
Curves are critical—
learn the rules to perfect them.

Rules for Arches
and C-Curves
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Rule No. 1: 
Create Proper Proportion

The first rule in achieving nail harmony and
balance is that the white tip should always
be shorter than the pink nail plate. There’s
nothing that looks more out of balance
than a too-long white extension. Second,
the arch should be centered over the
stress area, leaving the free edge in a per-
fect graduated arch from the stress area,
thinning out at both the cuticle area—
where it should be thin enough so that
there’s no ridge—and the tip, which should
be thin enough to look attractive but still
provide strength.

When a client says, “I want my nails
thin,” your first reaction is to say, “Then be
prepared for your nails to break. But if you
build the tips and the cuticle areas thin, as
she requests, and then build the arches for
strength, the nails shouldn’t break. A strong
arch in the center of the stress area pro-
vides strength both across and down the
length of the nail.

Rule No. 2: Angle Your Brush
When you build your white free edge,
whether it’s as a sculpt or on a tip, keep in
mind that you need to hold your brush so
that its tip is angled up as little as five
degrees but the belly of the brush is angled
down as you press the product. Using a
one-ball method makes this easier to
achieve; you can then add more product
to form the smile line’s ears if needed.
Look at the nail’s profile to make sure
you’ve angled the white product in a con-
sistent manner on each nail. Follow this
rule, and you’ll have a thicker stress area
and a thinner tip. 

Rule No. 3: Apply 10 Tips First
Whether you’re applying pink and whites
or using clear or natural powder for the
tips, apply all the tips first. While this
may seem unnecessary if you’re not
forming smile lines, doing all 10 first
means that you’re focused on one task
and can more easily concentrate on
being consistent. 

For pink and whites, by the time you fin-
ish the 10th white tip and are ready to
apply the pink or clear on the nail bed, your
first tip will be dry. If you were to apply the
nail bed color right away, you’d risk

“schmooshing” the white smile line. As you
work with pink and whites your liquid will
appear milky from the white powder. If you
apply all 10 nail tips, dispose of the milky
liquid and use fresh liquid for the clear or
pink, the result will be a crisper-looking
application. Build your white tips tall
enough so that when you apply the pink or
clear, it meets the smile line and still gives
you a good arch. 

Rule No. 4: 
Put Pink in Its Place

Begin applying pink or clear powder,
starting inside the smile line and building
toward the cuticle. Again, if you haven’t
built your white smile lines tall enough,
you’ll be tempted to pull the pink or clear
acrylic over the white to build up the arch.
Don’t do it—you’ll muddy the smile line,
especially if you’re using pink powder. 
If you think that you need more product 
at the stress area for a good arch, use
crystal-clear powder—not milky-clear—
and apply it right at the point where the
pink and white come together. This way,
you won’t mess up the smile line. 

Rule No. 5: 
Use the Squeezing System

A proper C-curve is even not only from
top to bottom, but also from side to side.
Once the nail is applied, refining the C-
curve is simple. Squeezing is probably
the most popular method but creates
inconsistencies. With this method you
place your thumbs at the stress area on
both sides of the extension and hold
them flat to the sides of the nail. Press in
and “pull” the nail down as you squeeze
so that the sidewall straightens out along
the tip. Move your thumbs down the
sides of the extension toward the tip as

you continue to squeeze. Although it
sounds easy, there are a few things to
keep in mind: First, you must learn your
product’s drying pattern. Squeeze too
soon and you make a mess; squeeze too
late and you can’t move the nail. Develop
your system so you know exactly when
to squeeze. The timing will differ from
product to product and depending on
how wet or dry you work. When the top
of the white powder becomes dull and
feels warm, that means it’s setting up.
My own system consists of applying the
white tip on the first nail and then apply-
ing the white on the second nail. By the
time I’ve finished the white on the second
nail, the first nail has set up enough for
me to go back and squeeze it. Squeeze
the C-curve until it no longer moves and
then squeeze the second nail. Next,
apply the third and fourth nails, go back
to the third and squeeze. Repeat the
process on all 10 nails. 

You can apply the free edge acrylic so
that it’s slightly wider or flared, so that when
it’s squeezed it won’t look too tubular. You
can always file the sides from underneath if
they hang too low after squeezing.

