Bas-Relief Ceramic Tiles
Linked to Macbeth

A project suitable for KS2 children

Introduction

This creative project develops children’s confidence and technical skills in working
with clay as they make narrative bas-relief tiles based on Macbeth. Children learn
how to roll slabs, then use two different techniques for creating relief details.

Bas-Relief Sculpture

Bas-relief is a technique in which the design elements of a sculpture are slightly
raised above a flat background. It is created by adding elements to a surface, by
carving away, or by using a combination of the two techniques.

Bas-relief is a very old technique. The Ancient Egyptians, Romans and Greeks used
bas-relief details to adorn their stone architecture, for example in narrative friezes.
Significant examples of bas-relief include Angkor Wat and the Elgin Marbles. During
the Renaissance, the artist Donatello was renowned for working in both bas-relief
(low relief) and haut-relief (high relief) to show perspective. In the 19" Century, bas-
relief was used on architectural landmarks such as the Arc de Triomphe, while in the
20" and 21° Centuries, bas-relief design has become more abstract.
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Images clockwise from top: Roman frieze, 20" C. bas-relief by Fernand Leger, Donatello, Detail from Angkor Wat

Working with Clay

Creating bas-relief in clay is not difficult, but it involves learning techniques such as
slab rolling, joining, carving and modelling. It’s preferable that children have some
prior experience of using clay and are able to roll a ball and model simple forms.

Structure of the Project

The project is designed to take place over 6 sessions. The first session offers an art
historical overview of bas-relief and ceramic art, with a focus on the work of artist
Hilke Maclntyre. The remaining sessions are all practical. Time is given for children
to learn and practise new skills before making their final pieces.

This project uses air-drying clay as this is more practical for most schools. Due to the
nature of air-drying clay, it’s advisable to space sessions close together (for example



every afternoon for a week) so that artworks do not dry out before children are
finished.

National Curriculum aims

Through this project, children will:

e produce creative work, exploring ideas and recording experiences

* become proficient in... sculpture techniques

e evaluate and analyse creative works using the language of art and design

e know about great artists, craft makers and designers, and understand the
historical and cultural developments of their art forms

Key Skills
Through this project, children will:

e use drawing as a starting point for their 3D work

e build confidence with known techniques, e.g. rolling a ball

e expand clay techniques to include slab rolling, carving, modelling
* make secure joins, using the score and slip method

e select and use appropriate tools with confidence

e create texture in clay in a variety of ways

e apply a simple finish/glaze/decoration to hardened clay

Materials

You will need:
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e Air drying clay (2 x 12.5kg class packs
minimum)

e Wire for cutting clay

e Boards to work on

e Clay guides

e Plastic clay tools and wire loop tools for
carving

e Acrylic paint and PVA glue for decoration

e Plastic/cling film wrap

See the RESOURCES section of these plans
for more information on where to find
materials.




SESSION 1: ART HISTORY CONTEXT (Allow 45 minutes)

This session involves looking at images and discussing them as a class.

From an art historical perspective, there are two areas to look at with your children.
First, you could start by looking at bas-relief as an artform. This might involve
sharing images similar to those in the introduction to these plans. See also some
suggested weblinks in the Resources section. It's key that children get an
understanding of what bas-relief is and what it looks like.

Next, it would be great to look at ceramic art in more focus. There are some brilliant
and diverse artists working with clay and it is exciting for children to see how
versatile clay is as a medium. Suggested weblinks can be found in the Resources
section, including a link to the work of Lubna Chowdhary, whose tilework is fun and
inspiring.

Images top to bottom: Lubna Chowdhary, Hilke MacIntyre



FOCUS ARTIST: HILKE MACINTYRE

For a more in-depth study of an artist, the work of Hilke MaclIntyre is exemplary,
combining claywork with bas-relief techniques. Hilke MaclIntyre is a German artist
living in Scotland whose work focusses on ceramics, printmaking and painting. She
has exhibited her work throughout Europe and the UK. Maclntyre’s ceramic tiles are
engaging for children, featuring characterful people, charming animals and
intriguing scenes.

All images: Hilke MaclIntyre

For more images: http://hilke.macintyre-art.com/ceramics/




SESSION 2: LEARNING KEY SKILLS (allow 1.5 hrs)

In the first two practical sessions, children start working with clay and learn the
three skills needed for creating their bas-relief tiles. These sessions are all about
practice. It’s important to give children time to experiment without worrying about
making ‘mistakes’.

SKILL 1: Rolling a slab.

e An effective ceramic tile starts with an even slab. Give children a lump of clay a
little smaller than a tennis ball. Roll this out using a rolling pin and clay guides to
ensure an even thickness (approximately 1cm).
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e After rolling their slabs, the children should cut out their tiles. They can do this by
measuring with a ruler or by cutting around a card template. Keep the excess clay.

Useful Hints:
Work on a board rather than straight onto the table. If clay is very wet, use plastic or
cling film to prevent clay sticking to the board.

