential for detail in cuts. 5 LinCa i-:_:. : : -: :
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- '- ' - : : srrerch or reat or for designs with
- : - -.-: : -i; ir.rnsfer paper or tape. This is a tape
- -:'r . i-:.::dhesir.e (like stick-on notes) that is

- - - t - : - -: :. j-::. ilipped over, and the mat removed
:-- - ---- :,) :he transfer rape ro hold pieces in

-: -- .:- : :-: :: is affixed on another surface (e.g.

, - . :1,:.:., iinvl), then the transfer paper/

-:- -, - - , r: :.-,ilorl,allgraphicsoftenrvorkthis
- - .-- r.hcn transferring a stencil onto

r raJr have ro consider how you plan to

. : - - - -. .:: .,1pe over it to hold the shapes

: : -::..r ,rtirhe mat, and using that as is

:: :or texture.

I : l-=:-: I the Potter's Studio

r -, -: jj :,: a die cutter are making stencils

. - - -: -- -- - :.:::Dlares for forms, and/or patterns

--: - _.: 
-l:.

- - -.--: ,\rnron,Art Center in \7est Palm
:. -- : -:- - -i,,:rtd\l'atercolorpapcronhisKNK

- -: : : roih a templare lor his handbuilt
---r :' - - - ::r:kingareliefdesignrvhenrolled.--

- -, - : -r-...d artisr Kip O'Krongly is knou,n
: : :- : - - -- :-::ciional earthe nr,vare with images

. --' - -- - . -- . :-.. ;ncrg}, production, and narure .

j . - - -- i::-;:im:rqesoutofplastictablccloths

e the stencils were re-usable. it was a

" - : ..:.s ir dic cutter to cur her designs

,.:-'- -:'.,.trerpaperistoo rhintocutlvcll.
- - --ri rc-positionable spray adhesive

: - -'- -' :--.;:ts of bamboo paper rogerher for
:- -- r-: :--. -r:rraltercutting,likestickynotes,

- . :.::r. design. She uses the cut shapes

'.- - - - .::i rl-re design. A number of artisrs

, - :- , ---:r -:-:: qroup on Facebook are Cutting

ffi

En-rtg f,ecut leaf stencils held on top of majolica glaze.
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5 Linda Arbuckle's mug,

earthenware, sliPs,
die-cut stencils, glaze,

made Jor "Disaster,

Bellef and Resilience,"
Crimson Laurel GallerY,

2013. 7 Linda Arbuckle's
Morning Cup, majolica
glaze with die-cut decal

molils cut lrom decal

sheets purchased from

Ceramic ART Cart.

as friskets to r.:.- : :-
layers of slip.

My orvn ad. ..=, , -:. ,

stencils that I ho,:. .:.
glaze) and use !o ::,:--:

These are not stated as fE
a line of food-safe dccel m

ofthe protorypes, aod aE
food-safe, solid-color dcca

c-{RT Cart is developing

nd I have cut soffIe

mmercial availabiliry of
a

a

helps me produce

difficult to do in ,.

I've also used th; .:.- -- :-' -- .-i :-::i: -': solid-color de-

cal n-raterial (7). On.:::. - - -. . - '. : i.id ol Harrogate

currentlysellshec:,, - . --- - - -: :-r:;rcdcl-rinapair-rt

decals. Held also se . or machine cutting.

Resources
There is a Facebook group, {rr;mi. *ie-Cutter Uler:, for

people to share information about cutters and cutting,

and images of works made. lnformation people have

posted has been very helpful as we all figure out new

ways to use this tool for clay studio applications'

l've also put some information and product links for die

cutting information and supplies on my website Links

pa ge: hliir :l j'i i t i ; : tl: r-:ek I t. eo nia r!: u lk i e -. i i n kl, htm I

A n d rew G i I I i a tt,,.;';:: r,r,'. ; n i r:w g i I 1 i ; tt. r * nt

B en nett B ea n : i:ltp : lt i:*n iitt;b€a 1r. {c :1'l

Kip O'Krongly: ittp;i/c*i€.1iv*liair.ccmlkir-akrcngiy
.,.yfJr1,/. ( ; ilC(i*iraliii, tu jr

C h r i s P i c kett : v, rr':';. t h t' I 5 ! i c'Ictics r.i n i { 5. (o nr

Garth Johnson has a demonstration online of cutting

images from sheets of luster: lttp:i'lL;nclnsurfiplicrl,

ir,; n: L ! r. rrr ;-rlp * !1/ 1 I : i 7 -{,r1. 
q 

C i 4l! a * h - j * h n s c n - j n i n s-th t -

L; :-irr: i lert! r r -r: s i n g

Chinese Clay Art: vlj#fi.lhirrse.iay;fl.c*in

Held of Harrogate (United Kingdom): \ry!'rw.held co.uk

Ceramic ART Caft: i., " ; r-.,.f 
.1ir. )r i ( :i,t(.orl. I0 Tn

Ceramic Arts Daily: htip:lker;;mi{artsrlaily''rr!1,'

{frrrm1i-irifrrt-ie iipe:i hi1,1h-f ;re -gla:e -re cipes/lav'

er!-ci-dti*!--u:i r:q-riiiftr*ri-colw:-*i-casti nS-sl i p-res; si

pfritrrns- a nd-i:ei& i.q-to-.i*rll*-q ra 0h iea I -pc1t*ry-s u riaces
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/' tWarch Andrew Gilliart using a die-cutter in a clip/ Warch Andrew Gilliart using a die-cutter rn a cltP

I Fro- his DVD, Layers of Colnrin the digital version

I of this issue. Visit ceramicartsdaily.org/ceramics-

\ mon*rly/ccranrics-monrhly-nrerch-20 I 5.\
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Digital files of the template shape and the stencil designs are created using Make the

Cut software.

The completed template files are then sent to the die cutter and

cut from 300-pound watercolor paper.

The template is pressed into a lresh clay slab using a small roller

Thq clay template is cut out and assembled. Removing darts ai a- a:::

lll



H

I
H

Kip O'Krongly's Process

A computer screenshot of ihe Silhouette die cutter

soltware with imagery sized and prepared to send to the

cutting machine.

W
The cut friskets ready {or removal of the

surrounding paper. This process is often
referred to as "weeding."

Separating the doublethick friskets before use.

The die cutter cuts better with slightly heavier

materials so two sheets are laminated Ior cutting

Weeding the background paper from the

adhesive mat. These negative spaces can

be saved and used as additional stencils.

The first layer of friskets placed on top of a coat

of black underglaze. Once satisfied with the

composilion, these are tacked down with water.

The friskets ready 1o ce -s.: :- :":-:'-^3'd
clay. With repos tionao: ::'a' ::-:s .: :-e},

can be used on borie o'-':':::-: .1:': as \"g'l

A layer of thin slip ol a lighter color is brushed
over the first Iriskets. The rim is masked rvith

latex resist to allow lor loose brushwork.

-

Applying an additional layer of friskets. These
go on as the second layer, but will appear to be

,. the background of the final piece

Brushing a second layer of thicker, contrasting

slip onto the surface to build up the appearance

of atmospheric PersPective.

Peeling up the lriskets to reveal the loreground and

background layers of imagery. lf peeled up carelully,

some friskets can be reused.

The compleled surface. After brushing on a

clear glaze the latex is removed and once bone

dry the rim is coated with terra sigillata

The linished piece, single fired to cone

04 in oxidation. Applying the friskeb a
different stages gives depth to the ir'-4E
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