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Above: Steven Lee’s Meiping Vase with Scroll Pattern, porcelain. Both pieces 
are on view in “ORIENTED” at The Pittsburgh Cultural Trust–Education Center. 
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PROCESS

Overview
My demonstration addresses how to make a realistic portrait 
bust in clay from a life model. My goal is to show an effec-
tive way to do this difficult assignment quickly, without sacri-
ficing quality. I prefer to use the solid construction technique, 
which offers more freedom to model, because it allows for 
adding and removing material regardless of the thickness of 
the clay. Thanks to this, you can focus on achieving the cor-
rect structure, proportions, details and likeness in the piece. 
Later, in order to obtain a finished work, the piece must be 
hollowed out and fired.

Favorite Part of the Process
I enjoy every step in the process of building a piece, specifi-
cally when I am working on portraiture. The process is always 
terrifying at first: I do not know if I can achieve the result I’m 
expecting. Happily, the right trait and the right features appear 
slowly during the process of adding many pellets of clay to 
build up the details of the portrait. At the end, it’s like magic. I 
also try to make my students develop a similar emotional con-
nection with their work in class. When they feel the emotion of 
discovering the magic in the clay, the results are much better.

Carlos Prado

Techniques 
The roots of the modeling technique I have developed 
come from my artistic education in Cuba. I was trained in 
classical academic art in the Academy of Fine Art San Ale-
jandro in Havana, founded in 1818, where I received a solid 
foundation in life modeling as well as life drawing. Later, 
I developed more skills at ISA, University of Arts of Cuba, 
where I received my graduate degree. The technique I 
learned is a mixture between the French academic tradition 
inherited from the 19th century and the influence of Russian 
academic artistic education prevalent during the Soviet 
control of Cuba. 

Mentors
My professors were either trained in Eastern Europe or 
they were trained by professors from that part of the world 
who taught in Cuba during the 1970s and 80s. I would like 
to mention Carlos Alberto Rodriguez as one of the most 
influential professors in my work. I learned a wide range of 
knowledge from him when I attended his classes, as well 
as when I saw him doing his own ceramic works.

1 Portrait Bust–Max (detail), earthenware, 19½ in. (50 cm) in height, 2012. 2 Portrait Bust–Rachel (detail), 16 in. (41 cm) in height, stoneware, 2016.
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3 Working on the proportions and defining the width of the head with calipers. 4 After finishing with the basic layout of the features, revise the profile of 
the model to correct any deviation. 5 Working with a live model, looking at the profile and defining the contour of their head in the hair area. 6 Add clay 
to form the volume of the mouth, particularly the upper lip with the philtrum. 7 A pellet of clay can be added to obtain the right dimension of the temples. 
8 By raking the surface, the edges of the planes, and irregularities caused by adding and removing small pieces of clay can be blended and evened out.
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