If you have a client with flat nail beds
who longs to have a graceful arch and
great C-curve: Apply the tips with acrylic
instead of glue. This will make the tip sit
higher, allowing the acrylic to fill in the flat-
ness of the nail plate under the curve of
the tip. You also can use a form to
restructure the entire nail and build a new
shape with acrylic. Put the form on as you
normally would, but apply the acrylic a lit-
tle thicker so that once it’s dry you can
customize the top surface shape.
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Learning your product’s drying time 
is key when squeezing a C-curve.



Alternative Rule No. 5: 
Use Metal Forms

Squeezing a C-curve takes practice, and if
you tend to use several acrylic systems for
various types of nails or different clients,
the difficulty increases because you’re try-
ing to remember all the set-up times. Use
metal forms as an alternative to squeezing
because they’re already shaped into a
perfect C-curve. Metal forms usually
include several sizes of wooden dowels.
When I competed many years ago,
squeezing a C-curve wasn’t yet common
practice, so I used the metal forms and
dowels to shape strong C-curves. The
dowels should range from one the size of
a round chopstick for small nails to a
thumb-sized one for large fingers. Years
ago, nail techs had to purchase wooden
dowels at hardware stores and cut the
desired lengths themselves, but today
manufacturers have created custom dow-
els just for this purpose.

Many techs use dowels with metal and
paper forms. After you apply the product
to the form, place the dowel under the
form and, with your fingers, press the tip
around the dowel and hold it in place until
the product dries. To keep the dowel from
sticking to the underside of a paper form,
dip the dowel in acrylic powder before
using it.

Rule No. 6: 
Select the Right Tips

If you’re using tips that aren’t right for the
job to begin with, creating a perfect C-
curve will be difficult. Take one of the tips
you currently use and cut the tip in half.
Look down the barrel of the tip and com-
pare your tip’s C-curve to that of the tip
on the right in photo A. In the end, the
goal is consistency of the convex and
concave curves, so keep this in mind
when choosing a nail tip. If you’re using a
flatter tip, once you’ve applied product
on top you can refine the undersides with
an electric file to match the concave and
convex shapes. If you don’t own an elec-
tric file, use a medium-grit sanding band
on the tip of your dowel or brush end to
hand-file the underside. 

A tip has “memory”—it’ll fight to go back
to its original shape the minute you let it go.
The thicker the tip, the less it will move, even
as you’re squeezing it. Fighting is fruitless—if
you insist on holding it in place, the tip may
simply crease from end to cuticle, and you’ll
have to start all over! 

In competition, I’ve observed many
technicians using tips but refining the C-
curves to the point you’d never know
they were tips! The secret is to thin the

tip by filing it almost to translucency
before applying acrylic. A thinned tip
won’t fight back, so the acrylic dictates
the tip shape, and the competitor can
squeeze a dramatic C-curve as deep as
she’d like. Although for a working tech
this method isn’t practical time-wise, the
competitors get the look they want but
still stay within the rules of a tip and over-
lay competition! As competition director, I
get a bird’s-eye view of what everyone is
using, and the competitors always push
the envelope, developing new techniques
to achieve winning nails. I remember the
first day Tom Holcomb used his thumbs
to squeeze a C-curve. Then at last sum-
mer’s Nailpro competition at the Premiere
show in Orlando, Karin Strom from
Sweden and Mey Ling Parrish from Ohio
used a small vise grip similar to the one
on page 42! Of course, I ran right out and
bought one!

Rule No. 7: Check Rules 1
Through 6!

After you’ve finished your set, examine
the client’s nails using the five methods
below to make sure the structure is cor-
rect and consistent:

1. Your view. Make sure the side and
tip shapes are consistent from one nail to
the other and that they are wide enough.

2. Down the barrel. This view will tell
you if the C-curve’s convex and concave
curves are consistent on each finger, and if
the thickness of the tip will support every-
day wear. 

3 and 4. The profiles. Turn the nail
sideways, look at both the left and right
profiles and check the high point of the nail
(the arch or apex) to make sure it’s located
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Top: To create a perfect C-curve, you can press
the top surface of the nail around a wood or

metal dowel as the acrylic dries.

Bottom: If you view different tips down the 
barrel, you’ll see that some have deeper 

C-curve than others.
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