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There is something
profoundly human
about the desire to
capture a face in three
dimensions. From
ancient busts of
emperors to
contemporary portrait
busts, modelling
heads and faces in
clay remains one of
the most rewarding
and challenging
disciplines in the visual
arts. Unlike drawing or
painting, where you
suggest form with line

and tone, clay
demands that you
think volumetrically,
that you feel the
cranium under your
fingertips, and that you
understand the subtle
landscape of bone,
muscle, and flesh.
Whether you are a
beginner picking up a
block of water-based
clay for the first time or
an experienced
sculptor looking to
refine your approach,
modelling the human
head offers endless
opportunity for growth.
This article will guide
you through the
essential techniques,
materials, and
anatomical knowledge


https://www.everybodystreet.com/

needed to create a
compelling clay
portrait.

ESSENTIAL TOOLS
AND MATERIALS
FOR CLAY
PORTRAITURE

Before you begin
modelling heads and
faces in clay, you
must assemble a basic
toolkit. While you can
create a great deal
with just your hands,
the right tools will help
you achieve precision
and refine details.

Choosing
the Right

Clay

The type of clay you
select will shape your
entire  workflow. The
most common choices

» Water-based
clays
(earthenware
or stoneware):
These are soft,
responsive, and
ideal for learning.
They must be
kept moist under
plasticorin a
damp box. They
are perfect for
practice and for
work that will be
fired in a kiln.

e Oil-based clays
(plastilina or
polymer): These
never dry out,
making them
excellent for
long-term
projects and
detailed study.
They remain
workable
indefinitely but
do not harden for
firing; they are
used for mould-

for portrait work are: making or
armature
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sculptures.

e Self-hardening
clays: These dry
in air without a
kiln. While
convenient, they
can be more
brittle and less
forgiving for fine
detail work than
water-based or
oil-based
options.

Essential
Sculpting
Tools

While your fingers are
your most sensitive

tools, a few
implements will
expand your

capabilities:

e Wire loop
tools: For
cutting away clay
and defining

larger planes.
Wooden
modelling tools
(ribbons and
spatulas): For
smoothing,
shaping, and
adding texture.
Metal scraping
tools: For
refining surface
details and
creating sharp
edges.

Calipers:
Absolutely
essential for
measuring
proportions when
working from a
live model or a
reference image.
Spray bhottle
and damp
cloth: To keep
water-based clay
workable.



The

core using crumpled
newspaper, aluminium
foil, or a pre-formed

Armatmuféenesh ball. This

- Your
Structuea

core reduces the
amount of clay needed
and gives the sculpture
mternai stability.

UNDERSTANDING

FACIAL ANATOMY:
FO un d THE FOUNDATION

n

A sturdy armature is
critical for modelling
heads and faces in
clay. Without it, the
weight of the clay will
cause your sculpture to
slump or collapse. A
typical head armature
consists of a vertical
rod attached to a
stable base (wood or
metal), with a
horizontal crossbar at
the neck level to
support the shoulders
or a simple loop for the
neck. For the head
itself, you can create a

OF LIKENESS

To model a convincing
face, you must
understand what lies
beneath the skin.
Modelling heads and
faces in clay is not
about copying a
surface; it is about
constructing a
structure. The key
anatomical landmarks
you need to know
include:

Bony
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Landmark

s (The

Cranium
and Skull)

The skull is the
scaffolding. Pay
particular attention to
these points:

e The brow ridge

(supraorbital
margin):
Defines the eye
socket and the
forehead's lower
edge.

The
cheekbones
(zygomatic
arches): These
high points give
the face its width
and structure.
The jawline
(mandible): The
angle of the jaw
is a critical

landmark for
male-female
differences and
individual
likeness.

e The chin
(mental
protuberance):
Its shape and
projection vary
greatly between
individuals.

e The nasal
bone: Creates
the bridge of the
nose.

Facial
Planes
and
Proportio
ns

Think of the face not as
a collection of features
but as a series of



planes that catch light.
The classical canon of
proportions is a useful
starting point:

e The eyes are
typically located
halfway between
the top of the
head and the
chin.

¢ The bottom of
the nose is
halfway between
the eyes and the
chin.

e The mouth is
halfway between
the nose and the
chin.

e The width of the
head is roughly
two-thirds of its
height.

These are guidelines,
not rules. Every face
deviates from the
canon, and it is those
deviations that create
individual likeness. Use

reference and adjust
accordingly.

A STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE TO
MODELLING A
HEAD IN CLAY

Now that you have
your tools and a basic
understanding of
anatomy, let us walk
through the process of
modelling heads and
faces in clay from
start to finish.

Step 1:
Building
the
Armature
and Core

Secure your armature
to a turntable or a
sturdy work surface.

your calipers to :
measure your Build up the core of the
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head using crumpled

newspaper or
aluminium foil,
wrapping it with

masking tape to create
a rough egg shape.
This core should be
slightly smaller than
your final head. Cover
it with a thin layer of
clay, approximately 1-2
cm thick, to establish
the basic mass of the
cranium.