SKILL 2: Joining with ‘Score and Slip’

Referring back to Hilke Maclntyre’s work, remind children
that one way of creating bas-relief is to add detail to a
surface. It is important that details are joined correctly or
they might break off when the clay dries.

e Children roll out their excess clay to make a slightly thinner
slab, and use a pencil to draw a simple shape into the clay.
The shape is cut out.




* The technique for joining the shape to the tile is called SCORE and SLIP. ‘Slip’ is a
clay/water mixture that acts as a kind of glue. (For how to make slip, see the
RESOURCES section.)

e Children add score marks to rough up the surfaces of the areas to be joined. Slip is
added. The two pieces are pressed together firmly and smoothed.
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e Finally, children choose appropriate tools to add interesting texture.

SESSION 3 — LEARNING SKILLS (Allow 1.5 hours)

Children have learned to create bas-relief by adding
details using score and slip. In this session, they create
 bas-relief by taking away, or in other words by carving
. into a surface and using modelling skills to add form.

e Children start by making a slab and cutting out a tile.

e Next, they draw a simple shape into their tile — an
animal works well.




* Using a wire loop tool (pictured), children carve away clay from the outline of their
shape, being careful not to dig too deep! They continue to lightly carve away the
top layer of their background.

* Once their shape stands taller than the rest of the tile, children can build up the
form by adding more clay and smoothing with fingers.

e Finally, children add texture, using appropriate tools.

SESSION 4: DESIGN DEVELOPMENT (Allow 1 hr)

In this session, children are introduced to their project and the challenge of creating
a bas-relief tile, based on Macbeth. They have had time to practise all the skills that
they will use and now need to create an original design from which to work.

To support children in their designing, it can be useful to show them a range of
images made by graphic designers for posters and book covers, see over.
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Image credits L-R: Chadwick Players, Schalabi, Lily Garnaat

An effective design might include symbols associated with the play, such as the
dagger, the skull, the crown — or it might depict a scene from the play, such as the
witches meeting Macbeth. There is also scope for designing a more ambitious
animal tile — toads, beetles, serpents, owls and many other creatures are mentioned
in the play.

Children make pencil designs and add colour if they wish. They should be
encouraged to keep their designs simple. If there is time, they can make more than
one design, giving themselves a choice.

SESSION 4 and/or 5: CREATING THE FINAL TILES (Allow 2+ hours)

Ideally, allow a longer session than usual for making these final tiles, so that children
have time to work with care and include interesting texture and detail. If it’s not
possible to timetable one long session, make sure that follow-up sessions take place



over consecutive days so that the clay doesn’t become too dry. (Clay can be sprayed
lightly with water and wrapped in plastic to stop it drying overnight.)

e Children choose their favourite design to work from and make a larger slab this
time. To create their bas-relief details, children can either add elements using score
and slip, use carving and modelling, or combine the two techniques.

e Finished tiles should be put aside to dry. Drying can take up to a week.

The following images show how tiles were made from the three designs above:

Design 1:
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Design 2:

Design 3:




SESSION 6: DECORATING (Allow 1 hour)

Air drying clay is not fired. After the tiles are fully dry they will be hard, lighter in
colour and brittle. They should be handled carefully to prevent breakages.

Decorating tiles is optional, as some children may prefer the look of the clay as it is.
In this case it is still recommended to seal the unpainted clay with a ‘glaze’ of PVA
glue, for a slightly glossy finish.

If children choose to paint their tiles, acrylic paint is the most effective choice. It
dries quickly, giving a sheen. The finished tiles can be hung on a wall using extra-

strong velcro pads to make a very effective display!

The next page lists links/resources to support the sessions.

All text & Images (unless credited) Jan Periton Dunning, for The Primary Shakespeare Company
(2022)



RESOURCES

ART MATERIALS FOR SCHOOLS:

https://www.glsed.co.uk

HISTORY OF BAS-RELIEF:

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Relief

https://www.thoughtco.com/bas-relief-183192
https://www.pigmentti.com/blog/bas-relief-sculpture-what-is-it-and-how-can-it-be-
used-in-modern-day-interior-design/

Images of Bas-Relief wall panels, murals and frescoes ancient and modern:
https://www.veniceclayartists.com/wall-panels-murals-frescoes/

GENERAL CERAMICS RESOURCES:

https://www.craftscouncil.org.uk

Article, The Artling: "13 Ceramic Artists Reshaping the Medium’:
https://theartling.com/en/artzine/contemporary-ceramic-artists/

Article, The NY Times: ‘The Black Potters Giving New Life to British Ceramics’:
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/03/17/t-magazine/black-british-ceramics.html

Current Exhibition: Body Vessel Clay at 2 Temple Place, London — 70 years of work
by Black female ceramic artists including Magdalene Odundo and Lady Kwali:
https://twotempleplace.org/exhibitions/body-vessel-clay/

FOCUS ARTIST HILKE MACINTYRE:
http://hilke.macintyre-art.com

Lubna Chowdhary website:
https://lubnachowdhary.co.uk

Video for making air-drying Clay Slip:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rAVO7i68c4k




