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CSUC Sculpture    	 Name: ________________________

Simons


HANDOUT and ASSIGNMENT #1: Intro to wax, and wax-working  
    

“The Portable Miniature Monument in Wax” 

This problem can be tackled by artists at all levels of expertise — from novice to 
seasoned. In fact, it’s an “exercise” that should be visited often in order to loosen 
you up! Through “Miniature Monuments” you’ll learn skills that will help to drive 
your concept using the material of wax as a sculpting medium that is ultimately 
translated in cast metal. There is a great deal of foresight needed in this process, 
however, for this first encounter, you’ll be investigating wax as a material, and 
form as an agent of expression.   

Safety: Hot wax can burn eyes and skin. Use safety goggles. The wax pot is kept 
at a constant temperature of 175°. Wax ignites at 347°F. Do not unplug or adjust 
temp on wax pot. Do not melt wax in a pot on a stove or hotplate. If ignition 
occurs, use C02, dry chemical or foam extinguisher. Don’t use water to 
extinguish! This will spread the fire. Do not take wax home to melt in a pot on 
your stove! It can explode and cause severe injury. If you get hot wax on your 
skin, submerge the injured area in cold water. Let the wax cool and peel it off 
after. Put ice or aloe on the burn. Emergency phone # for University Police: 530-898-5555. Any red phone in the 
hallway can be used to dial this using just the extension: 5555. 

Always keep the ventilation fans on when working around melting wax. It’s best to wear long sleeves and pants as 
well as your normal closed toed ‘shop’ shoes 

Clean up your messes as you work. Keep community tools clean — better than you found them. This is a safety 
issue! Be a positive force for the happiness quotient in the shop.  

Materials for this assignment:  We supply the wax, clay, wooden board. You supply the rest. 
Tools for wax work (see below) 
Microcrystalline Wax 
Soldering Iron (see syllabus tools list for exact style) 
Safety goggles and safety clothing 
Water based clay 
Small wood board to transport studies 
Journal (get your RESEARCH going!) 
Camera 
Small cotton rag, nylon stocking, blue jean leg (or portion thereof) 
Egg cartons for holding small study parts 

Tools:  
This is a test of inventiveness! You can buy modeling tools for clay, beg for dental tools, or make your own 
instruments of construction and scrounge things like toothbrushes, tongue depressors, etc.  

Microcrystalline wax: This is the brown wax, known as Victory Brown, that we use for Lost Wax Casting in our 
studio. Other waxes such as paraffin and beeswax can be used as well however this synthetic wax with its 
structure of small crystals is the most commonly used in foundry work.  

PROCEDURES:  
Sheetwork ~ Soak a plaster bat in the sink for 10 minutes. Sponge off pooled water. Level the bat. The moisture in 
the plaster will act as a RESIST between the wax and plaster.  Another method: use the four angle iron pieces on 
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the marble next to the wax pot. Adjust for size. Give marble a light spritz of release. Option: thoroughly wet a 
piece of heavy canvas, burlap, velvet, etc. and put it under the angle iron. Use one of the hanging wax pots to 
ladle wax onto the surface of the bat. Pour from one corner. Lightly torch air bubbles. Your sheet should be 
uniform thickness of 1/8” - 3/16”. It’ll be ready to pull up when the color is dark, shiny brown. Outcome: texture 
for free!!! Use this sheet to try different approaches to building. It’s nice to work with it while it’s still warm. If it’s 
warm enough, pressure can join points. Experiment with heat, pliability, weldability, stretchability, imprinting, 
carving, additive and subtractive techniques. You can create flat pattern parts that fit together like dress patterns 
using darts to fold and fit. Walls can be joined together to construct geometrically. 

Little Clumps ~ Warm small sections of wax, build form piece-by-piece; use pressure or soldering tool to join.  

Solid Chunks ~ Carve into the solid block. You can use all of the above and below methods in any single object… 
weld sheets of wax together, press small lumps onto the shape, carve detail out of the wax.  1” thick solid max. 

