
Wheel Throwing 101
Follow these steps (and be patient) 
for success!



How this presentation  works...
● Visual images are utilized as mnemonic devices to help 

you remember the steps in the process. Any information 
related to these will be printed in italic orange font.

● The major steps in the wheel throwing process are 
printed in bold white font . 

● Sage advice and some helpful tips are also included. 
These will appear in underlined blue font.



Lets get 
started!

Paraphrase the information in bold white 
font; get the gist of it.
Read the information in italic orange font, 
writing down only what you find interesting 
or important.
Definitely write down the information in 
underlined blue font, as these are helpful 
things I have discovered in my own 
experiences with the wheel.

How to take notes 
during this 
presentation...



The Parts of a Pottery Wheel

I expect you to not only 
know the names of the 
wheel parts in order to 
facilitate communication 
between us, but so y’all 
understand me when I 
say, “Please make sure 
the wheel head is 
clean,” and you know 
my expectation.

SPLASH PAN

TABLETOP



GEAR: 
What tools and 
equipment you 
will need to get 
started

BATS

RIBS: METAL, and WOODEN

SPONGE

NEEDLE 
TOOL

TRIM 
TOOLS WIRE TOOLBUCKET



Step 1: Readying the Clay 
[Hershey’s Kiss]

USE YOUR HANDS 
TO FORM THE CLAY 
INTO A ROUNDED, 
HERSHEY’S 
KISS-LIKE FORM.
 Be sure the bottom of the form is 

slightly convex, or rounded.



Step 1: Readying the Clay 
[Hershey’s Kiss]
TAKE YOUR HERSHEY’S KISS-LIKE 
FORM AND AIM FOR THE CENTER 
OF YOUR BAT (ON THE WHEEL 
HEAD). IN A THROWING MOTION 
NOT UNLIKE THROWING A DART, 
STICK THE CLAY TO THE VERY 
CENTER OF THE BAT.
Don’t worry if you’re a little off in your aim. Leave the clay on the bat. Use your 
hands to smack the clay into the center of the bat.

Aim for the yellow!



Step 2: Centering the Clay 
[Volcano]

 Spin the wheel at med-high speed; 
wet your hands and clay thoroughly.

 Keep your left forearm at roughly 7:00, 
slowly press forward against the clay 
with the meaty part of the palm (aligned 
with your forearm).



Step 2: Centering the Clay 
[Volcano]

● Slowly press the clay along your 
forearm vector into a cone-shaped 
tiny volcano; 

● Gently lay your thumb across the top 
corner of your volcano to help guide 
the formation of the top if the form; 

● Make use of your other hand if 
necessary to gently guide the motion, 
but be sure to keep light pressure along 
the same vector (roughly 1:00)



Step 2: Centering the Clay 
[Volcano]
 Guide the clay upward into a little volcano.

A little caldera at the top is 
okay… and don’t feel like 
you have to go this high.



Step 3: Centering the Clay 
[Flan]

Move your left 
hand to the top 
corner of the 
volcano, 
keeping the 
same vector; 
drape your 
thumb again 
across the top 
of the volcano.



Step 3: Centering the Clay 
[Flan]

 Move your right hand on top of your 
left thumb, either palm-down or 
karate-style; gently apply pressure 
downward, using both hands as a 
unit. 

Use pressure in a direction 
downward, and pressing toward the 
center of the wheel.



Use the meaty part of 
your palm to compress 
the clay ‘flan’ on its top 
and sides. 

Step 3: Centering the Clay 
[Flan]

The clay will push your arm and body around like a 
rag doll. It’s inevitable. Keep your elbow in (NO 
CHICKEN WINGS), and support your arm with the 
weight of your body. Hold still!!!



Step 4: Opening the Form 
[doughnut] ● Reduce the speed of the wheel before 

opening and establishing the base to a 
medium or medium-low rotation.

The mnemonic device of the ‘doughnut’ is 
just a suggestion. Please do not open the 
clay all the way through to the bat!



Step 4: Opening the 
Form [doughnut]

● Applying pressure to 
your left thumb with your 
right hand (much like the 
previous step), use your 
thumb to "open" the 
center of the flan using a 
steady pressure 
downward in the center 
until the flan turns into a 
doughnut.

You may also use both thumbs 
concurrently, if that is more 
comfortable for you. I tried using this method of 

opening, but my right thumb 
kept throwing the form 
off-center...



Step 4: Opening the 
Form [doughnut]

● Keep your thumb at that same vector  as 
the ‘Bringing Down’ part of the centering 
process- pointing toward the center of the 
wheel head.

● Steadily press downward, stopping at a 
point that establishes a reasonably thick 
base (let's say about a half an inch above 
the wheel head just to allow a little buffer)

Take note on the thickness of the 
base in this cross-section. You do 
not want your base to get any 
thinner than this example!



