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List of Postcards

1. Mexico
Oaxacan Lizard
Wood, pigment
Education Collection of the Utah Museum of Fine Arts
Museum # 1996.13

2. Mexico
Tiger Mask
Papier Mâché, paint, bristles
Education Collection of the Utah Museum of Fine Arts,
Museum # D656

3. Mexico
Arbol de Vida (Tree of Life)
Ceramic
Purchased with funds from Friends of the Art Museum
Museum # 1990.024.001

4. Mexico
Virgin de Los Dolores
Paint on tin
On loan from Owen D. Mort, Jr.
Museum # L1987.4.248

5. Mexico
Day of the Dead Figure, 1955-1965
Earthenware and polychrome
Purchased with funds from Friends of the Art Museum
Museum # 1996.011.001

6. Mexico
Nativity Scene with Dancers
Ceramic
Gift of Lisa I. Hansen
Museum # 1991.019.004
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Oaxacan Lizard

The Zapotec people of the Mexican State of Oaxaca (Wa-HA-ka) are known for their woodcarvings, called ale-
brijes, dating back to pre-Hispanic times. In the mid-1900s, responding to the tourist market, a new carving
method, attributed to Manuel Jimenez, emerged out of Oaxaca using the wood of the Copal (or Copillo) tree.
Often mistakenly called alebrijes, this new carving method has now turned into a popular form of art.

Lizards such as this one are a common type of carving, along with turtles, armadillos, giraffes and devils. While
the wood is still green and workable, carvers sculpt it into various forms, using the natural shape and grain of
the wood to determine its final appearance. The sculpture is then sanded down, treated to protect it from
insects, and then painted with acrylics, often using traditional Zapotec colors and designs. While copal wood is
the standard material, carvers also use other woods such as pine, cedar and other more exotic woods.

Oaxacan carvings have become an international craze. Once one of the poorest states in Mexico, Oaxaca is
now becoming a competitive marketplace of artisans practicing their trade producing these sculptures.
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Oaxacan Animal Sculpture
Lesson

An art lesson plan for Oaxacan Lizard
written by Tiya Karaus

Objective:
Students will be able to describe where and how the Oaxacan Lizard was made.
Students will sculpt and paint an animal inspired by Oaxacan woodcarvings.

State core links:
Standard 1
Making: Students will assemble and create sculpture by manipulating art media and by organizing
images the elements and principles.
Objective B Create sculpture using art elements and principles.

• Create expressive sculpture using art elements, including line, texture, form, negative space, and
value.
• Create expressive sculptures using principles to organize the art elements, including unity,
proportion, emphasis, and balance.

Standard 2
Perceiving: Students will find meaning by analyzing, criticizing, and evaluating works of art.
Objective A Critique works of art.

• Describe artworks according to use of art elements and principles.
• Examine the functions of art.
• Interpret works of art.

Materials:
Postcard of Oaxacan Lizard
Flour and salt for Baker’s clay (recipe listed in sources section)
Cookie sheets
Small cups for water
measuring cups, wooden spoon, large bowl if mixing clay in classroom
paint
paint brushes
sand paper (optional)

Initiation:
Display postcard of the Oaxacan Lizard. Ask students what the sculpture is of, how it was made, what is
unique about the way it is decorated.
(Give background information on the Oaxacan Lizard appropriate to age and interest level of students. A map
of Mexico and links to websites with examples of Oaxacan carvings appears at the end of the lesson plan in
the sources section.)
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Activity:
1. Make Baker’s clay. If appropriate, have students help measure, mix, and kneed the clay. Distribute a portion
of clay to each student.

2. Have students construct their animals. Remind students to use a little water to attach pieces of clay
together.

3. When sculptures are complete place on a cookie sheet.

4. Bake sculptures in an oven. They may plump just a bit as they are cooked in the oven.

5. Paint a base coat of paint and let dry.

6. Paint designs on animal sculptures. Students should use at least three different colors. It may help to allow
one color to dry before applying the next. Oaxacan artists often use dots and repeating lines to adorn their
carvings. Encourage students to experiment and express themselves by painting a variety of patterns or
designs on their animal (at least three).

Assessment: Oaxacan Animal Sculpture Rubric
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Variations:
For younger students the baker’s clay can be rolled out and animal forms cut with cookie cutter. These can
then be baked and painted by students.

For younger students or a quick one day project, have students color Oaxacan inspired pattern on one of the
animal stencils. If stencils are photocopied or traced onto heavy paper, they can be decorated and the
attached to a tongue depressor to create a puppet. Use the puppets for the language arts extension activity.

Extensions:
Social Studies: Mexico is a country rich in history and culture. Have students research and present a report
on a Mexican topic. (Zapotec people, the states of Mexico, Maya civilization, etc.)

Discussion topic:The woodcarvings of Oaxaca have increased the economic prosperity of the region. Discuss
art as an economic force. Could a similar approach help other economically depressed regions?

Language Arts:Write fables, stories, or plays about the animals you created.

Map from www.worldatlas.com
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Baker's Clay
4 cups unsifted flour
1 1/2 cups water
1 cup salt

Yield: Makes enough dough for 6-8 fist sized portions

NOTE: Do not halve or double recipe.

Mix ingredients together thoroughly and knead for 5 minutes. If mixture is too dry, work in extra water with
hands. Use your hands or kitchen utensils to shape and form figures. Use water as a glue to fasten dough seg-
ments together. Place designs on a cookie sheet and bake in a preheated 350 degree oven for 1 hour or until
done. (Or they may be baked at 250 degrees F for two hours)When done, sand lightly if desired and paint.

