
DON REITZ - (1929 - ) 
 

Don Reitz brought to the ceramics art world a whole new appreciation of the art of salt 
firing.  His lifelong investigation of salt and wood firing is primarily responsible for the 
revival of a technique that was originally used to put a glazed surface on sewers, barn 
floor gutters and storage containers. He manages a delicate balance of fearless 
improvisation with thoughtful, analytic and technical mastery to create works that are 
complex and powerful. His boundless energy and enthusiasm for clay, especially its 
wood and salt firing, has influenced ceramists around the world.  From years of 
academic university teaching to his present life of 12 to 14 workshops a year, both 
nationally and internationally, he has continued his energetic pursuit of wood-fired color 
in ceramic art that is primarily abstract expressionistic in nature. 

 

 

ARTIST'S STATEMENT - DON REITZ 
 
"When I work, I think a lot.  Mostly it's not about what is in front of me.  That action is 
generally a spontaneous response.  I think about who is really forming whom at this 
moment and other seemingly unrelated stuff, an integral component.  Lately, due in part 
to the passing of my dear friends and heroes, I have been thinking about time.  Surely 
the greatest gift of all, yet we take it for granted.  This gift of time, what shall I do with it?  
How much time is there?  Will I waste it by worrying about the rules, yesterday's idea, or 
about laborious, extraneous techniques before I need them? I choose not to. 
 
"Over the years time has allowed me to manipulate my forms and surfaces with some 
degree of innate intelligence and personal satisfaction.  Time, an essential ingredient in 
firing, hardens and colors the clay, but also gives me time to think and look inward. 
 
"Time has enabled me to bring to my work a personal uniqueness, a clarification of 
purpose.  These works are a bridge that allows me to move freely from reality to reality. 
In the interface I am free of convention, opinion and burdensome history.  My work 
becomes a personal iconography through which I visualize and organize my information.  
My marks are there in the clay.  My signature." 1 

 
1.  "Don Reitz."   American Craft (October/November 2002): 71. 

 
 

RÉSUMÉ - DON REITZ 
 
1929   Born Sunbury, PA 
 
1948-1953  United State Navy 
 
1957   BS in Art Education, Kutztown State College, Kutztown, PA 
 
1962   MFA, New York State College of Ceramics, Alfred 
   University, Alfred, New York 
 
   Public School System, Dover, NJ 



 
1962-1988  Faculty, Ceramics Department, University of Wisconsin,  
   Madison, WI 
 
1969-73   Trustee, American Craft Council 
 
1970   Wisconsin Governor's Award in the Arts 
 
1972-4   President, National Council on Education for the Ceramics Arts 
 
1975   First Ceramic Art Award to be presented by the American  

Ceramic Society 
 

1976 Honorary Member, National Council on Education for the 
Ceramics Arts 

 
1977   Fellow, American Crafts Council 
 
1977   National Endowments for the Arts Fellowship 
 
1978   Fellow, World Craft Council 
 
1981 Citation by Maori people of New Zealand for "distinguished 

leadership in the dispensing of knowledge to peoples" 
 
1983 Honorary member Academie Internationale de la Ceramique, 

Geneva, Switzerland 
 
1987   Fellow, Wisconsin Academy of Science, Arts, and Letters 
 
1988   Professor Emeritus, University of Wisconsin, Madison, WI 
 
1988 - present  Studio Potter, International Lecturer, Workshop Leader  
 
2001 Named One of the 12 Greatest Living Ceramic Artists by 

Ceramics Monthly Readers' Poll 
 
2002   American Craft Council Gold Medal 
 
2008 Honorary Member, Board of Directors, Udinotti Museum of 

Figurative Art 
 
2009 Wisconsin Visual Art Lifetime Achievement Award 

 
 

BIOGRAPHY - DON REITZ 
 
Dirt.  Dirt was part of Don Reitz' life from its very beginning.  Born in 1929, during the 
difficult Great Depression years, the family farm's dirt was essential for raising the 
family's food.  His young life was full of planting gardens, hunting, fishing, trapping, 



digging in the dirt, making his own playthings and taking in the wonders of nature.  He 
"marveled at the forces of nature, the streams which moved rocks and formed rocks and 
the structures of cliffs and mountains, the relationship of the sky and the trees as they 
sway in the wind and with my relationship to the universe."1 

 

Growing up near the Delaware River in New Jersey, he was intimately familiar with 
clay as part of his environment and entertainment.  "This nice stuff that I would model 
with, and cover things, I would cover my legs, cover my arms, face and hands and I 
would become this clay person...all my friends and I would cover ourselves with clay and 
go skinny dipping in the river.  Then we would come out and build a fire to dry ourselves, 
lying naked on the warm rocks...And you know, at the age of 75, I'm still covering my 
body with clay and playing with fire and water.  They are the elements of life and I have 
been involved with them all my life.  I guess you could say 'give Don Reitz a stick he can 
sharpen and draw in the dirt with and start a fire and he is happy.'"2 

 
In school Don struggled with reading due to severe dyslexia.  He would take notes by 
making marks that looked like hieroglyphics.  The circles, squiggly lines, x's and o's are 
still part of his life, often appearing on his ceramics.  His satisfaction in school was 
primarily in gym, shop and art where he could draw on his physical and artistic skills. 
 
