
 Exploring 

clay
It is a basic human experience to 
model and mould and shape things 
in the hand. 
John Scott and Eric Fisher

Take the clay 
- knead it, pound it, shape it, sculpt it. Pull it about, 
stretch it out, see how it responds. Play with the clay, 
push it, poke it, add little bits to it. Mark it with the 
tools, giving it texture and pattern.

Clay is the most wonderful material in 
the world...When we are absorbed in it 
we are both at play and at work...May it 
give you as much joy as it has given us. 
John Scott and Eric Fisher

Before you start...
Relax your hands by massaging them with a 
good handcream, rubbing it in well until it has 
all disappeared. If working with a partner a short 
hand massage can be very helpful.

Creativity is...seeing something that doesn’t exist already. 
You need to find out how you can bring it into being... 
Michelle Shea
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First Fingerprints taken 1859/60 by 
William James Herschel (1833-1917)



Is the form you are creating something you already have in mind? 
Something you are striving towards?
Or are you just letting the clay decide?
Seeing what comes as you work? 
Seeing what is suggested
By the material itself and 
The sensations it gives you?

Are you reminded of something?
Is that what you then start to model?
Does that, in its turn, most unexpectedly,
Become something else?

Is it like working with dough?
Does it remind you of cooking? 
Or of gardening?

What shapes and sensations occur? 

Anger, frustration, sadness, joy?

You can make a flat shape and press objects 
into the clay.

You can roll clay into thin ‘strings’ and lay 
these on the flat clay, pressing them in at 
certain points. 

You can cut the shapes out, leaving the 
‘holes’, you can add cut shapes, building up. 

You can, you can...

Can you 
express 

your 
feelings 
through 

clay?

Creative work is play. It is free speculation 
using the materials of one’s chosen form. 
Stephen Nachmanovitch

That is why art as 
meditation is so 
democratising a movement. 
It returns responsibility to 
each of us for the images 
we believe in. 
Mathew Fox

Vessel to cure vomiting (gando), Cham-
Mwana peoples, late 20th century. 
Ceramic. Musée du quai Branly, Paris. 
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Taking part...
You can encourage your companion to watch you 
working with the clay, sharing with them your idea 
and thoughts as you are modelling it. Remember 
the aim is not to get people to model great 
ornaments! It is the taking part and the 
communication between you that counts. 

Take your time...
Ten minutes modelling with plasticine 
kept in your pocket can yield some 
surprising conversations. A longer time with clay 
can be even more satisfying, especially with a small 
group, as people relax into the activity and start to share their 
thoughts and feelings together.

It is important to practise encouraging others to share their insights and 
reactions. Most of us are delighted to discover the world of imagination, 
memory and emotion that lies at our fingertips. We can learn from each other. 

Using our hands and fingers to shape and play with the clay may release 
memories and feelings which are quite unexpected. 

Joys can be shared. Anger or sorrow expressed. Working together helps to 
create companionship, understanding and community.

All the arts we practice 
are apprenticeship. The big 

art is our life. 
M.C. Richards

Art is not just ornamental, an enhancement of life, but a path in itself, a 
way out of the predicable and conventional, a map to self-discovery

Gabrielle Roth
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Roman 
votive 

offering: 
two clay-

baked hands, 
200 BC - AD 

200. Wellcome 
Library, London



Clays of all kinds, air-drying, oven-drying,  Plasticine, Fimo, PlayDoh, Bread Dough. Art shops 
and early-learning centres online or in real streets, are full of interesting possibilities.

It helps to work on a plastic bag, so that clay can be moved easily.  Plastic food boxes, the deeper 
the better, can be used to store clay between sessions. When a piece is finished, it can be dried 
and kept for decoration and display, or returned to the clay storage box for use another time.

The main thing is 
to ENJOY working with clay. 

John Scott and Eric Fisher

materials & Methods
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Ritual vessel from the Kwoma 
culture of Papua New Guinea. 
From the collection of Reg and 
Judy MacDonald.
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Quotations from Approaches to Modelling Clay by John Scott and Eric Fisher (1975, Evans Brothers); and The Vein 
of Gold and The Artist’s Way by Julia Cameron (1996 and 1992, Tarcher Putnam)

Further reading: 
Central Nigeria Unmasked, UCLA . Lesson 8: Figurative Vessels of Transformation 
http://www.fowler.ucla.edu/sites/default/files/curriculum/CentralNigeriaUnmasked_Curriculum_Lesson8.pdf 
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About Building COmmunity Through Arts

Building Community Through Arts (BCA) was developed as part of Kew Studio’s outreach work in a 
series of projects from 1993 – 2002. Toolkits and programmes have been recently updated and are 
presented as a set of free tools for use by anyone wanting to develop a community using arts 
workshops and encounters. Visit kewstudio.org/explore-creativity for more. 

http://www.fowler.ucla.edu/sites/default/files/curriculum/CentralNigeriaUnmasked_Curriculum_Lesson8.pdf
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