The above recipe and other clay recipes can be found at the following website:
http://www.recipegoldmine.com/childclay/childclay.html

Websites with examples of Oaxacan woodcarvings:
http://www.oaxacanwoodcarving.com/ check out the art guide, excellent information and examples
http://www.lizardkingarts.com/Oaxacan%20Carvings.htm
http://www.oaxacafinecarvings.com/woodcarvings/aurorasosabunny.htm

Sources:
The UMFATeacher Resource Center has this object available to check out. Call 581-3580 to reserve or visit
www.umfa.utah.edu
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Tiger Mask

The jaguar (called el tigre by the Spanish who had never seen a jaguar) was an important animal in the cultures
of pre-Hispanic Mexico. Not only was it a symbol for war, conquest, and the destructive forces of nature, but
the jaguar was also deified as a model for the Aztec, Olmec,Toltec and Zapotec way of life. And, if tamed by
proper rituals, the Jaguar was a symbol for fertility as well.Today, these masks, despite the jaguar’s scarcity in
Mexico, are the most popular masks used in fiestas or dances. This particular mask was crafted in the state of
Guerrero by the Nahua Indians, who are descendants of the Aztecs. Guerrero is known for creating masks with
animal motifs.The mask is first carved from soft woods while the wood is still green. Then layers of lacquer are
added after the wood is dry. The mask is also painted and has other unique characteristics, such as boar bris-
tles for whiskers and mirrored eyes.

Shamanism, a belief that there are connections between the living and the spirit world affected by Holy Men, or
Shamans, is slowly disappearing in Mexico today. However, elements of it are kept alive by native cultures, such
as the Nahua Indians, who survived the Spanish conquest. These masks are still understood as agents of pro-
found mystical transformation. They also embody the ethnic, social, and religious aspects that make Mexican
folk art so culturally insightful.
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Create Your Own Ceremonial Animal Mask
Lesson

An art lesson plan for Tiger Mask
written by Katie Fowers

Objective:
Art History: Students will be able to identify the state of Guerrero on a map where the Nahua Indians lived
and identify some qualities of Aztec and Mexican Folk art.
Art Criticism: Students will understand that the mask is a ceremonial object as well as a piece of artwork and
a historical artifact.
Art Production: Students will create their own animal papier mâché animal mask to display or wear.

State core links:
Standard 1
The student will explore and refine the application of media, techniques, and artistic processes.
Objective 1
Explore a variety of art materials while learning new techniques and processes. Standard 3
The student will choose and evaluate artistic subject matter, themes, symbols, ideas, meanings, and purposes.

Standard 3
The student will choose and evaluate artistic subject matter, themes, symbols, ideas, meanings, and purposes.
Objective 1
Explore possible content and purposes in significant works of art.
Objective 2
Discuss, evaluate, and choose symbols, ideas, subject matter, meanings, and purposes for their own artworks.

Standard 4
The student will interpret and apply visual arts in relation to cultures, history, and all learning.
Objective 1
Compare the arts of different cultures to explore their similarities and diversities.
Objective 2
Connect various kinds of art with particular cultures, times, or places.

Introduction:
Around the thirteenth century, the Aztecs migrated from the north to the highlands of Mesoamerica. At one
point they were enslaved by another tribe, but eventually gained their independence in 1325.

We have learned a lot about the Aztecs through storytellers and ancient manuscripts that passed their history
and culture down through the ages. However, as with other cultures, we have also gained vast amounts of
insight and knowledge about this culture through their art that has been preserved over the years.

The main materials used in Aztec art include volcanic stone, basalt and other hard stones, feathers, paint,
leather, human and animal bones, turquoise, jade, starfish, sea urchins, gold, colored shells, amethyst, agate, opal,
jasper, and onyx.The traditional and common colors that the Aztec used in their art consist of blue, olive,
green, crimson, pink, ocher, black, and white.



Because they used materials that were durable and strong, they have lasted through the ages and give us
insight into their lives. Most of their art reflects their everyday life, what was important to them. Fertility
was an important aspect to the Aztecs in order to carry on their tribe, so we often find drawings of pregnant
women and, of course, the jaguar, which is a symbol for fertility in many different art pieces. Other important
themes in Aztec art include serpents, death and monstrous deities.

Aztec art reached its peak under the reign of its last rulers. Missionaries and conquerors that encountered
the Aztec destroyed much of their artwork because it represented idolatry to them, and in consequence,
went directly against the missionaries’ teachings and beliefs.Very little remains of what was once a vast collec-
tion of Aztec art.The Nahua Indians who made this particular jaguar mask were among those who survived
the onslaught of the Spanish conquest.What has been recognized by the world, however, had its effect.
Present day artists still mirror their own work after Aztec art.

Like the Aztec, popular Mexican arts of today are of such a variety that it is hard to focus on just one particu-
lar craft.These crafts are made with vibrant colors, exciting designs, and are from a variety of materials.These
materials include wax, metals, tree bark, clay, wood, wool, and materials found in the environment.

This mask, as well as ones like it, is found in museums around the world. They are considered “artwork”, but
also serve other purposes. When they were made, they were ceremonial objects used in rituals and dances.
There original purpose is different from what it is when it is displayed in a museum. It is considered artwork
because the people expressed their emotions, beliefs and artistic talents when they made it. It is also consid-
ered a historical artifact because we have learned much about their culture just by studying the piece.
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Materials:
newspaper (cut into strips 1 inch wide)
flour and water mixture (wall paper paste also works)
plastic bowls
paint brushes
tempera paint
masking tape
shellac
buckets
sand paper
pencils and scratch paper
optional: feathers, fake fur, beads, raffia, etc.

Activity:
* You may want to advise the kids to wear old t-shirts or aprons, as this is a somewhat messy project (but
very fun!). Also, set down newspaper over working area before starting to make clean up easier and less
messy.

1. Have the students brainstorm possible ideas and make sketches of the animals they may want to make.Try
to encourage the students to choose an animal that expresses personal values, interests, personality traits,
etc.