How temperature affects flexibility and detail ~ Wax can be worked by hand, manipulated using simple tools, built 
up section-by-section, poured or painted over an existing model (details to follow), into a mold, or into cold water. 
It can be softened in your palm, under a light bulb, in direct sun, using a heat gun or hair dryer. As you work, you 
can experiment with quickly dipping a form into a slightly cooler wax pot. It’ll smooth out the form. Practice the 
method of building up a form by adding wax layers of lessening temperatures in order to avoid remelting the 
previous layer.  Try pre-heating metal tools slightly. Use your soldering iron as a shaping and texturing tool.  

Wax welding with soldering iron ~ Notice the puddle created by the soldering iron as it melts the wax. As it cools, 
it can join two pieces of wax together. Be aware of the position in space of the object and how tilting it can 
improve the weld. Notice color changes that correspond with hot and cooled wax.  

Thickness ~ A “walled” form should be 1/8” - 3/16” throughout.  Variation in thickness will change the metal flow 
which could result in a bad cast. For this assignment, a solid form can be up to 1” thick. Sections can extend 
outwards from there but, ideally, they should begin thick and gradually taper. Hollow pieces will need a “core”. 
These options will be discussed in class.  

Going for detail, planning ahead ~ Even a fingerprint will be duplicated from wax to the final metal casting. To 
smooth a surface, use grades of sandpaper from 200-600 on cold wax. You can polish it gently with a nylon 
stocking or a soft cloth dipped in a small amount of oil of eucalyptus, orange oil or paint thinner. Heat-treating 
works by going over the surface very carefully using the alcohol torch can get rid of unwanted goobers. We will 
discuss how your decisions at this stage will affect the next steps of gating, pouring, cleaning casts, and patina.  

Schedule: Please see our class schedule. I suggest you write due dates and milestones into your personal calendar.  

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

ASSIGNMENT #1: The Portable Miniature Monument 
Goals:  
• Practice and improve skillful crafting of strong, neat joining and welds in wax  
• Experiment with varied approaches to making forms and textures 
• Think ahead to gating, pouring, chasing, patina (to be discussed) 
• Understand the importance of true finish: include base or stand for finished works, sign bottom of work 
• Train in professional environment: keep up with pace of the shop and meet deadlines 
• Through thoughtful research and practice, arrive at solutions to the problem at hand 

Requirements:  
• Read all handouts. Take notes in your journal at demos. Keep all of your wax studies parts as you proceed.  
• You will make at least 6 studies in wax by September 9. You’ll bring them all to the WAXES CRIT on that day. Of 

these, 3 will be truly finished with base or mounting accommodations and ready for the next step (gating). If you’d 
like to cast more than the 3 based pieces, go for it!! Fabulous!! After the critique, you’ll have 48 hours to refine your 
studies before they are gated. Gating demo and work begins in class on Wednesday Sept. 11. 
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Research: Create a collection of thought-provoking images that help you to move along step by step. Here are 
some prompts to get you started with research. Use your drawing book like a studio wall. Cut out inspirational 
images and tape ‘em in. 

     Mental, physical, psychic, emotional, intellectual, visual EXERCISES: 

Toss out everything you know or assume about 
monumentalizing and start from scratch. 

What can be monumental?  

What would be the purpose of this? 

How do you communicate monumentality using such a 
small scale?  

Can you make this small size work to your advantage? 
Intimate, personal, handheld monumentality? 

Do you avoid or embrace the Gift Shop Effect? 

What does the base do for the monument? How do the base 
and monument create tension or harmony? 

Henk Hofstra, Rotterdam 

Use your FINDER. Take it everywhere and wonder. 

Look at the Netsuke ~ the perfection of the 360° object 

Devote time to drawing books/image collection, research: for example, there are about 400,000 species of the 
Coleoptera.  

Examples of textures and forms to copy/inspire and perhaps mold with clay press-molds…rough fabrics, nature, 
vegetables! Fruits! Wrinkles! 

Portability: what about the convenience of moving your monument around to apt places?  

Critique on waxes:  
Monday September 9, 2pm. Have work set up and ready to begin critique by 2:15.  
Have journals open, next to your work. This is an opportunity to share your research. 


