
SCULPTING TIPS AND ADVICE FROM MAC MCCUSKER: 

1) When sculpting a specific object it is useful to have a picture (or several) of the object 
you are trying to create. I usually print 3 or 4 images of an animal or person from as 
many different angles as possible as a reference. Remember, you are making a three-
dimensional object and it helps a great deal to have some kind of reference point. 
 

 

 

 

2) Place your sculpture on a banding wheel or lazy Susan. This is to remind you to keep 
turning your piece. Again, this is a three-dimensional object and all sides must be 
treated equally. You have the power as an artist to make your viewer walk all of the way 
around your sculpture. Do this by making sure all sides of the piece are interesting. Ask 
yourself why you are making this piece in the round. Would it be as successful as a 
relief? Why or why not? 

3) Be patient. I spend no less than 30-40 hours on a sculpture or carved vessel. It is much 
easier to carve on clay that is leather hard (or cheese hard) than it is to carve on softer 
clay. If throwing or hand building the vessel make sure it has been footed or is otherwise 
ready to be carved. The clay should not easily move when touched, but carving with a 
tool should be done rather easily. 

4) Use your tools. The Kemper wire loop tools are my favorite and I do most of my work 
with them. I am not a fan of the banded or ribbon tools for carving; they tend to gouge 
the clay and are chunky. I make some of my tools using Popsicle sticks and skewers that 
I often use for texture. A dull pencil is excellent for refining lines on a carving without 
leaving gash marks from a needle tool. I never ever use a needle or pin tool for carving 
or sculpture, although it is almost always the first tool my students gravitate to for 
drawing on clay. It cuts and gashes the surface, not an effect for which I am aiming. 
There are certain tools I use for specific things, which I will demonstrate. Be creative 
when gathering tools; old cloths can be used for texture, dental tools can be found at 
flea markets, use stamps, pens, buttons, etc. 
 



 
 

 
 

5) Know when to hollow out. If making a solid piece (almost all of my sculptures begin as a 
solid block of clay) it needs to be hollowed out so that it may dry evenly (and not take 
years to do so) and this makes the piece much lighter in weight. I hollow out my 
sculptures when I am about eighty percent done with piece. It is important to have the 
correct shape, size, proportions complete. The finished details are done after the 
sculpture is hollow. 

6) Cutting your sculpture into pieces when hollowing out can be intimidating. As long as 
your piece is still at the leather hard stage, it can be put back together with relative 
ease. I assure you that whatever you are sculpting won’t feel a thing! 

7) Cut your sculpture one piece at a time in a way that gravity will help it stay together 
when it is put back. Cut horizontally as much as possible. A vertical cut may cause 
cracking later on. Only when you have hollowed the first piece should you cut the 
second, and so on. This will keep things from getting confusing. I usually place the piece 
on foam when hollowing and handle it as little as possible. Too much handling can cause 
warping and may make the piece difficult to put back together. 

8) Use your various size loop tools to hollow and your needle tool to measure how thick 
certain areas are. The piece should be around ¼ to 3/8 inch thick when hollowed. Try 
not to make any areas more than a half inch thick. This is what causes small parts to 
blow off in the bisque firing. It is not the thickness, but the slower drying of thicker areas 
that usually causes things to blow up in the kiln. If you are in doubt allow the piece a 
longer time to dry before firing. If able you may also preheat the kiln. I do this with my 
student work, Ramp 1 on the kiln setting at 175 degrees for 6-8 hours, if I am terrified of 
an unusually heavy piece. 

9) Score and slip, score and slip the areas that are to be put together. You CAN NOT DO 
THIS TOO MUCH! If you want your sculpture to stay together score and slip. Put it 
together. I usually add a very small coil over the seams, just as added protection, then 
smooth out all areas where the piece was cut apart using the metal rib and fettling 
knife. 

10) The most fun part for me is in the DETAILS. Refine lines, add texture, and use the mini 
extruder for additions like hair or fabric. There are no limits in the details. Go crazy! 
Don’t forget your signature; we all want to know who made that fabulous piece! 



11) Finish the piece and let it dry slowly. I usually tent my sculptures for a day or so before I 
uncover them completely for drying.  

12) Glazing and Finishing: I really only have one rule where this is concerned. If you just 
spent 30-40 hours creating this master piece, do not expect to glaze it or paint it in a few 
minutes. You should expect to spend at least 2-3 hours glazing (I spend at least 6-8 
hours).  

13) Glazing: Remember, if painting on a glaze, paint at least 2-3 coats. My sculptures are 
fired to cone 10 in the gas reduction kiln. Glazes are painted on, rubbed with my finger 
tips to smooth, and then fired. 

14) Keep an open mind. Many things can happen once you put your piece in the kiln. Glazes 
may run, colors may not reduce, etc. It is best to have only a general idea of what to 
expect when firing sculptures that are very detailed, especially if glazes are painted on. 
Some details may be lost if there was a heavy application of glaze. Keep at it and with 
practice comes success  