2.You can use plastic bowls to make the base of the mask so that it will sit upright. However, if the students
wish to wear the masks, they can just form the shape of the head out of crumpled newspaper and masking
tape

3.To make the paste, mix about 2 cups of water to 1 cup of flour to the consistency of cream. You can use
the buckets to mix it in

4. Dip a shred of newspaper in the paste mix until it is completely saturated. Wipe off extra paste by pulling
the strip between your fingers before applying it to the animal head.

5. Smooth the paper strip down with your fingers. Continue this process until you have completely covered
the frame.

6. Let it sit overnight.

7.Add about 3 to 5 layers and allow to dry overnight.

8.You may use sand paper to smooth the surface if desired (make sure the heads are dry).

9. Decorate the heads with paint, or if desired, feathers, beads, raffia, etc.You may paint over the finished prod-
uct with shellac or clear plastic to maintain permanence.

10.When cleaning up, do not dump the paste mixture down the drain, throw it in the garbage.Wipe off hands
well with newspaper or paper towels before washing them in the sink.

Variations:
Since this is a messy project and somewhat time consuming, it is always possible for younger children to make
animal masks out of construction paper, scissors and glue or to color/decorate paper plates. 14



Assessment:
Have each member of the class give a one-minute description (or show and tell) of their head to the class,
why they chose the animal they did and what meaning it has to them.Also, for grading assessment, see
attached rubric.

Sources:
www.yale.edu/ynhti/curriculum/units
www.princetonol.com/groups/iad/lessons
UMFA Pre-Columbian packet (Evening for Educators) 2004
http://.encarta.msn.com/map
The UMFATeacher Resource Center has this object available to check out. Call 581-3580 to reserve or visit
www.umfa.utah.edu
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Arbol de Vida (Tree of Life)

Mexican ceramic tradition dates back to the
ancient Olmec culture. Since then, other cul-
tures, including the Aztecs, Mixtecs, and
Spaniards helped evolve these traditions into
the regional styles of today. The Arbol de la
Vida, or “Tree of Life,” is a distinctive object
from the last 100 years from the state of
Metepec. The “Tree of Life” gets its name
from the original versions of the trees, which
explained the origins of life, i.e. the biblical
story of Adam and Eve. Today, Arboles de la
Vida can have many narratives, which are gen-
erally meant to be “read” from bottom to top
and may include biographical scenes.

The trees are made of clay with a flat base.
The leaves, fruit, figures and/or animals are all
attached by wire to the tree. They used to be
painted by aniline paints until the 1960’s, when
acrylics proved more durable. Many trees are
now left unpainted, often made with red ter-
racotta, for a more distinctive look. The
Arboles have crossed over into other aspects
of Mexican culture; Day of the Dead and
Nativity trees have recently become popular.

Arboles de la Vida have become one of the
most well known objects in Mexican folk art.
Today they are sought after by art collectors
from all over the world.

17
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Arbol de Vida (Tree of Life)
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Purchased with funds from Friends of the Art Museum
Museum # 1990.024.001
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Student Autobiographical “Tree of Life”
Lesson

An art and art history lesson plan for Arbol de Vida
written by Jo Bradbury

Objective:
Students will learn about the Mexican ceramic tradition and the art of creating an Arbol de la Vida, or Tree of
Life. They will use this knowledge to create their own, autobiographical narrative using these symbols, meth-
ods, and imagery.

State core links:
Ceramics (7-12)
Standard 1: Making
Students will assemble and create ceramics by manipulating art media and by organizing images the elements
and principles.

Objective B
Create ceramics using art elements and principles.
Create expressive ceramics using art elements, including form, shape, negative space, and
texture.
Create expressive works of art using principles to organize the art elements,
including contrast, repetition, balance, and unity.

Drawing (7-12)
Standard 1: Making
Students will assemble and create drawings by manipulating art media and by organizing images with the ele-
ments and principles.

Objective A Refine techniques and processes in a variety of media.
Experience and control a variety of media, including current arts-related
technologies.
Select and analyze the expressive potential of drawing media, techniques, and processes.
Practice safe and responsible use of art media, equipment, and studio space.

Materials:
•Drawing paper, pencil, crayons or oil pastels.
•Ceramic materials:

Clay, slip, water, sponges, crafting tools, access to kiln (see variations if no kiln access).

Activity:
Students will create an autobiographical narrative and make their own Arbol de la Vida which will tell the story
of their life, including significant events such as birthdays, vacations, events they remember, etc.
.

•To begin, give an introduction to the Mexican ceramic tradition and Mexican Folk Art. Show the Arbol
de la Vida shown in this packet as a cultural exemplar. Discuss the tradition of the Aztecs, Mixtecs, and
Spaniards and how they evolved this tradition over time. They began by depicting the tale of Adam and Eve
and the origins of life, the “Tree” form symbolizes this. Discuss further how today, these Arboles de la Vida are
used to portray biographical narratives and other scenarios using symbolism.



•Next, have the students design their Arbol on paper to prepare for the ceramic final
product.

o These narratives generally “read” from bottom to top, and so the students will
plan their Arbol in a drawing.
o Using drawing media and skills they will start by drawing a “tree” form on paper
with pencil.
o Then they will divide the tree into three parts using a ruler. In each of the
segments they will illustrate an event in their lives using simple symbols as they did
in the example.
o They will then organize the series of events from bottom to top, using pictures that
represent the events that slowly “grow” throughout the “Tree.”

•With the 2-D drawing as a reference, its time to move into the ceramics studio!
o Using clay, the students will create their “Tree of Life” starting with a flat base
(depending on how much clay is available, the size of each students’ project could
vary from 7” to one or two feet).
o They will build up from the flat base, molding the symbols of their lives
experiences and connecting them to their tree form. They will also mold leaves
and fruit of the tree to decorate the overall form.
oWhen the Arbol is done, and has reaching bone dry, fire.
o Because the traditional Arboles are sometimes left unpainted, you could leave this
as the finished project.
o An extension would be to use Acrylic paints to paint the surface of the Arbol.

