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INTRODUCTION: How do we authentically explore culturally connected crafts without appropriating or 
minimizing their importance? Unique approaches to craft traditions are not easy, but deeper dives into 
traditions are far more beneficial and educational for World Cultures, History, Language, and may even 
help bridge cultural divides within the classroom.  
 
Consider the “God’s Eye” or more correctly, the “Ojo de Dios.” An Ojo de Dios is a spiritual and votive 
object made by weaving a yarn design onto a wooden cross. They are commonly found in Mexican and 
Mexican-American communities. It often reflects a trust in all-seeing Providence. Some believers think 
that the spiritual eye of a Ojo de Dios has the power to see and understand things that the physical eye 
does not know. Artisans in North and South America weave intricate or varied versions of the traditional 
Ojos de Dios, selling them as decorations or religious objects. The Ojo de Dios is a ritual tool believed to 
protect those who pray, and an ancient cultural symbol evoking the weaving motif and its spiritual 
associations for the Huichol and Tepehuan Indians of western Mexico. The Huichol call their Ojo de Dios 
Sikuli, meaning "the power to see and understand the unknown things." When a child is born, the 
central eye is woven by the father, then one eye is added for each year of the child's life until the child 
reaches age 5. It is believed that it served to provide protection to a child and its mother before, during 
and after childbirth.  
 
The “God’s Eye” is a popular children’s craft made in 
schools and summer camps throughout America.  If 
we make them without context, not even calling 
them by their proper name, we minimize the origin 
of this cultural craft. We appropriate a culture to pass 
time and keep children busy without teaching or 
honoring the roots of this tradition. 
 
Inviting master cultural crafters to visit our schools is 
the best way to teach authentically, but that is not 
always possible. What if we survey our students to 
see what cultural backgrounds are represented by 
our population and use that as the basis for our 
explorations of craft?  What if a student with Mexican 
or South American roots researches the traditions of 
the Ojo de Dios, shares their discoveries with the 
class, and then THEY (with the help of the teacher) 
lead the class through an exploration of this craft 
tradition? Not only has the student learned more 
about themselves, but they have been empowered to 
share their knowledge with their peers, deepening 
cultural understandings within their community.  
 
This workbook will allow you to understand your 
population, its diversity, and provide you with 
opportunities to make deeper connections between you and your students, and their peers. It will allow 
students to explore their own backgrounds and understand the richness of their heritage and appreciate 
that of their peers in a meaningful and personal way.  
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Why bother learning about crafts? 
 

We can learn a lot about other cultures and ourselves by studying their crafts. Crafts are an 
important part of a culture's history, traditions, and values. They reflect the unique skills, 
materials, and techniques that are passed down through generations. A few ways we can learn 
about other cultures from their crafts are: 
 
1. Cultural Identity: Crafts often represent the cultural identity of a community or a nation. They 
can showcase traditional symbols, patterns, and motifs that hold deep meanings. By studying 
these crafts, we can gain insight into the cultural values, beliefs, and stories of that particular 
group of people. 
 
2. Materials and Techniques: Crafts are often made using local materials and traditional 
techniques. By examining the materials used, such as clay, wood, or textiles, we can learn about 
the natural resources available in a region and how people utilize them. Understanding the 
techniques employed, such as weaving, pottery, or carving, can give us a glimpse into the 
craftsmanship and technical skills of a culture. 
 
3. Historical Context: Crafts can provide valuable historical information. For example, traditional 
pottery designs may reveal information about ancient trade routes, migration patterns, or 
historical events. By studying the evolution of crafts over time, we can trace the cultural and 
societal changes that have occurred. 
 
4. Cultural Values and Practices: Crafts often reflect the values, traditions, and rituals of a 
culture. For instance, ceremonial masks or traditional clothing may signify specific social events, 
religious ceremonies, or social statuses. By analyzing these crafts, we can learn about the 
customs, rituals, and social structures of a particular culture. 
 
5. Artistic Expression: Crafts are a form of artistic expression. They can showcase the creativity 
and aesthetic sensibilities of a culture. By appreciating the beauty and intricacy of crafts, we can 
understand the artistic traditions and preferences of a community. 
 
