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			FUNDAMENTALS OF THE CLAY TORSO

			
				There are certain characteristics that are common to the torso of every figure, regardless of body type or gender: a finite number of sections and similar movement abilities. These elements become the foundation of your sculpture. If you keep them in mind, they can function as landmarks that help you get things in place on every project. The following demonstration shows how you can translate complex anatomy into simple shapes and capture the movement of the pose.

			

			The Clay Block System

			Think of the body as having two large masses: a rib cage and a pelvis. These masses are positioned one above the other and attached to a spinal column with a core group of muscles centrally located between them. The human body can move in three different directions simultaneously by bending the rib cage forward and back, leaning the pelvis from side to side, and turning the pelvis and rib cage in opposite directions.

			When looking at a model “in pose,” it’s critical to be aware of this bend, lean, and turn—or BLT—as well as the three Ps: the position, proportion, and planes of the pelvis and rib cage. Position is the placement and arrangement of rib cage and pelvis relative to each other. Proportion is the relative size of the individual masses. And planes are the surfaces of the form.

			So whenever you approach the figure, visualize the pelvis and rib cage masses as two individual, three-dimensional rectangular blocks and the central core muscle group as a ball. Observe the model and determine the BLT and the three Ps of the pose; then begin to sculpt. The following lesson demonstrates how to utilize this clay block system and employ the BLT and three Ps before working with a live model in pose, which is something I recommend doing. Note that we’ll consider the actual sculpting tools needed a bit further on; this exercise will first introduce the fundamentals of observing and analyzing the figure before you get to work.
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			1. To become familiar with using blocks of clay to establish the figure, make two simple rectangular blocks that are similar in size to represent the two body masses of the torso (the rib cage in the upper section and pelvis in the lower), and use a ball of clay to represent the muscle core between them. Mapping out some landmarks helps orient things further: The arched line on the upper block indicates the shape of the lower edge of the rib cage, and the horizontal line with a small vertical indent in the center marks the chest. The curved line that arcs down to the middle of the bottom block surrounds the stomach, and the V at the bottom center locates the pubic form. Upward-curving lines on each side of the V indicate the tops of the thighs.
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			2. Not every pose is head-on and straight up and down, of course, so depending on your particular pose, you can then begin to adjust the placement of the blocks relative to each another. Here, the pelvis block leans up on the right side (our right) toward rib cage. The rib cage block leans down and almost touches the pelvis on the same side. The clay ball in between the blocks stretches on the left side and compresses on the right to accommodate the new position of the two blocks.
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			3 & 4. Continuing the adjustments, the right side of the pelvis block turns to the back, in addition to leaning up. The right side of the rib cage block leans down, and the block turns to the left overall. The clay ball changes shape further, twisting to accommodate the new position of the two blocks. The line drawn down through the center of the front planes of the blocks and the ball highlights the twisting movement of the forms. A side view of this stage (4), reveals how the front planes of the blocks are facing in different directions, away from each other, whereas in photo 1 both front planes face in the same direction.
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			5. The pelvis block can also be made to bend back, causing its front plane to face upward. Note that the pubic V lifts up off the underlying base, and the weight shifts to the lower back edge of the block. This is a “stomach crunch” movement. The top of the rib cage block bends forward, with its front plane facing downward. The clay ball is pinched in front and stretches in the back. Back is convex and front is concave.
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			6 & 7. Here, the pelvis block bends forward, in contrast to the previous adjustment, and its front plane faces downward. The rib cage block bends back, more so on the left than on the right, and the front plane faces upward. The side view (7) confirms that the back is arched and the central ball stretches in front and compresses in back. The line drawn through the center of the side planes of the blocks and ball highlights the curving movement of the forms.
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			8. For the tops of the thighs, form two clay cylinders, rolling up both so that they are slightly bigger in diameter on the top end. For a standing pose, place the cylinders on the bottom plane of the pelvis block. They should be centered at the pubic V and be round enough to reach the outer sides of the block so that each leg fits under half the pelvis.
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			9 & 10. For a seated pose, take the cylinders out from under the pelvis block, place the block down with its bottom plane resting on the base, and place the cylinders on the front plane of the block. Make sure the cylinders are still centered at the V.
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			11, 12, 13 & 14. For a reclining pose like this one, place the basic standing pose (8) on a side plane (11). When the legs bend forward in the pose, temporarily remove the leg cylinders and cut a plane on a 45-degree angle across the bottom front edge of the pelvis block (12). Then, replace the legs, first positioning the lower cylinder on the new plane at the base of the block (13) and following with the top leg at their proper angles. Again, make sure that you keep both of the legs centered on the form (14).

			Materials and Tools

			Water-based clay comes in 25-pound bags, ready to use. It is available in a variety of clay body types, with or without grog. Grog is pulverized fired clay that is added to the fresh clay to give it strength. Grog is gritty and comes in fine, medium, and heavy grade. The heavier grog is great for larger projects, which don’t call for modeling fine details. The grog is always present on the surface and is labor intensive to smooth out. If you want a smoother finish to your work, it’s better to use clay without any grog added to the mix.