The still-formative years after high school began in 1948 with five years in the US Navy.  
His very physical activities included salvage diving, carpentry, damage control work, 
installing oil wells in Saudi Arabia and working in meat markets.  It wasn't until about 
1954, at Kutztown State Teacher's College (Redding, Pennsylvania) where he was a 
painting student that he returned to clay.  At the behest of Harold Mass, who had also 
been David Shaner's ceramics instructor, he went down to the cellar where the ceramics 
lab was located.  Armed with minimal instructions, Don sat down and threw his first pot. 
"Throwing was never a mystery.  I could always throw.  Put the damn thing in the middle, 
never mind about all the academic instructions of no air bubbles or perfect cross 
sections, etc., just make the clay move."3 

 
In the early 1960's, Don's primary focus was on clay and its behavior as a material.  
Although as a painter he loved color, he believed that the glazes used in ceramics 
obscured the beautiful surface of the clay.  It was then he began salt glazing, extending 
the colors by trying such approaches as fuming, placing metal plates in the fire box, 
tossing ashes, feldspar, apples or oranges in the fire.  Other techniques included 
maintaining uneven temperatures and varying the speed of cooling.  
 
It was after graduation with an MFA from Alfred University in 1962 and the subsequent 
acceptance of a teaching position at University of Wisconsin-Madison that he 
experienced a life-changing transformation.  The story of his shared pain and 
transformation is the very heart of who Don Reitz is today.  The years 1981-1983 
marked a major shift in his work, brought on by two shattering events:  He experienced a 
tremendous truck wreck and was not expected to walk again or have good use of his 
arm, and shortly thereafter, his niece, Sara, was diagnosed with cancer. His words tell 
the story best: 
 
[After the truck accident]..."I went back to work the best I could.  I developed a low fire 
color palette because I needed color again.  Color is exciting and healing.  I couldn't deal 
with the pain 24 hours a day.  Color was a way to get out of that.  My five-year old niece, 
Sara, would send me drawings to make me feel better.  I though to myself, 'how can my 



niece draw so well?  Obviously, she can because she's 5,' and I said, 'That's it. I must 
find my 5.'  So I have been on my search for 5, because when I was 5, I owned the 
world, I could become anything I wanted to become, I could do anything I wanted to do.  
I could pretend.  Shortly after this, Sara came down with cancer.  Now, we had to work 
together to heal each other.  In clay, I would redraw the drawings she would send to me 
and send them back.  For the next two years, we helped each other.  She is now 26 and 
a mother of two.  I am 75 and healthy as hell."4 

 
The exclusive use of low fire color lasted about eight years. In 1984, Yukio Yamamoto 
came to Flagstaff, Arizona and with Don built the Tozon Noborigama and Tozon 
Anagama woodfiring kilns.  His work began to change as he returned to wood-fired 
forms.    
 
His retirement from University of Wisconsin-Madison came in 1988. He moved to 
Arizona, finding the ranch of his dreams with open sky and rocks and a river.  Most of 
the time he works alone, quite reclusively, Using mainly oak, pine and juniper, he fires in 
his own kilns.  He has 3 wood kilns, a 14 foot long train kiln, 150 sprung arch kiln, and 
the large Reitzagama Kiln, which is 14 feet deep, 5.5 feet high, and 5 foot wide.   It is the 
many workshops he presents that draw him away from that special place. 
 
The tea stack forms began in the early 1990's.  He thinks of them not as vessels but as 
celebrations of vessels.  Most recently, invited to create a figurative piece for the 
opening of the Udinotti Gallery in 2007, he began shaping figures he calls kachinas or 
katsinas.  "People often ask why I do change.  I change because I change.  My body 
changes, the tools I work with change, the sky changes.  Everything changes."5 

 

 

 

1.  Reitz, Don My Life with Clay, Bandol, France: Printemps des Potiers 
Association, n.d. 

2.  Ibid. 
3. Ibid. 
4. Ibid. 
5. Ibid 
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