Respecting and understanding cultural crafts are important because they carry deep meanings 
from the past and help connect us to our history. These crafts show who we are as a community 
and support local jobs and businesses in a sustainable way. By valuing these crafts, we keep our 
unique identities strong and make our cultures proud.  
 
Understanding and appreciating different crafts can help us learn about other cultures and be 
more accepting of people who are different from us. As we learn about cultural crafts, we are 
celebrating creativity and diversity while keeping our traditions alive. It promotes cultural 
appreciation, empathy, and cross-cultural learning. 
 

Your teacher may assign a written reflection on this material.  
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Divergent Versus Convergent Explorations 
 
In general, fine art is often divergent, meaning each artist will have a different answer to a 
visual problem yet all the “answers” may be considered “correct.” While in some cultural craft 
traditions there is a “correct” or convergent desired result. For many years there has been a 
Eurocentric opinion that this means fine art, often done by men, is somehow more important, 
better, and more valuable than crafts.  
 
“Art lies in conceiving and designing, not in the actual execution—this was left for lesser minds.”  
~Leonardo da Vinci 

This attitude is harmful in understanding and value of cultural crafts. A craft class can be taught 
so that each student creates a unique work. This is addressed later in this book. It is important, 
however, to understand that cultural crafts have valuable lessons and traditions to teach.  

Cultural Crafts Seek to Preserve Traditions: 

• Cultural Preservation: To maintain and pass down traditional techniques, designs, and 
cultural significance. Originality is often secondary to preserving heritage. 

• Continuity: Emphasis is on the continuity of cultural practices, ensuring that the 
knowledge and skills are not lost over time. 

• Community and Identity: Traditional crafts often serve as a means of strengthening 
community bonds and preserving cultural identity. 

• Local and Cultural Audience: The primary audience may be within the culture or 
community that values these traditions, though there can also be a global appreciation 
for traditional crafts. 

• Educational Value: Traditional crafts can serve an educational purpose, teaching new 
generations about their heritage and the importance of cultural preservation. 

• Functionality: Traditional crafts are often functional objects, such as textiles, pottery, or 
tools, where the focus is on usability as well as cultural expression. 

• Established Techniques: Use of time-honored techniques and methods that have been 
passed down through generations. Innovation is often within the boundaries of these 
traditions. 

• Replication: Replicating traditional designs and patterns is a way to honor and preserve 
the craft’s history and cultural significance. 

• Materials: Use of traditional materials that are culturally and historically significant. 

Fine Artists Often Seek to Stand Out as Original: 

• Individual Expression: The primary goal is to express personal vision, emotions, and 
ideas. Originality is highly valued as a marker of artistic innovation and individuality. 

• Innovation: Emphasis is on breaking new ground, experimenting with new techniques, 
materials, and concepts to create unique and novel works. 
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• Recognition: Fine artists often seek recognition and distinction in the art world, striving 
to establish a unique style or voice that sets them apart from others. 

• Aesthetic Exploration: Fine art is typically more focused on aesthetics and conceptual 
depth, often challenging viewers’ perceptions and provoking thought. 

• Experimental Techniques: Artists often experiment with new techniques and materials, 
constantly pushing the boundaries of what is considered art. 

• Unique Styles: Development of a personal, unique style that distinguishes their work 
from others. This might involve combining different media or creating entirely new 
forms of art. 

• Conceptual Focus: Fine artists may focus on the self-expressive ideals of their work, 
exploring abstract ideas, social issues, and philosophical questions. 

• Artistic Impact: The impact is often on the broader art world, influencing other artists 
and contributing to contemporary artistic discourse. 

• Global Audience: The audience can be global, with recognition and appreciation coming 
from diverse cultural backgrounds. 

• Market and Critical Reception: Success is often measured by critical reception, gallery 
exhibitions, and market value, as well as by the influence on other artists and art 
movements. 