			A water-misting bottle is perfect for spraying your piece every twenty to thirty minutes during a sculpting session. You don’t have to drench your piece; just give it a quick spray to keep it moist. Then spray it before wrapping in plastic, at the end of the session.

			Regarding tools, the use of various implements, in combination with your hands, often yields the most successful results. Tools help you create hard edges, precise planes, and round forms. They also increase your ability to model details and apply surface textures.

			To start, a plaster tool is a specially shaped, thin, metal spatula that comes in many sizes. I use it to smooth out the surface and to make sharp lines or cuts in the clay.

			The Milani riffler is a handcrafted rasp specifically designed to smooth out rough edges left by carving chisels. It gets into hard-to-reach places on stone. The surfaces at both ends of the tool have tiny spurs that grip clay. This gripping action lets you press the clay into shape, which comes in handy when modeling details, whereas wood, metal, or plastic tools tend to slide across the clay surface.

			The wire loop tool is perfect for scratching the clay surface in a technique I call raking. I prefer that the loop has a serrated texture or be wrapped with a thin wire. This helps to evenly grade the clay when you crosshatch.

			The embossing and stylus tool is a wooden dowel that has a metal rod with a ball at the tip on each end. Held like a pencil, it’s great for cleaning up hard-to-reach areas, such as nostrils, eyes, teeth, toes, and so on.

			The flat modeling stick is used to apply pieces of clay to build up the mass and shape of the sculpture. It also slices away unwanted clay and creates planes by cutting across the surface of the piece.

			Calipers help you check proportions. For example, place one arm of the caliper on a knee and the other on the ankle. Tighten the arms in place, and compare that measured distance to the same area on the other leg. Decide which distance you want, and adjust the other leg accordingly.

			The wood block is for tapping the clay sculpture into its basic shape. It’s great for creating flat surfaces, planes, hard edges, and round forms, and for absorbing moisture and tightening the clay mass—all by simply tapping the rough edge of the block against the clay.

			The cutting wire is handy for cutting large chunks of clay from a new clay block or performing painless surgery on your sculpture.

			A painter’s brush with medium-firm bristles is good for cleaning up hard-to-reach areas of a piece. Use very little water and brush the clay. This will act like a fine wire loop tool and help model a smooth surface. I only use the brush in small areas when I’m finished sculpting the piece. Don’t use this technique in the way potters flush their pieces with water and a sponge. That would only wash out all of your fine modeling and any nuances you were able to achieve on the surface.

			A piece of burlap acts as a finishing tool. Bunch it up in your hand, spray it with water mist, and use a gentle pouncing technique over the sculpture. This will blend the existing tool marks with the texture of the burlap to produce a uniformly finished surface.

			For cleanup, The wire brush that plumbers use for cleaning threaded metal pipes is ideal for cleaning dried clay off tools. I don’t
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			RESOURCES

			In addition to those listed here, more resources can be found at www.sculpture.org.

			Ranieri Sculpture Casting

			2701 47th Ave.

			Long Island City, NY 11101-3409

			Dominic Ranieri

			ph: 718-752-0167

			Provides custom mold making and casting in all mediums, custom bases, mountings, restoration, and enlargement work.

			Argos Foundry

			Route 312

			Brewster, NY 10509

			ph: 914-278-2454

			Bronze casting.

			The Clay Place

			60 East Ave

			Norwalk, CT 06851

			Dale Shaw

			ph: 203-847-6464

			Provides clay services, pottery, and classes.

			The Compleat Sculptor

			90 Vandam Street

			New York, NY 10013-1007

			ph: 212-243-6074 or 800-972-8578

			www.sculpt.com

			Tools and sculpture supplies online.

			Greenwich Art Society

			299 Greenwich Avenue

			Greenwich, CT 06830

			ph: 203-629-1533

			www.greenwichartsociety.org

			Sculpture and art classes.

			New Canaan Sculpture Group

			New Canaan, Connecticut

			ph: 203-966-9181

			National Academy Museum and School of Fine Art

			5 East 89th Street

			New York, NY 10128

			ph: 212-996-1908

			www.nationalacademy.org

			Armory Art Center

			1700 Parker Ave.

			West Palm Beach, FL 33401

			ph: 561-832-1776

			www.armoryart.org

			Sculpture workshops.

			Scottsdale Artists’ School

			3720 North Marshal Way

			Scottsdale, AZ 85251

			ph: 800-333-5707

			www.scottsdaleartschool.org

			Sculpture workshops.

			Il Chiostro

			241 West 97th Street, Ste. #13N

			New York, NY 10025

			ph: 800-990-3506

			www.ilchiostro.com

			Sculpture workshops in Italy.
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