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By Joy Funnell -

Making a freehand sculpture 

of a bird is a lot of fun. To see 

a tiny creature appear in your 

hands is exciting, and it’s not 

as difficult to do as you might 

think. Practice in polymer clay 

or paper clay to get the feel of 

the sculpting process before you 

create your first bird in metal 

clay. As you push the bird shape 

around, changing the tail and 

head; you will see different birds 

appear like magic! 

enough. 

This piece will be quite thick in some spots, so give it extra time to dry all the way through. 

the size of the components and the firing method and schedule for the formula you’re using.

Sculpting a miniature owl

O

HOW-TO:
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Materials

Y

Y

syringe

Y

Tools, Supplies, and 
Equipment

YBasic Metal Clay Set-Up

(see http://www.metalclayartistmag.

com/freeresources.html) 

YPhotos of owls for reference (from 

Y

Y

shapers and wax carvers

Y

Y

YParticulate respirator or dust mask, 

Y

Y

Y

YLOS Patina Set-Up

(see http://www.metalclayartistmag.

com/freeresources.html) 

M STEP 1: Form the basic bird shape. 

about 15 g of the silver clay to form the basic 

shape of the owl [1]. Be sure to look at the 

shape from all angles as you’re sculpting it. 

The wings will be added in the next step, so 

you may want to make the sides of the body 

a bit thin to allow for their added thickness. 

[2]

prevent it from cracking by spraying it lightly 

with water [3], covering it with a fresh moist 

baby wipe, and allowing it to sit for several 

minutes until the clay absorbs the moisture 

before you continue sculpting. When you are 

happy with all sides of your owl shape [4] [5], 

dry it thoroughly. 

M STEP 2: Form and add the wings. Take 

a small amount of clay and push out into a 

[6]. Leave the edges a bit uneven; this will 

enhance the feather effect later. Paint some 

water onto the side of the owl where the 

wing will go and press the wing into place 

1 2 3

4 5

[7]. Blend the top of the wing into the body 

at the shoulder using a wet finger [8]. Dry 

thoroughly then repeat for the other wing. 

Dry again.

M STEP 3: Correct the shape of the owl, 

if needed.

get the shape the way you want it, add some 

each layer well before adding the next one. 

M STEP 4: Refine the shape. Wear a dust 

mask or a particulate respirator and shop 

glasses or other suitable eye protection 

insert a diamond coated burr and then turn 

on the tool at its slowest speed (no faster 

a light touch to avoid removing too much 

clay, carefully refine the shape of the owl [9]. 

into different areas or create different effects. 

shape by hand with needle files and sanding 

smooth the clay, and to do additional light 
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6

7

8

Dead as a Dodo

Mini Decoy Duck 

Hey Duckie

Inspiration Birdie

More Examples of My Miniature 
Bird Sculptures 

Swanning Around

Love a Duck

10

9
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12

13

14

since 2005, her workshops cover all levels of silver clay 

passionate about using textures and colour in her work and 

joy@joyfunnell.co.uk, www.joyfunnell.co.uk, 

www.joyfunnell.blogspot.com. 

11

baby wipe wrapped around your nail [10] or a 

M STEP 5: Add a feathered texture. Paint 

thin layers of paste onto the bird.  When the 

layers are partially dry, drag the paintbrush 

through them to create a feathered effect. 

Work on one area at a time and allow the 

“feathers” to dry before moving on to the ad

[11]. The more layers that are add

ed, the more pronounced the effect will be. 

M STEP 6: Make the branch. To make 

a tiny branch for your owl to perch on, roll 

out a short snake of clay. Gently push the 

owl onto the fresh clay snake against your 

work surface, flattening the underside of the 

branch and indenting the top so that it will 

paste to the surface of the branch to create a 

bark effect, avoiding the ends, base and the 

indented area where the owl will be attached. 

Dry the branch thoroughly. 

M STEP 7: Add the eyes. Make two tiny 

balls of equal size for the eyes. Brush a little 

water onto the eye sockets and wait a few 

seconds for the dried clay to absorb the 

moisture. Place a ball of clay in each eye 

socket, pressing each ball against the socket 

gently to attach and flatten it. Press a tiny 

making a round dent in the centre of each 

refine the edges of the eyes. Dry thoroughly. 

M STEP 8: Attach the owl to the branch 

and add claws and eye details. Moisten 

the bottom of the owl and the indented area 

of the branch and wait for a few seconds to 

allow the moisture to be absorbed. Then use 

and allow the attachment area to dry 

[12] [13]

further into even disc shapes. Then use the 

edge of a tiny needle file or a needle tool to 

create a feathered effect in the eye socket 

area radiating out from the eyes [14]. 

M STEP 9: Fire, burnish, patinate and 

polish the sculpture. Make sure the owl is 

completely dry all the way through before you 

Editor’s note: Lay the sculpture flat on top of 

a mirror, wait for about 15–20 seconds, and 

then lift the piece off the mirror. If there’s 

even the slightest amount of condensation 

on the mirror, the center of the clay is not 

completely dry yet.

Place your sculpture in a cold kiln, ramp 

the clay, but you’ll need to fire it for at least 

10 minutes from the time it starts to glow 

completely and then either burnish it in a 

tumbler or by hand. Patinate it with a liver of 

sulphur solution to bring out the details and 

then remove the patina with a polishing cloth 
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