Sources:
Handout in this folder.

Variations and Extensions:
Students could tell only one event in their life, if the series is too complicated. Also, if a ceramic kiln is

unavailable, there is non-fire clay that air dries and can also be painted.

Assessment:
Assessment will be based on the following rubric:
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Virgin de Los Dolores
In Catholic Mexico, the Virgin Mary is revered in many
different personas, each embodying either different
events and times in her life (called advocacions), or in
her many appearances during history (apparitions). Our
Lady of Sorrows, or Nuestra Señora de los Dolores, is an
advocacion where theVirgin is in grief at the foot of the
cross where her Son is dying.

Artists paint Our Lady of Sorrows in three traditional
poses. In the first, she is standing at the cross with her
face turned upward, her hands clasped in prayer. In the
second, seven daggers pierce Mary’s heart, symbolizing
the Seven Sorrows of Mary. These seven painful events
pertaining to her son in Mary’s life were: 1. The
Prophecy of Simeon that Jesus will die; 2.The flight into
Egypt; 3. The loss of the child Jesus for three days; 4.
Meeting Jesus on the way to Calvary; 5.The Crucifixion;
6. Jesus taken down from the cross; 7. Jesus laid in the
tomb. And in the third pose, like this painting, a sword
is penetrating her heart, in fulfillment of the biblical
prophecy of Simeon in Luke 2:34-35. Upon presenting
the baby Jesus in the temple, Simeon prophesies that
Jesus would bring redemption to the people of Israel,
and that “a sword shall pierce your own [Mary’s]
soul…” In all three poses, she is depicted in widow’s
veils. There are other biblical symbols in this painting
that tribute to Mary’s sorrow. The column represents
the one that Jesus was bound to when he was flagellat-
ed. The cloth with the image of Jesus is the towel that

Veronica gave to Him with which He wiped His face, leaving the impression of His countenance. And the roos-
ter is the one that Jesus refers to in The Gospel of St. Matthew, where He says to St. Peter: “Before the cock
crow, thou shalt deny me thrice.”

On each of the Fridays of Lent, special religious events take place in the villages and towns of Mexico. Altars,
dedicated to sacred figures, are erected in homes, streets and churches. Viernes Santo (Holy Friday) is the last
Friday of Lent, the Friday before Semana Santa (HolyWeek). This is the day of the Feast of Our Lady of Sorrows,
where the Virgin de los Dolores is celebrated by masses and processions. Images such as this one accompanied
by a cross are set on altars. Flowers and candles in shades of purple are often arranged around the image to
symbolize grief. The Virgin de los Dolores is an example of the role that images of venerated figures, or Santos,
play in Mexican folk art, and also in the lives of everyday Mexicans.

Mexico
Virgin de Los Dolores
Paint on tin
On loan from Owen D. Mort, Jr.
Museum # L1987.4.248
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Mexican Folk Art and Art of the Santos,
Symbolism in Art, Value, and Proportions of
the Face Lesson

An art history lesson plan for Virgin de Los Dolores
written by Jo Bradbury

Objective:
Student will understand the meaning of symbolism in art through an art history lecture and a drawing project.
Students will be able to identify symbols in the image, Virgin de Los Dolores and create a symbolic self-portrait
in pencil.

State core links:
Standard 3: Expressing
Students will create meaning in drawings.
Objective A: Create content in drawings.

•Identify subject matter, metaphor, themes, symbols, and content in drawings.
•Create drawings that effectively communicate subject matter, metaphor, themes, symbols,

or individually conceived content.
•Create divergent, novel, or individually inspired applications of art media or art elements

and principles that express content.

Materials:
•Information on Virgin de los Dolores provided in Evening for Educators packet, image included.
•Pencil.
•2 pieces large sketch paper.

Activity:
Begin by showing image of Virgin de los Dolores on overhead or Powerpoint. Discuss the piece in full-

ness, focusing on the different objects that have symbolic meaning, such as; the column in the background rep-
resents the one that Jesus was bound to when he was flagellated, the sword in Mary’s heart symbolizing both
her sorrow, and the premonition of Simeon, etc. (Remember to keep the religious topics in a cultural per-
spective and avoid religious doctrines/opinions in the diverse classroom).

Then show how symbolism affects us in our current lives, i.e., the flag symbolizes patriotism, the heart
symbolizes love, the dollar sign symbolizes greed, etc. Ask the students to brainstorm on one piece of sketch
paper symbols that apply to their lives. Maybe a book shape would symbolize their joy of reading or learning,
or a banana shape symbolizes their love of food, etc. They could even be more literal with a T.V., soccer ball,
or a shopping bag, whatever they enjoy in their lives.

Following the brainstorm session, students will draw a self portrait in an iconic state (flat face, maybe
some mannerisms found in this genre of Mexican Art of the Santos) and then incorporate the symbols that
they created for themselves. Using pencil with value, the students will continue to work on the portrait until
completion.



Assessment:
Students will be assessed in a class critique. Each student will put his/her symbolic self-portrait up in

front of the class. The rest of the class will try to identify the symbols in the portrait and what they mean.
The teacher will grade according to participation, quality of final portrait, and completion of project.

Sources:
You should be able to complete the lecture with the materials provided in this Evening for Educators

packet.

Variations:
Students could use aluminum pieces and draw their self-portraits on them in the manner of the Santos

pieces. They could color with oil pastels or colored pencil to incorporate color.