Step 2:
Establishi
ng the
Major
Landmark
S

Using your fingers and
a wooden tool, begin to
press in the eye

sockets. Create two
shallow depressions.
Then, build up the
brow ridge above
them. Add a small
lump of clay for the
nose and another for
the chin. At this stage,
you are only concerned
with the large masses
and the overall gesture
of the head. Do not get
distracted by details.
Check your proportions
from multiple angles:
front, profile, three-
quarter view, and from
above looking down.

Step 3:
Building
the
Planes of



the Face

Once the basic masses
are in place, start
defining the planes.
Use a flat wooden tool
to create the cheek
planes, the side planes
of the head, and the
plane of the forehead.
This is where you move
from a lump of clay to
a recognisable face.
The goal is to create a
simplified, geometric
version of your subject.
Think of it as a faceted
masKk. Work
symmetrically, but do
not be a slave to
absolute mirroring;
faces are naturally
asymmetrical.

Step 4.
Refining

the
Features

Now you can begin to
add more specific
detail to the eyes,
nose, mouth, and ears.
Work on all features
simultaneously,

building them up

gradually. Avoid
finishing one feature
completely before

moving to the next, as
this will throw the
whole face out of
proportion.

Step 5:
Adding
Surface
Detall
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and
Texture

With the features in
place, refine the
surface. Use your
fingers to blend planes
smoothly, and use
metal tools to define
sharper edges like the
eyelids, the lips, and
the nostrils. Add
texture to the skin:
pores, wrinkles, and
subtle undulations.
Remember that skin is
not uniformly smooth;
it has a texture that
reflects light softly.

CAPTURING
LIKENESS AND
EXPRESSION IN
CLAY

The ultimate goal of
modelling heads and
faces in clay is often
to capture a specific
person or a particular
expression. This

requires more than just
technical skill; it
requires observation
and empathy.

The Eyes:
Windows
to the
Likeness

The eyes are the most
expressive feature. Pay
attention to the shape
of the eye opening, the
thickness of the
eyelids, and the
position of the iris. The
area around the eye,
including the tear duct
and the fold of the
upper eyelid, is critical
for likeness. The gaze
of the sculpture can be
altered by even a
millimetre of change in
the position of the iris.



The
Mouth
and Smile

The mouth is a
complex structure of
the lips and the

surrounding orbicularis
oris muscle. The shape
of the Cupid's bow on
the upper lip, the
fullness of the lower
lip, and the corners of
the mouth (which turn
up or down) are all
vital. To create a smile,
you must understand
how the cheek muscles
pull the corners of the
mouth upward and
create subtle creases.

The Nose
and Ears

The nose is often the
most prominent

10

feature. Study the
shape of the bridge,
the tip, and the
nostrils. The ears, while
often overlooked, are
extremely distinctive.
Their shape, size, and
attachment to the
head are unique to
each person. Never
neglect the ears; they
anchor the head and
contribute significantly
to likeness.

COMMON
CHALLENGES IN
CLAY
PORTRAITURE AND
SOLUTIONS

Even experienced
sculptors encounter
difficulties when
modelling heads and
faces in clay. Here
are some of the most
common problems and
how to address them.

10
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Symmetr
y Issues

It is very easy to make
one side of the face
larger or higher than
the other. Solution:
Use a mirror to view
your sculpture in
reverse. This instantly
reveals asymmetries.
Also, use calipers to
measure distances
from the centre line to
each eye, ear, and
cheekbone.

Clay
Cracking

Water-based clay can
crack if it dries too
quickly or unevenly.
Solution: Keep a
spray bottle handy and
mist your clay
regularly. When not
working, cover the
sculpture with a plastic

bag or damp cloth. If
cracks appear, fill them
with soft clay and
smooth them over.

Overwork
Ing the
Surface

Many beginners (and
even professionals) fall
into the trap of
endlessly smoothing
the clay, losing all
structural integrity and
creating a "blobby"
look. Solution: Step
back often. Focus on
planes and structure
before surface finish.
Allow some tool marks
to remain; they add
life.

Getting



the Neck
and

with your sculpture,
you must decide how
to finish it. The process
depends on the type of
clay you used.

Shouldess

Right

A head without a neck
looks like a mask. The
neck has a cylindrical
structure with the
sternocleidomastoid

muscles wrapping
around it. The
shoulders provide

context and scale.
Solution: Always
model the neck as part
of the head,
considering the tilt and
gesture. The shoulders
should be a simplified
suggestion, not a full
torso.

FINISHING AND
PRESERVING YOUR
CLAY SCULPTURE

Once you are satisfied

Water-
Based
Clay

If you used
earthenware or
stoneware, you have
several options. You
can let it dry slowly
(this can take weeks
for a solid head) and
then fire it in a kiln.
Before drying, you may
want to hollow out the
sculpture to prevent
cracking during firing.
Alternatively, you can
create a mould of your
sculpture (usually
using silicone) and
then cast it in plaster,
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resin, or bronze.
Bronze casting is the Clay
traditional choice for

permanence and Plastilina never
beauty. hardens, so if you want

a permanent piece,
For Oll' you must make a
mould. This is the
Based standard practice in
the film and
collectibles industry.
The original
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