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INTRODUCTION

When I first began my studies in sculpture in art schools and studio settings, I was frustrated, amazed, and disappointed that there were no books that thoroughly described how to sculpt the portrait in clay.

Living and studying in New York City exposed me to great works of art as I visited the many museums, galleries, and sculptors’ studios. This exposure broadened my vision of sculpture but didn’t provide a step-by-step approach for me to follow. Today, 25 years later, I find that there is still a need for a book that stresses solid fundamentals and provides a comprehensive, detailed, how-to, easy-to-follow system for sculpting a portrait in clay.

This book does exactly that and more. Using my proven methods and simplified approach, novice, intermediate, and advanced students will all be able to consistently create—with confidence and joy—quality portrait sculptures. The Portrait in Clay is a complete sculpture reference that can supplement studio class instruction or be used by itself, especially when classes are not available to students.

I’m deeply committed and passionate about sculpture. It’s the one art form that truly allows me to express my creative energy. There’s always something new to discover! I enjoy exploring the fascinating worlds of portrait, figure, and abstract sculpture; each has its own unique form, yet in a way, they share a common aesthetic. I hope that the information in this book helps make your experience with portrait sculpture a rewarding, fulfilling, and successful one.
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BALLERINA

Bonded bronze, 1981

Sculpted from the live model. Bonded bronze is a casting composition of bronze and resin. All the bronze and bonded bronze sculptures on these pages were cast by Dominic Ranieri of Ranieri Sculpture Casting (see Resources).
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GHISLAINE

Terra-cotta, 1995

Sculpted from the live model.
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NUCLEAR WARHEAD

Bonded bronze, 1975

Sculpted from imagination, without any preconceived ideas or preliminary studies made prior to sculpting.
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LOU GEHRIG

Bronze, 1990

Sculpted from photographs.
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EARTH

Bronze, 1973

Sculpted using myself as the model.





Part One

THE BASICS

Before starting to sculpt a portrait, it’s important to take a look at the elements of the human head and analyze their various planes. By comparing a model of a human skull to French artist Jean-Antoine Houdon’s anatomical head sculpture, as we’ll do in this section, you’ll learn the basic anatomy, proportions, and symmetry of the human head. Then, through a step-by-step demonstration of the construction and development of the planes of the head, you’ll learn all the artistic fundamentals and the sculptural language that you’ll need to sculpt a clay portrait from a live model.



THE SKULL

The plane structure and geometric foundation of the human head, which you need to create a portrait in clay, are based on the angles, contours, surface directions, shapes, and proportional relationships of the anatomy and the bony landmarks of the underlying skull. To be truly successful at portrait sculpture, you need a good foundation—good observation skills and a good understanding of the skull and its anatomy.

The skull is a singular, symmetrical mass, with proportions that remain constant from one skull to another. The features on this solid architectural form are arranged in a unique geometric system; this is the facial armature that supports the head. It’s a good idea to have a model human skull on hand to further your studies, and you can find plastic models at local hobby and art supply stores. (See Resources.)

The following photographs show the casting of the magnificent anatomical head of a sculpture by French artist Jean-Antoine Houdon (1741–1828) that has served as a reference for serious art students for hundreds of years. Created in 1767, this rare antique casting of the head resides in the sculpture studio at the National Academy School of Fine Arts in New York City, where I currently teach. (There is also one casting at the Pennsylvania Academy of Art and another at the Royal Academy in London.)

Having this Houdon casting on site is like having the master himself in the studio. By examining the piece, you can learn many important things about the anatomy of the human skull. Observe the sculpture closely, and compare it with the model skull; in each case, I’ve indicated the areas to which you should pay special attention with dashes.
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The square eye sockets, with rounded corners, slant back from the nose to the sides of face. The eyeballs fit deeply into the sockets and slant to the sides in the same direction. The end of the nasal bone (the opening for the nose that we see on the skull) is shaped like a triangle, as is the tip of nose.
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The skull is widest at the cheekbones across the front of the face. The contour of the cheekbones flows into the upper jawbone, under the base of the nasal bone, from side to side. This contour changes direction at the side of the head at which point it flows up along the side of the eye socket, around the brow bone, across the forehead, and down the side of the other eye socket completing an oval shape. The corners of the mouth and the width of the chin line up with the center of the eyes. Also compare the skull’s forehead, angle of the cheekbones to chin, and circular section of the mouth, all highlighted here, to Houdon’s sculpture.
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The height of the skull from the bottom of the chin to the top of the forehead is the same as its depth from the brow to the back of the skull. The hole of the ear canal (marked with an x) falls in the center of the side of the skull. The jawbone, in front of the ear canal, drops straight down, then changes direction and slants to the chin. The angle of the cheekbone near the front of the face slants down and back. It meets the zygomatic arch, which travels from the cheekbone back to the ear canal. The cylindrical sternocleidomastoid muscle, on the side of the neck, runs from behind the ear down the neck to the clavicle (collarbone) in front.
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The mouth and chin form a cylinder shape. At this angle you can also see the convex curve of the front of the brow bone.




[image: ][image: ]


The back of skull is widest at the sides above the ears. The top of the head rises to a gentle point from the sides, and the bottom of the skull, behind the ears, angles
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THE PLANES OF THE HEAD
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