Extensions:
To extend this lesson in to an entire unit, the teacher could research middle ages European Art, and

work their way through time ending up at the 20th century surrealists who all use symbolism. This is a great
way to discuss art history, making it more interesting and personal to students.
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Day of the Dead Figure

A ritual known as Dia de los Muertos, or “Day of the
Dead,” is practiced today in Mexico and many parts of
the United States. Celebrated by the ancient Aztecs,
Day of the Dead today is a Mexican tradition combin-
ing the Aztec practice with Roman Catholic beliefs. It
is held on November 1 and 2, during the Catholic hol-
idays of All Saint’s Day and All Soul’s Day. This is when
it is said that souls of the deceased return to visit the
living. During the festival, people honor the souls of the
departed with various customs. Families visit cemeter-
ies and decorate graves with flowers and candles.
Some people build shrines of dead family members in
their house and remember them by eating their
favorite food or playing their favorite music. Starting in
October, stores in Mexico stock up on many Day of the
Dead goodies such as candy coffins, skulls and a sweet
bread called pan de muerto.

Wood or clay skeletons, like this one, are used for dif-
ferent rituals during Day of the Dead. Parades are a
popular custom during the festival. People march
through the streets putting on mock funerals, carrying
skeletons and coffins with a live costumed person
inside. The skeletons are also used during the parades
to act out humorous weddings. There are skeletons
used for decoration on altars or gravesites or as toys
as well. This sets the tone for the holiday not as a
somber and quiet remembrance, as death is usually
treated in most parts of the United States, but as a joy-
ous and festive celebration.

Mexico
Day of the Dead Figure, 1955-1965
Earthenware and polychrome
Purchased with funds from Friends of the Art Museum
Museum # 1996.011.001
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Dia de los Muertos Sugar Skeletons
Lesson

An art lesson plan for Day of the Dead Figure
written by Tracey Matthews

Lesson Purpose:
To introduce students to varying customs of remembering the dead, focusing on Dia de los Muertos, or the
Day of the Dead.

Content Objectives:
• Students will complete readings discussing Memorial Day, Halloween, and Dia de los Muertos.
• Students will discuss different perspectives that exist throughout cultures by participating in a Creative

Debate Exercise.
• Students will reflect on the discussed ways of remembering the deceased by writing about their own per-

spective and thoughts.
• Students will analyze the Day of the Dead Figure and discover similarities and diversities to other kinds of

sculpture art.

Process Objectives:
• Students will use materials appropriately and safely to create sculptures inspired by the Day of the Dead

Figure.
• Students will create sculpture that possesses symbolic meaning.

State core links:
Language Objectives:
StandardVII- Comprehension-Students understand interpret and analyze narrative and informational texts.
StandardVIII- Students write daily to communicate effectively for a variety of purposes and audiences.

Fine Arts Elementary Core Standards:
Standard 1
The student will explore and refine the application of media, techniques, and artistic processes. Objective 3-
Handle art materials in a safe and responsible manner.
Standard 3
The student will choose and evaluate artistic subject matter, themes, symbols, ideas, meanings, and purposes.
Objective 2-Discuss, evaluate, and choose symbols, ideas, subject matter, meanings, and purposes for students '
own artworks.
Standard 4
The student will interpret and apply visual arts in relation to cultures, history, and all learning. Objective 1-
Compare the arts of different cultures to explore their similarities and diversities. Objective 2-Connect vari-
ous kinds of art with particular cultures, times, or places.



Materials:
Classroom Activities Materials-

• Copies of Readings
Supplies for clay sculptures-

• Clay, modeling tools, sponges, rolling pins, cutting wires, water sprayers
Supplies to make Sugar skulls-

2 cups sifted powdered sugar
1 egg white
1 tablespoon light corn syrup
1/2 teaspoon of vanilla
1/3 cup of corn starch
food coloring
1 fine paintbrush

Preparation: Mix egg white, syrup and vanilla in a dry bowl. Mix the sifted powdered sugar into the mixture
gradually with your fingers until it forms a ball (if not using molds later, use plenty of cornstarch). Sprinkle
cornstarch on a table or cutting board. Place the mixture on the table and shape it into a smooth ball.Wrap
tightly in plastic and chill until ready (It will keep for several months).After molding, wait for figures to dry
and then paint with food coloring.

Activity:

Setting the Stage:
The three readings provided should get students thinking about the different ways people remember those
that have passed away.

1. Divide the class into thirds with each group focusing on one of the following holidays: Memorial Day,
Halloween, Dia de los Muertos. Have each group record previous knowledge about their assigned holiday, and
then pass out the appropriate reading. Instruct students to record important information from the reading,
and then talk about how we think of the deceased on this holiday.Write on the board,“During this holiday,
how do people think about those who have died? How do people act or what do they say?” and have each
group write a collaborative response to the question.

2.Then have each group take turns answering the question. Guide a debate about how people “should” think
of those who have died.Ask the students why these different attitudes exist. Ask the students to think about
their own feelings for those that have passed away.

Introduction:
The introduction should provide students with a basic overview of Dia de los Muertos and highlight the simi-
larities and diversities of holidays they may already be familiar with. Often extended family members or others
in the community would be happy to visit with the class and discuss the importance of Dia de los Muertos in
Mexican culture.There are many books and videos available that provide information about Dia de los
Muertos for every grade level. Here are a few: The Days of the Dead: Mexico's Festival of CommunionWith the
Departed by John Greenleigh, Digging the Days of the Dead:A Reading of Mexico's Dias De Muertos by Juanita
Garciagodoy, Through the Eyes of the Soul, Day of the Dead in Mexico - Michoacan (Through the Eyes of the Soul,
Day of the Dead in Mexico) by Mary J.Andrade, Day of the Dead by Tony Johnston, Day of The Dead Through The
Eyes Of The Soul: Mexico City (Great Heartlanders Series) by Mary J.Andrade, Festival of the Bones / El Festival de
las Calaveras :The Book for the Day of the Dead by Luis SanVicente,The Latino Holiday Book: From Cinco De Mayo
to Dia De Los Muertos:The Celebrations and Traditions of Hispanic-Americans byValerie Menard.
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1. Introduce the project- People often spend days preparing for Dia de los Muertos festivities. On Dia de los
Muertos children often play with funeral toys and enjoy sweets like sugar skulls. People often eat them like
Valentines day candy and it reminds them that someday they too will die.This is not morbid or sad, but
reminds people to enjoy life while they are alive. Sugar model making dates back over 100 years and has
developed into a remarkable skill.We will be making skeleton sculptures similar to this practice (You may
choose to actually make sugar skeletons and a recipe is included in the materials section, or you may use
clay). Have students look at the Day of the Dead figure. Like many other skeleton figures created for the Dia
de los Muertos celebration, the skeleton is depicted active and dressed in festive clothing.