Be cautious you do not inadvertently downplay the importance of craft. The distinction 
between crafts and fine art has often been fluid, with significant overlap. Crafts can be 
considered fine art when they transcend functional or traditional boundaries and engage with 
abstract, aesthetics, and personal expression typically associated with fine art. Keep in mind 
that “fine art” is a vocabulary term and should not imply that “fine” means “better.” Here are 
ten factors that contribute to this transformation: 

1. Artistic Intent: 
o When a craft item is created with the primary intention of expressing an idea, 

emotion, or theme rather than solely serving a functional or decorative purpose, 
it can be considered fine art. 

o Example: A quilt that tells a personal or political story through its design and is 
displayed as an artwork rather than used as a bedcover. 

2. Aesthetic Focus: 
o Emphasis on the aesthetic qualities and visual appeal of the craft can move it to 

fine art. This includes attention to form, composition, color, and texture. 
o Example: Ceramics created by artists like Peter Voulkos, who emphasized 

sculptural qualities and abstract forms, transforming pottery into fine art. 

3. Technical Mastery: 
o Exceptional technical skill and innovative techniques can move crafts to fine art. 

When the craftsmanship reaches a level of mastery that is admired for its own 
sake, it can be appreciated as fine art. 

o Example: Glasswork by Dale Chihuly, whose intricate and innovative glass 
sculptures are celebrated as fine art. 
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4. Innovative Use of Materials: 
o Using traditional craft materials in innovative ways or combining them with 

unconventional materials can shift the perception from craft to fine art. 
o Example: Textiles by artists like Sheila Hicks, who uses fibers in innovative, large-

scale installations that are considered fine art. 

5. Gallery and Museum Exhibitions: 
o When craft items are exhibited in art galleries and museums, they are often 

recontextualized as fine art. The setting itself can influence the perception of the 
work. 

o Example: The inclusion of traditional African masks in fine art exhibitions 
highlights their aesthetic and cultural significance beyond their original context. 

6. Curatorial Framing: 
o The way in which curators frame and present craft items can also reframe them 

to fine art. The narrative and interpretation provided can shift perception. 
o Example: An exhibition that explores “big ideas,” themes behind traditional 

pottery, emphasizing its artistic value. 

7. Art Criticism: 
o Recognition and discussion by art critics and scholars can recontextualize crafts 

as fine art. Critical discourse that highlights the artistic merits and the depth of a 
craft item plays a crucial role. 

o Example: Reviews and articles in art journals that analyze the artistic qualities of 
traditional crafts like Japanese kintsugi. 

8. Market Dynamics: 
o When the market begins to treat craft items as fine art, with higher valuations, 

auctions, and collector interest, this can influence their status. 
o Example: The rising value of Native American pottery in the art market, collected 

and displayed as fine art. 

9. Personal Expression: 
o When crafters infuse their work with personal narratives, identities, and 

expressions, it can be perceived as fine art. The work becomes a medium for 
personal and political commentary. 

o Example: Jewelry by artists like Alexander Calder, whose pieces are recognized 
as wearable sculptures. 

10. Breaking Traditional Boundaries: 
o Crafters who challenge and break away from traditional forms and functions, 

creating work that stands out for its originality and artistic expression, can 
transition into fine art. 

o Example: Fiber art by Lenore Tawney, who transformed weaving into a form of 
modernist sculpture. 
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Crafts become “fine art” through a combination of artistic intent, innovative use of materials, 
technical mastery, contextual presentation, critical recognition, and personal expression. When 
craft items engage with broader artistic ideas and are appreciated for their aesthetic and 
conceptual value, they transcend their traditional boundaries and are embraced as fine art. The 
transition often involves a complex interplay of factors, including the perspectives of the 
creators, critics, curators, and the audience. 

One should also recognize that crafts has also been describes as “less than” because, in western 
cultures. Crafts have been stereotypically associated with women’s work, often relegated to the 
domestic sphere and seen as less serious or valuable. Fine arts, on the other hand, have been 
dominated by men and given higher status. Western cultures have historically valued certain 
forms of art over others, often marginalizing the artistic traditions of non-Western cultures, 
which may include a significant focus on crafts. This is cultural bias. Consider too that art 
education often prioritizes fine art techniques and history, while crafts may receive less 
attention. This educational bias can shape perceptions from a young age.  

