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A Film Review by Jack Troy

a job with the State Department to risk testing her 
attraction to pottery-making: Was the allure limitless 
or under warranty? Could “making objects for the 
small rituals of daily life” be life-sustaining? Where 
might it lead? How would she get along with Crowe 
and his wife, Linda, a writer? There is a sense of 
rightness in knowing she is in the right place at the 
right time; we are party to her awareness.

We oversee some telling moments: mentor and 
apprentice critique Looman’s first large jar, thrown 
in sections, rising from a small foot like a hot-
air balloon – a perfect metaphor for her growing 
confidence. She is a thinker, raised to work, and it 
shows. Looman’s central role in the film is to share 
her on-the-spot learning, which she articulates and 
animates:

“I took some risks in coming here.”
“I am worried about failing.”
“When anything is this scary to me, I know it is 

important.” 
“I’ll have a kiln of my own someday. I know that 

now.”
Her father passed away early in her apprenticeship; 

Crowe’s first wife died while their sons were eight 
and 11, so he and Looman share managing grief from 
loss. When Crowe’s son Kai speaks of the aftermath 
of his mother’s death in a voice-over, Singer’s 
camera, shooting from a bridge we never see, lets 
downstream and upstream images alternate between 
past and present. The film itself bridges both shores – 
known and yet-to-be.  

We learn of Crowe’s literally accidental 
introduction to pottery-making, when, at 24, his 
motorcycle was struck by an automobile, crippling 
him. His wife had been making pots and, during 
his recuperation, he gave it a try and in an epiphany 
discovered the central purpose for the rest of his 
life. In some ways, Crowe’s insights from his life 
as a ceramics artist make it seem as if the pots are a 
by-product of his attentiveness: 

This dvd about the lifework of kevin crowe 
clarifies what is lacking in so many other films 
about woodfiring. While the process itself has 

a built-in narrative – make-glaze-load-fire-unload-
behold – the ‘why’ of it and its compelling human 
aspects differ widely and are harder to document.  
Courtenay Singer is as articulate with her camera 
and production techniques as Crowe is as he pilots 
a kind of Starship Enterprise episode, firing his large 
anagama/double catenary kiln at Tye River Pottery, 
in central Virginia, US. 

Archival photographs from the 1970s are 
interspersed from time to time, revealing scenes 
straight out of The Whole Earth Catalogue – hirsute 
shirtless dudes swinging hammers and firing a smut-
bucket kiln with its requisite oil tank and vacuum 
cleaner blower at the launch of a career. Crowe’s sons 
have been and continue to be an integral part of what 
their father does. One photo shows them beside a 
table-load of early pots – ancestors of their father’s 
present work. “We didn’t have TV,” Kai recalls, “so 
firings were always important. He never excluded 
us; we were part of an integral flow. It is why I never 
want to miss a firing.”         

Crowe fires twice per year and derives his entire 
income from the sale of his work, in addition to 
teaching workshops and occasionally building 
kilns. Out of the Fire documents the preparations 
and execution of a recent spring firing. Singer never 
lets us forget where we are: the film begins in early 
spring, when Nelson County’s hardwoods are in the 
‘mouse ear’ stage of leaf development. As the pace of 
wood preparation unfolds, the trees develop delicate 
green filigree, as hundreds of pots find their places 
in the kiln over the week-long stacking. Later, caught 
for a few telling seconds, a verdant hayfield too short 
to mow, waves, surf-like, in gusty uphill winds. 

We see Crowe, who has been described as 
“pathologically positive” at work in the studio 
with his apprentice, Krista Looman, who gave up 
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Out of the Fire
Passion. Creation. Risk.

A DVD by Courtenay Singer 
Runtime: 76 minutes.