Individual Activity:
Tell students that the way the skeleton is depicted in the day of the dead figure reflects Mexican cultures out-
look towards those who have passed away. Have students ponder how they think about the dead now and
plan symbolic meaning for their skeleton sculpture.You may have students create skeletons similar to those
used for Dia de los Muertos or you may ask them to create a skeleton sculpture reflect the way they think of
the dead.

1. Instruct students if modeling clay that when attaching two pieces of a clay you must create a secure bond
by rubbing the join together.Also because of the plasticity of clay children tend to elongate the clay into thin
pieces that extend from the main form.When the clay dries these become extremely fragile and easily bro-
ken. One last word of warning: do not let students wash clay down school sinks, instead have buckets of
water available. For more guidance on using clay with children I would recommend the book Clay in the
Classroom by Peter Clough ($12.50), however may great websites also exist such as http://www.earlychild
hood.com/Articles/index.cfm?A=430&FuseAction=Article.
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2.While students are sculpting skeletons teach the Spanish words for the parts of the body. Face-La Cara,
Knee- La Rodilla, Stomach- El Estómago, Head-La Cabeza, Leg-La Pierna, Foot- El Pie, Eye- El Ojo,Thumb- El
Pugar, Finger- El Dedo, Neck- El Cuello,Arm-El Brazo, Hand- La Mano.

3.About half way into creating their sculptures have students stop.Ask for volunteers to talk about their
piece, what it means, and what has been difficult.

4.After students finish their sculptures hold a class critique to praise people’s work let each student talk
about their piece.

5.As some students finish before others begin a game of Simon Says but in Spanish. Begin by saying Simón Dice
tocar, which means Simon says touch or Simón Dice Mover, which means Simon says move….And then review
the human anatomy in Spanish. It may be necessary to write all of the words for body parts in Spanish on the
board.

Closing Activity:
Have students complete an “Out of thisWorld” Reflection. Have students write for ten minutes on the fol-
lowing: Your spacecraft has just landed outside the school building and your first stop is our classroom.The
students in our classroom have a great deal of information to share.Write your observations of the skeleton
sculptures you discover and what the students tell you about them.

Evaluation/Assessment:
Evaluate students by assessing their participation, safety practices, creativity and sculptural complexity, as well
as their final written reflection.

Additional Images to Look at:
Diego Rivera. Urban Day of the Dead (The Fair on All Souls’ Day) 1923-1938 Fresco. Court of the Fiestas,
Ministry of Public Education Mexico City

Diego Rivera. Rural Day of the Dead (The Cemetery). 1923-28 Fresco. Court of the Fiestas, Ministry of Public
Education Mexico City
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First Reading
THEWHITE HOUSE

Office of the Press Secretary
________________________________________________________________________
For Immediate Release May 2, 2000
Memorandum on theWhite House Program for the National Moment
of Remembrance
Memorandum for the Heads of Executive Departments and Agencies

Subject: White House Program for the National Moment of Remembrance

As Memorial Day approaches, it is time to pause and consider the
true meaning of this holiday. Memorial Day represents one day of
national awareness and reverence, honoring those Americans who died
while defending our Nation and its values.While we should honor these
heroes every day for the profound contribution they have made to
securing our Nation's freedom, we should honor them especially on
Memorial Day.
In this time of unprecedented success and prosperity throughout our

land, I ask that all Americans come together to recognize how fortunate
we are to live in freedom and to observe a universal ``National Moment
of Remembrance'' on each Memorial Day.This memorial observance
represents a simple and unifying way to commemorate our history and
honor the struggle to protect our freedoms.
Accordingly, I hereby direct all executive departments and agencies,

in consultation with theWhite House Program for the National Moment of
Remembrance (Program), to promote a ``National Moment of Remembrance''
to occur at 3 p.m. (local time) on each Memorial Day.
Recognizing that Memorial Day is a Federal holiday, all executive

departments and agencies, in coordination with the Program and to the
extent possible and permitted by law, shall promote and provide
resources to support a National Moment of Remembrance, including:

• Encouraging individual department and agency personnel, and
Americans everywhere, to pause for one minute at 3:00 p.m.
(local time) on Memorial Day, to remember and reflect on the
sacrifices made by so many to provide freedom for all.
• Recognizing, in conjunction with Memorial Day, department
and agency personnel whose family members have made the
ultimate sacrifice for this Nation.
• Providing such information and assistance as may be
necessary for the Program to carry out its functions.

I have asked the Director of theWhite House Millennium Council to
issue additional guidance, pursuant to this Memorandum, to the heads of
executive departments and agencies regarding specific activities and
events to commemorate the National Moment of Remembrance.

William J. Clinton

Note: This memorandum was released by the Office of the Press
Secretary on May 3.
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Second Reading

The History Channel: Evolution of a Holiday
http://www.historychannel.com/exhibits/halloween/holiday_origins3.html

As European immigrants came to America, they brought their varied Halloween customs with them. Because
of the rigid Protestant belief systems that characterized early New England, celebration of Halloween in colo-
nial times was extremely limited there. It was much more common in Maryland and the southern colonies.As
the beliefs and customs of different European ethnic groups, as well as the American Indians, meshed, a dis-
tinctly American version of Halloween began to emerge.The first celebrations included "play parties," public
events held to celebrate the harvest, where neighbors would share stories of the dead, tell each other's for-
tunes, dance, and sing. Colonial Halloween festivities also featured the telling of ghost stories and mischief-
making of all kinds. By the middle of the nineteenth century, annual autumn festivities were common, but
Halloween was not yet celebrated everywhere in the country.

