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Whimsical “Calacas”
Clay Skeletons for Day of the Dead

Diana Carter, art teacher


Objectives and Goals: 

· Students will make a real world connection between art and culture.
· Students will learn basic hand building techniques using the coil and slab methods.
· Students will create a a skeleton in the tradition of Mexico’s Day of the Dead

· Students will participate in a positive art critique process
Vocabulary (5 min):
· Clay slab -  a carefully prepared and flattened sheet of clay.
· Calaca – whimsical skeleton representing people from various walks of life. Iconic of the Mexican holiday, Dia de los Muertos, “Calacas” confirm that death is the great equalizer affecting rich and poor alike.

· Score – to cut or scratch a surface of clay in order to attach it to another clay surface.

Anticipatory Set (5 min): 

Teacher will introduce the term “calacas” and show posters and models of Calacas made in Mexico. Also, examples of Calacas made by elementary students and by the teacher. Students who do not want to make skeletons have the option of creating a human figure using the same method of constrction.
Procedure (15 min): 

Teacher will create a Calaca and demonstrate the following steps:
· 1. Roll a coil of clay about the length of your middle finger, and no longer than the tip of your finger and the middle of your palm.
· 2. Tap one side of the coil to give it a flattened back side. (optional)
· 3. Split the coil about halfway down to form legs.

· 4. Flip the tips of each leg to form a foot or shoes.

· 5. Roll a coil and place it on top of the coil to form the neck and arms of the figure. You should pinch the coil at the neck area to form the neck of the figure.

· 6. Roll an oval ball of clay for the head. If creating a skeleton press finger to the back of the head to emphasize the shape of the skull and jaw line

· 7. Place a coiled wire or large, sturdy paper clip in the clay to attach the head to the body.

· 8. Smooth figure and bring out details using wire tools and fingertips. You may add hats, hair and accessories to the figure using the “score’ method. (I do not recommend using slip or water to help attach parts.)

· 9. Roll an oval ball of clay and flatten it to create an oval base, about ½ inch thick. Score and attach the sculpture to its base.
Guided Practice (35 min):
Students will follow procedure to create their own clay figures under teacher supervision.
Closure (5 min): 

· Figures will be placed, wet, in the kiln and allowed to dry.
· Works will be fired at Cone 04

· (Bisque Figures will later be painted with acrylic paints or ceramic under glazes

· Seal painted calacas with acrylic gloss medium

· Fire under glazed figures at Cone 04, or if coated with clear glaze, fire at 06
Required Materials and Equipment: 

· Lo-Fire White or Red Earth Clay
· Wire modeling Tools

· Large paper clips, or kiln proof wire

· Acrylic paints or Ceramic under glaze in various colors
· Ceramics Kiln

· 18 x 12 Manila paper “placemat” for a disposable work surface (After use, spritz placemat with water, then fold carefully, trapping clay particles, and place in trash can. Spraying helps keep clay dust from floating into the environment.)
Assessment and Follow-Up: 

Volunteer students will be allowed to critique their own works in front of the class. They will talk about the strengths and weaknesses they perceive in their piece. Audience will be invited to offer positive comments. 
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*See more photos and lesson plan at www.DayoftheDeadGallery.com
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