
 
	

Project Expressive Creative Clay Self Portrait 

Session Information Age/Grades 
Elementary through High School 

Duration 
2 sessions (90 mins incl. set/clean up) 

Learning Objective Student will learn how to create a narrative by creating self-portrait busts from mirrors using 
pinch pot, coil, and the score and slip techniques. 

Objectives/Goals 

o Inform the students on Robert Arneson and his role in the ceramic history of the United 
States 

o Create clay forms based off of one’s own image as seen through a mirror 
o Create pinch pot forms 
o Combine forms using slip and score method 
o Color and clear glaze busts 
o Analyze one’s own forms and translate them to a physical form 

Big Questions 

o What features make you you? 
o When you look in the mirror every morning what do you notice?  
o How can we create a story/narrative with a face alone? What aspects of someone’s 

expression and/or look place them into a specific story in your mind?  
o Why is it important to create air passages in hollow clay forms?  

Skills/Necessary 
Step Demos 

Session 1 (90 mins.) 
o Pinch pot formation 
o Slip and score method 
o Creating features by adding 
o Creating features by molding 

Session 2 (90 mins.) 
o Colored glaze 
o Clear glaze 

Vocabulary 

o Coil: An ancient technique using rope-like strands of clay to build hollow, thin walled 
ceramic forms. This process allows for tall structures. 

o Handbuilding: Using the hands to make objects out of clay. Some different kinds of 
handbuilding are coiling, pinching, modeling, and building with slabs. 

o Pinching: The technique of shaping clay objects by compressing the clay between the 
fingers and the thumb. 

o Pinch pots: Are pottery pots made by forming a ball of clay, and with just the pottery 
worker's hands pushing one thumb down into the center of the ball and pinching up the 
wall while rotating the pot. 

Cultural/Artistic 
References 

o Robert Arneson’s Wikipedia Page: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Robert_Arneson 
o Funk Art Movement Wikipedia Page: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Funk_art  

o Video on Robert Arneson: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PP5S2rweoa4  

Modifications 
/Variations 

o If glaze is not available, the busts can also be colored with acrylic paints. 
o Support the sphere created with two pinch pots by adding newspaper to the pinch pots 

before connecting them.  The newspaper will burn away when the work is fired in the kiln. 
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Materials 

Session 1 (90 mins.) 
Clay 
Clay wood tools 
Skewers  
Slip  
Mirrors  
Canvas  
Water buckets  
Cutting wire  
Sponges 
Newspaper 

Session 2 (90 mins.) 
Underglazes 
Clear Glaze 
Glazing brushes  
Sponges  
Water buckets 
Newspaper 
Tarps or Canvas 

Image Resources 



Construction Process 
 Activity Steps Discussion Points 

 Session 1 (90 mins) 

1 Introduce 
lesson 

 o Robert Arneson (1930-1992) is one of the 
founding fathers of American ceramic 
sculpture.  

o In the early 1960s, Arneson created raucous 
good-humor sculptures with political and 
social commentaries, which marked one of 
the most profound art movements -- 
California Funk. The Funk Art Movement is 
known as a reaction to the abstract 
expressionism of the 60s, bringing a wider 
range of figurative subjects back into the 
realm of art. Although the Funk movement is 
a cohesive artistic movement, the art from 
this time and group can look very different 
given into “funky” and personally expressive 
nature 

o Arneson later on brought ceramics into the 
realm of art, adding drawings, paintings, and 
sculptures that related to current events. 

o Play video on Arneson 

2 
Creating 
the Pinch 

Pots 

1. Distribute 1-2 lbs. of clay 
2. Instruct your students to divide their clay 
into three (3) segments 
3. Start with a ball of clay of the desired 
size 
4. Pushing your thumb into the middle of 
the ball to create an indentation 
5. Using that same thumb, continue 
pinching around the edges of the 
indentation 
6. Pinch around edges until the pot is at 
your desired size and shape 
7. Leave pot to sit while creating two more 
pinch pots with the same method 

o Reference guiding image if needed 

3 Creating 
the Head 

1. Instruct students to use the score and 
slip method to attach two of the three pinch 
pots together 
2. Revisit each students’ work to see that 
they each created one pinch pot ball out of 
the two clay segments 

o Reference guiding image if needed 
o Remind students that the remaining pinch 

pot will be used later in the lesson to form 
the shoulders of their bust 

o If the spherical shape of the head is not 
holding, recommend the students add a ball 
of newspaper to the inside off the head. This 
will burn off in the kin but help the piece 
maintain its shape until that time 