In the second half of the nineteenth century,America was flooded with new immigrants.These new immi-
grants, especially the millions of Irish fleeing Ireland's potato famine of 1846, helped to popularize the celebra-
tion of Halloween nationally.Taking from Irish and English traditions,Americans began to dress up in costumes
and go house to house asking for food or money, a practice that eventually became today's "trick-or-treat"
tradition.Young women believed that, on Halloween, they could divine the name or appearance of their future
husband by doing tricks with yarn, apple parings, or mirrors.

In the late 1800s, there was a move in America to mold Halloween into a holiday more about community and
neighborly get-togethers, than about ghosts, pranks, and witchcraft.At the turn of the century, Halloween par-
ties for both children and adults became the most common way to celebrate the day. Parties focused on
games, foods of the season, and festive costumes. Parents were encouraged by newspapers and community
leaders to take anything "frightening" or "grotesque" out of Halloween celebrations. Because of their efforts,
Halloween lost most of its superstitious and religious overtones by the beginning of the twentieth century.

By the 1920s and 1930s, Halloween had become a secular, but community-centered holiday, with parades and
town-wide parties as the featured entertainment. Despite the best efforts of many schools and communities,
vandalism began to plague Halloween celebrations in many communities during this time. By the 1950s, town
leaders had successfully limited vandalism and Halloween had evolved into a holiday directed mainly at the
young. Due to the high numbers of young children during the fifties baby boom, parties moved from town
civic centers into the classroom or home, where they could be more easily accommodated. Between 1920
and 1950, the centuries-old practice of trick-or-treating was also revived.Trick-or-treating was a relatively
inexpensive way for an entire community to share the Halloween celebration. In theory, families could also
prevent tricks being played on them by providing the neighborhood children with small treats.A new
American tradition was born, and it has continued to grow.Today,Americans spend an estimated $6.9 billion
annually on Halloween, making it the country's second largest commercial holiday.
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Third Reading

Day of the Dead by Kathleen Jenks, Ph.D.

The Day of the Dead is a uniquely Indo-Hispanic custom that demonstrates a strong sense of love and
respect for one’s ancestors; celebrates the continuation of life, family relationships, community, solidarity and
even finds humor after death–all positive ideas!

The Day of the Dead offers us the opportunity to examine this universal experience in the context of a fami-
ly tradition, illuminated by the hope of an afterlife. In this way, it loses some of its terror and becomes more
meaningful, even beautiful.This is an ancient festivity that has been much transformed through the years, but
which was intended in prehispanic Mexico to celebrate children and the dead. Hence,the best way to describe
this Mexican holiday is to say that it is a time when Mexican families remember their dead, and continuity of
life.The original celebration can be traced to the festivities held during the Aztec month of Miccaihuitontli, rit-
ually presided by the goddess Mictecacihuatl (“Lady of the Dead”), and dedicated to children and the dead.
The rituals during this month also featured a festivity dedicated to the major Aztec war deity, Huitzilopochtli
(“Sinister Hummingbird”).

The ancient festival was originally celebrated in late July/early August. Spanish priests moved the feast to All
Hallows’ Eve, but the original tone and exuberance, despite the best efforts of those priests, remained the
same.To the indigenous peoples of Mexico, death was considered the passage to a new life and so the
deceased were buried with many of their personal objects, which they would need in the hereafter.
Sometimes, when people of other cultures hear for the first time about the celebration of Day of the Dead,
they mistakenly think it must be: gruesome, terrifying, scary, ugly and sad. Nothing further from the truth, Day
of the Dead is a beautiful ritual in which Mexicans happily and lovingly remember their loved relatives that
have died.

Living alongside death means that Mexicans have to learned to accept it within their lives. Death is apparent in
everyday life. It is in art and even in children's toys. It is not respected as it is in other cultures. Children play
"funeral" with toys that are made to represent coffins and undertakers. Death is laughed at in its face. Many
euphemisms are used for death, La calaca (the skeleton), la pelona ("baldy"), la flaca ("skinny"), and la huesada
("bony").

© 1999-2003 Kathleen Jenks, Ph.D.
All rights reserved.
Page created & published 5 September 1999.

http://www.peoplesguide.com/1pages/chapts/viva/dodead/1dodindex.html
http://www.public.iastate.edu/~rjsalvad/scmfaq/muertos.html
http://www3.niu.edu/newsplace.nndia.html
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Mexican Folk Art
Utah Museum of Fine Arts
Evening for Educators
September 21, 2005 • 5:30 pm - 8:30 pm

Nativity Scene with Dancers

When the Spanish conquistadors began to arrive in the
New World in the sixteenth-century, Spanish friars
were concerned with the problem of disseminating the
Christian religion to the native peoples. They used
paintings, songs, dances, and sculptures to show scenes
from the bible, including the Nacimientos, the Nativity,
or birth of Jesus Christ. The Native Americans, being
already versed in the use of ceramics, began making
sculptures of biblical scenes themselves. These prac-
tices developed into the religious folk art that we have
today,Nacimientos, like this example.

The standard Nacimientos shows the Holy Family in a
stable setting with an angel, shepherds, and an ox and
donkey. The three kings are also present, typically por-
trayed riding a camel, an elephant and a horse.
However, there are many deviations from the standard
Nativity scene that may be unique to a particular area
in Mexico. For instance, sometimes the Holy Family is
dressed in clothing common to the area where the
artist of the piece lives. The ThreeWise Men are not
always carrying the traditional gold, frankincense and
myrrh. Often, they will have items that are important
to the local economy. Local geography, such as a near-
by volcano, is often included in the scene. Sometimes,
artists may portray something completely removed
from the traditional Nativity setting, such as the inclu-
sion of dancers, as in this scene.