Step 5: Establishing the 
Base [water well]

● Now switch your left hand grip to an 
overhand grip with your left fingers (I 
prefer to use my index and middle finger) 
in your newly acquired opening, and the 
thumb acts as a guide on the outside of 
the opened form.

●  With your fingertips resting on your 
established base, apply steady pressure 
toward your thumb, both thinning the wall  
and widening the base at the same time.



Step 5: Establishing 
the Base [water well]

You may keep a light, guiding inward 
pressure opposite your left hand with a 
cupped right hand; stop pressure once 
you feel an appropriate amount of 
thickness left within the base of the wall 
(about a half an inch, but sometimes a 
thicker wall at the base is required to 
support the weight of larger pieces).

This potter is using right-handed pressure 
more from 5 o’clock, but I’d prefer you 
use complementary pressure from 
directly across the form.



Step 5: 
Establishing 

the Base 
[water well]

You might want to keep the 
angle of the outside wall at 
about 20* inward, instead of 
perpendicular to the wheel 
head if a cylindrical form is 
desired eventually (think 
hollow volcano).

Maintaining this volcano-like slant in 
your water well stage of opening helps 
to combat the natural inertia of the clay 
as it spins on the wheel. The form will 
always have a tendency to expand 
outward and away from the center.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRb27Ndoehk

Step 6: 
Pulling Up 

[Lasso Trick]

Watching a potter pull up 
a wall on the wheel sort 
of reminds me of an old 
lasso trick...

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRb27Ndoehk
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KRb27Ndoehk


Step 6: Pulling Up [Lasso 
Trick]

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tTuee-zQHsY

Here’s a video clip that 
helps to illustrate that 
particular mnemonic 
device. Observe how the 
“lasso” of clay lifts upward 
during the pull...

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tTuee-zQHsY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tTuee-zQHsY


Step 6: Pulling 
Up [Lasso 
Trick]

● Reduce the speed again, to 
anywhere between slow and 
med-slow.

● Switch left hand position to anywhere 
between 5:00 and 3:00, and gently 
roll your right index finger over the 
"lip" in order to apply a gently guiding 
downward pressure to compress the 
"lip" as you pull up.

The method pictured is a two-handed pull. I 
prefer to use a one-handed pull until I need 
to switch later on. The principle is the exact 
same, however.



Step 6: Pulling Up [Lasso 
Trick]

● Make your first pull: using steady pressure 
with index/middle fingertips against the 
pressure of your thumb, "pull" a "rope" of 
clay upwards along the appropriate angle 
(80* slant for cylinders, 90*+ for 
bowls/plates).

● Ensure the wall is evenly thick with steady 
pressure, and gently "float" your hands 
away from the form, leaving a slightly 
thicker "rope" of clay on the lip for later 
pulls.



Step 6: 
Pulling Up 
[Lasso 
Trick]

● Repeat the pull again.
● If necessary, switch grips to a two-handed pull- move your hands into a position 

between 5:00 and 3:00, with the fingers pointing downward, parallel to the wall of 
your form; ensure steadiness with your fingertips applying gentle opposing 
pressure as you pull upwards again.

● Let your fingers "float away" at the release.



Step 6: 
Pulling 
Up 
[Lasso 
Trick]

● Make enough pulls (no more 
than 3 or 4) to reach an 
appropriate height or form.

● Pay extra attention to the 
thickness of your wall. 
Anything thinner than the thin 
part of your pinky finger is 
likely to collapse!!

Pulling walls too thin can result in a 
wreck like this! Remember- it’s 
easier to trim the form down later 
than to try to fix something like this!



Step 6: Pulling Up 
[Lasso Trick]

● Use a sponge to gently compress 
the lip and the base.

● Use a rib to remove slip from the 
form, as well as even the walls 
and/or trim the body of the form.

Compressing the lip 
serves many 
functions: it evens the 
top of the form, it 
keeps the lip from 
cracking upon drying, 
and it rounds and 
smooths the lip for 
human use.Compressing 

the base 
smooths the 
interior of the 
form, and also 
keeps the base 
from cracking 
during the 
drying process.
Es muy 
importante!!



Step 6: Pulling Up [Lasso 
Trick]Tips & Tricks:

• Focus on forming the inside and the lip, the outside may be trimmed later.
• Work clean! Use your sponge to clean the slip out of the base of your vessel- 
this compresses the base as well as cleans up the slip so you can actually see 
your floor!

• Work clean! Use your sponge to clean the slip off the bat while you work. 
Extra clay on the bat can cause issues.

• Removing the "liquid skin" off the clay will: a) make it easier to take off the bat 
later, and b) compresses the clay in the walls of the piece



Step 7: Lifting the Form 
[Pedicure]

● Once you are sufficiently satisfied with 
the form, use your long rib to both trim 
and compress the base

● Bevel the foot in order to: a) promote a 
feeling of levity in the piece, and b) allow 
for easy removal from the bat with a wire 
tool