4 
 

Forming 
their 

faces/heads 

1. Distribute a mirror to each student 
2. Instruct students to look through the 

mirrors in order to better understand 
how to form their face and features 

3. Starting with the pinch pot head, give it a 
more individual form based off what is 
seen in the mirror 

4. Using either additive or subtractive 

o If necessary, students can share mirrors 
o Demonstrate a few different methods for 

adding features to inspire the students 
o If students are stuck, help them look through 

the mirror and notice their features and 
characteristics in positive ways – 
highlighting their individuality 

o Some ideas for features might include: 



methods, the students will form their 
features 

    - Additive: by adding features to their 
face using the slip and score method 

    - Subtractive: create features by 
removing the clay or manipulating it 
inward on itself 

nose, cheek bones, hair, eyes 

 
Forming the 
completed 

bust 

1. Instruct students to attach their finished 
and formed head to the remaining 
pinch pot they created 

2. Use the slip and score method to 
combine the two forms 

3. Once the two components are attached, 
instruct the students to poke a small 
hole through the inside of the 
shoulders and through the head 

o Remind students that the purpose for the 
addition of the hole into the head of their 
bust is to create an air passage through the 
clay form. Without this passage, the artwork 
would explode in the kiln.  

5 Finishing 
touches 

1. With the remaining clay and time 
available, encourage students to 
continue to add features to their now 
completed bust 

o Features added at this stage are intended to 
place the bust in a narrative. If students are 
feeling stuck, ask them where they see 
themselves most often, what their favorite 
objects are, or what their favorite story might 
be 

6 
Label and 

check work 
 

1. Mark each bust with the students’ name. 
2. The teacher should: 
    - Make sure there aren’t any parts that 

are too fragile.  
    - Make sure all parts are slipped and 

scored properly so they don’t fall off 
when firing. 

    - Make sure there is an air passage to 
the head of each bust 

o Have adult instructors assist if 
available/necessary. 

o If any busts begin to lose their form during 
this time, use newspaper to support the 
shoulders 

Collect the projects and fire in the kiln. 
Session 2 (90 mins) 

7 Redistribute 
work 

Return all fired work  

8 Glaze 
1. Distribute glazes and paint brushes 
2. Students will color glaze their busts 

o Ensure students are applying a thick and 
even coat of glaze throughout the bust. 

o If glaze is not available, the busts can also 
be colored with acrylic paints. 

9 Clear Glaze 

1. Allow underglaze to dry. 
2. Once colored glazes are dry, apply two 
(2) even coats of clear glaze to the work. 

o Explain to students the importance of 
allowing the color designs to dry so as not to 
ruin their hard work and decoration. 

Collect the projects and fire in the kiln. 

Creating 
Conceiving and developing new artistic ideas and work. 
Anchor Standard #1. Generate and conceptualize artistic ideas and work. 
Anchor Standard #2. Organize and develop artistic ideas and work. 
Anchor Standard #3.  Refine and complete artistic work.  
 
 

National Core Arts Standards 



Responding  
Understanding and evaluating how arts convey meaning  
Anchor Standard #7. Perceive and analyze artistic work. 
 
Connecting 
Relating artistic ideas and work with meaning and external context 
Anchor Standard #10. Synthesize and relate knowledge and personal experiences to make art. 
Anchor Standard #11. Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural and historical context to 
deepen understanding. 

 
Pennsylvania Academic Standards for the Arts and Humanities 

9.1. Production, Performance and Exhibition of Dance, Music, Theatre and Visual Arts 
A. Know and use the elements and principles of each art form to create works in the arts and 
humanities.  
B. Recognize, know, use, and demonstrate a variety of appropriate arts elements and principles to 
produce, review and revise original works in the arts. 
C. Know and use fundamental vocabulary within each of the arts forms. 
D. Describe and use knowledge of a specific style within each art form through a performance or 
exhibition of a unique work.  
E. Know and demonstrate how arts can communicate experiences, stories, or emotions through the 
production of works in the arts.  
H. Use and maintain materials, equipment and tools safely at work and performance spaces. 
J. Apply traditional and contemporary technologies for producing, performing, and exhibiting works in 
the arts or the works of others.  
9.2. Historical and Cultural Contexts 
A. Explain the historical, cultural and social context of an individual work in the arts. 
B. Relate works in the arts chronologically to historical events (e.g., 10,000 B.C. to present). 
C. Relate works in the arts to varying styles and genre and to the periods in which they were created 
(e.g., Bronze Age, Ming Dynasty, Renaissance, Classical, Modern, Post-Modern, Contemporary, 
Futuristic, others). 
G. Relate works in the arts to geographic regions.  
H. Identify, describe, and analyze the work of Pennsylvania Artists in dance, music, theatre and visual 
arts.  
J. Identify, explain, and analyze historical and cultural differences as they relate to works in the arts.  
L. Identify, explain, and analyze common themes, forms and techniques from works in the arts.  