Available for $15 on the film website (http://
www.outofthefirefilms.com) and the 

Facebook page (https://www.facebook.com/
outofthefirethefilm).
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universities and being discussed anywhere clayfolk 
congregate. It should be, for its subject – ‘a way of 
life’ – lies far afield from formal academic learning. If 
Crowe dreamed of building castles in the sky when he 
and his family and friends built his house and studio, 
he took Thoreau’s advice and put strong foundations 
beneath them. In addition to documenting the 
firing process that Crowe intermittently explains 
in detail, the kiln becomes a virtual magnet school 
for a variety of people whose daily lives may have 

little to do with clay and yet 
pottery-making has become 
for them an article of faith. 
(A small sign on the studio 
wall seen momentarily, 
states, “Faith makes things 
possible. Not easy.”) These 
participants embody a 
degree of commitment and 
zeal that is nicely summed 
up toward the end, when 
one man, wrapping up his 
pieces, says, “When I am 
here, the better part of me 
comes out.”

When it comes to firing 
procedures, Crowe is all Dr 
Spock, wearing his T-shirt 

with BOSS printed on the back. “Let’s keep our 
antennas up,” he orders, nicely. “Nobody stokes until 
getting the word from a person in charge.” (Here 
is the real Spock: “If you eliminate the impossible, 
whatever remains, however improbable, must be the 
truth.”)

Give him a guitar and surround him with 
songsters, and he is Captain Kirk: “Showing them 
compassion may be the only way to earn peace with 
Romulus. It’s logic, Spock. I thought you’d like that.” 

Within Kevin Crowe, these two individuals are 
one, each complementing the other. At one point 
he glows and reminds himself, “I feel absolutely in 
place.”

“The reward for an authentic life is authenticity, 
not economics.”

“Being human is a cooperative experience.”
”Obstacles are opportunities to say, ‘Do you want 

to get off?’”[this course].
“I am always asking myself, ‘What is enough?’ 

It is almost an act of civil disobedience in a culture 
where possession and status are the main measures 
of success.”

“If you’ve run out of choices you are poor. When an 
artist says, ‘I am an artist and I am poor’ it demeans 
truly poor people – those who have no choices. To 
have choices is to be lucky.”

These unscripted observations float like twigs out 
of the film’s brisk pace, as gravity choreographs the 
nearby river. He and sons Kai and Bram preheat the 
kiln for three days before the crew of eight, some of 
whom have driven several hours from the Washington 
DC area, show up for a four-day firing. It is here 
that Crowe and his wife excel as master organisers, 
simply unable to distinguish fun from work: their 
modest home becomes a dormitory. Who is on what 
shifts? What is for dinner 
Friday? (Every woodfiring 
is a stealth weight-gain 
seminar.)  A two-day soak 
beyond c/12 is highlighted by 
a festive group sing – Crowe 
and sons playing guitar, with 
friends on drums, mandolin 
and fiddle. The participants, 
all of whom have pots in the 
kiln, are unfailingly happy to 
be involved; all are aware of 
the responsibility to Crowe 
and one another; they make 
the event by becoming the 
event. “Without a good crew, 
you are adrift,” Crowe notes.

The byword for this firing 
was an African expression, painted on the side of the 
kiln in big letters: “HAMBA GASHLE,” meaning, “Go 
slow; take it easy.” Crowe explained that accidents 
and problems are often due to haste, although he 
seems to have hurried by the warning on his way to 
unload the firing, “I am a brickaholic when it comes 
to unloading the kiln,” he chirps, taking down course 
after course of bricks in a frenzy of ‘can’t-waititis’. 
The sealed door, so hurriedly dismantled without 
any brick-by-brick foreplay over time, reminded 
me of Balzac’s advice, “Don’t begin your marriage 
with a rape.” And sure enough, the sudden cooling 
produced some gut-wrenching cracking in the 
anagama chamber. (Potters develop a zone near the 
solar plexus that registers these horrid sounds, when 
pots shriek with their only voices while dunting 
from premature cooling.) Hamba gashle, indeed. In 
neon next time. Kudos for including the sequence.

I imagine this film being shown in colleges and 

Out of the Fire documents 
the preparations and 

execution of a recent spring 
firing. Singer never lets us 

forget where we are: the film 
begins in early spring, when 
Nelson County’s hardwoods 
are in the ‘mouse ear’ stage 

of leaf development.

Jack Troy is a potter, writer and reader in Huntingdon, 
Pennsylvania, US (www.jacktroy.net).
For a community screening of the film Out of the Fire, email info@
outofthefirefilms.com.

Kevin Crowe checking the kiln.