This particular Nacimientos includes a lily and three
doves above the family. These symbols reference the

apocryphal story of how Joseph was chosen to be Mary’s husband. Mary’s suitors were required to bring wood-
en staffs to the temple. Joseph’s bloomed overnight, and thus he was the chosen bridegroom. In another ver-
sion of the story, a dove, symbolic of the Holy Spirit, landed on Joseph’s staff.

Nacimientos are yet another example of Mexican folk art that so uniquely blend the cultural and historical
aspects of both pre-Hispanic Mexico and European Catholic beliefs.

Mexico
Nativity Scene with Dancers
Ceramic
Gift of Lisa I. Hansen
Museum # 1991.019.004
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Peace/Tolerance Scenes inspired by Mexican
Nativity Scenes

An art lesson plan for Virgin de Los Dolores
written by Tracey Matthews

Lesson Purpose:
The purpose of this lesson is to teach students to view nativity scenes in the context of Central America’s
history, and use the idea of nativity scenes as a vehicle to spread a positive message.

Content Objective:
• Students will use the Internet to find out about the history of Central America.
• Students will look at maps and readings about Central America’s Pre-Columbian civilizations and Spain’s

colonization.
• Students will create small sculptures contained in a box (similar to a Nativity scene) that the class will use

to encourage peace and tolerance in the community.
• Students will present their Peace/Tolerance Scene to another person.

Process Objectives:
• Students will use materials safely and appropriately to create small sculptures contained in a box.
• Students will use symbols to convey peace and tolerance.

State core links:
Standard 1
The student will explore and refine the application of media, techniques, and artistic processes. Objective 3-
Handle art materials in a safe and responsible manner.

Standard 3
The student will choose and evaluate artistic subject matter, themes, symbols, ideas, meanings, and purposes.
Objective 2-Discuss, evaluate, and choose symbols, ideas, subject matter, meanings, and purposes for students '
own artworks.

Standard 4
The student will interpret and apply visual arts in relation to cultures, history, and all learning. Objective 2-
Connect various kinds of art with particular cultures, times, or places.

Materials:
Classroom Activities Materials-

• Copies of maps for each student
• Access to the Internet
• Peace/Tolerance box materials made of paper:

Shoe Boxes (or other boxes) for each student, i.e. index card paper, decorative papers, colored
pencils,markers, rulers, glue, and foam core cut into 1/2 inch squares (ten for each child).

•OR Peace/Tolerance box Materials made of paper:
Shoe Boxes (or other boxes) for each student, clay (i.e. earthen clay, polymer clay, salt clay,
model magic), paper or paint to decorate the boxes, possibly paint to decorate sculptures,
brushes, water cups, and paper towels/rags for cleaning desks.



Activity:
Setting the Stage:
Get students excited about learning about Central America’s history by having them visit the following web-
site which belongs to the Presidency of the Republic of Mexico: http://www.elbalero.gob.mx/index_kids.html
Encourage them to read about Mexico’s history, including the sections on Mesoamerica, the colony, the inde-
pendence, and the revolution.

Introduction:
Once students are familiar with the general history of Central America, talk more in depth about the colo-
nization of the Americas. Display the Nativity Scene with Dancers for the class and explain that the Spanish fri-
ars arriving in the 1600’s first used Nativity scenes like this one to teach people about the Roman Catholic
religion.Today Catholicism is Mexico’s largest religion: in 1990, 89.7% of people were Roman Catholic. Nativity
scenes were first used as a tool but today they are considered a beautiful and unique art form.

Inform students that they will be creating sculptures similar to the nativity scene they are looking at; however
instead of depicting Roman Catholic stories they will be depicting scenes of peace and tolerance of others.
Discuss peace and tolerance in today’s society by asking what peace and tolerance are?Why is it important?
etc.Talk about symbols and how important they are to convey a great deal of information with little imagery.
You may choose to discuss the symbolism in the Nativity Scene provided. Have the students brainstorm sym-
bols they could use in their sculpture to convey peace and or tolerance. List ideas on the board.

Individual Activity:
Creating Peace/Tolerance Scene using paper-
1. Have student’s begin sketching out their ideas.

2. Have students think about the relationship between the background of their box and the foreground of
their box (where they will place their primary figures and symbols).

3. Student’s should then decorate the outside and inside of the box. Student’s could use paint, decorative
paper, or paper they have colored on.

4. Next have students draw the figures and symbols they will be using in the foreground on drawing paper.
Have student’s place their box lying down so the ground plane is vertical to the table and the background
plane is parallel to the table. Glue a foam core square to the back of the figure or symbol and then glue it to
the background so it is raised from the background. Use more than one square to bring it farther into the
foreground.

Creating Peace/Tolerance Scene using salt dough, polymer clay, clay, or model magic-
1. Have students first mold their primary figures or symbols small enough to fit in their box.

2. Next depending on the type of clay you choose you may decide to use either paint or paper to decorate
the box.

3. Now have students paint their small sculptures and after drying have them place their sculptures inside the
box.

Closing Activity
Once the boxes have been completed it is important that students use the box to teach others about the
message they have created.This can be done in numerous ways. Here are a few ideas of how you might have
students do this: 35



1. Have your students visit another classroom to present their Peace/Tolerance Scene with a presentation
about their message and how Mexican Nativity Scenes inspired them.

2. Have students present their Peace/Nativity Scene to their parents and have parents sign a presentation
completion form.

3.Ask people in the community if you can display your class’s creations in their public space.A library, post
office or community grocery store might be the perfect choice.

4.At the very least have students present their message to the other students in the class.

Evaluation/Assessment:
Evaluate students by assessing their participation, safety practices, creativity and sculptural complexity, as well
as their final presentation.
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