A discussion on the differences and similarities can be had at all levels, but may make for a 
challenging essay for middle and high school students. 

Find an example of cultural craft that transcends into the world of fine art and defend your 
point of view with information from this article and online or published resources. 

 

Student example from an Alebrijes exploration.  
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How to Encourage Diverse and Unique Works 
 
These 7 methods help create a visual problem to solve that will have inherently have diverse 
answers. No two people will have the same life experiences, opinions, families, points of view, 
cultural experiences, etc., and we can incorporate this diversity into the lessons we plan and 
create explorations with greater depth, expression, and personal expression. 
 
1. Broad Selection: 
By giving choices of themes that fit within your unit of study, individuality is more assured. Put 
possible selections in a hat for students to choose from. Think of a broad way to incorporate 
your idea so students can choose their own direction. 

• Find and illustrate a stanza or page from a cultural fairy tale in traditional media. 

• Find a unique idiom from your background culture to illustrate. 

• Write your name in Chinese but include personal details that tells us about you. 

• Juxtaposition: bringing two unique things or ideas together. 

• Layering: Bringing several ideas together to make a unified artwork. 
 
2. Designing Solutions: 
By creating a situation with an open-ended problem that can have many solutions through 
design can be a great way to build in diverse results. These can often look like engineering 
problems, but can also be devised as fine art projects:   

• Create a tower based on architecture found in your researched culture. 

• Design a tree house that looks like it was created by people of the _________ culture. 

• Create an altered book that includes 5 sections to represent what you have learned 
about your culture. 

• Using only recycled materials, bring attention to an environments issue facing your 
culture. 

• Re-contextualize a work with new meaning or re-imagined through new media. 

• Paint a portrait in a way that would be authentic to your cultural background(s). 
 
3. As If:  
Create your project as if _____. These can be random, from a list of possibilities provided from 
the teacher, based on student research of topics they find interesting etc. Examples: 

• Recreate a famous artwork using a craft technique as if you were the original artist. 

• Redraw a part of the school as if it was a piece of architecture from your culture. 

• Illustrate a feeling or concept as if it was an animal using a cultural craft technique.  

• Create your project as if you were expressing an emotional state. 

• Create your project as if you were blind. 

• Create your project as if you were emulating a chosen master craftsman. 
 
  

Low Resolution Sample 

Visit Amazon 

https://amzn.to/3Wg8vsS 
or 

www.firehousepublicatcions.com 

for your copy. 

TPT download also available 

https://amzn.to/3Wg8vsS
http://www.firehousepublicatcions.com/
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4. Incorporation: 
When a project is chosen, have students incorporate a concept that forces individuality. 
Incorporate personal cultural background to choose fairy tale, animal, idiom, etc. 

• Illustrate an alphabet with a theme of a given or chosen culture. 

• Create a poster to highlight a political issue from a chosen culture. 

• Expressing personal traits (athletic, smart, lazy, shy, energetic) through craft. 

• Using only colors or patterns based on a swatch of paper create a cultural costume. 
 
5. Abstract Expression and Symbolism: 
Using color, shape, and/or form in an abstract way to express feelings, but based on a personal 
of given visual vocabulary (See “The Emotional Color Wheel.”) 

• Incorporate symbols of the self. 

• Symbols for likes/dislikes. 

• Exploring allegory.   

• Using colors, shapes, or forms to express how you feel. 

• Describe your family unit as a through forms and colors. 

• Alter colors, shapes, or forms to influence how other perceive the craft item. 
 

6. Personal Themes: 
Expressing how you feel about a topic or an experience you have had. 

• Death or separation through a craft tradition. 

• Personal success or achievement represented through a craft item. 

• Goals represented through a craft item. 

• Personal bucket list represented through a craft item. 

• Family represented through a craft item. 

• Circle of friends represented through a craft item. 
 
7. Inclusion of Self: 
This can be in a literal sense, like a self-portrait, or including yourself within a chosen image, but 
it could also be about including the personification of self into the image. 

• Include yourself as a monster, flower, alien, animal within your culturally based craft. 

• Using the self to guide outcomes (fish with big tail for athletic child, small mouth for shy 
child). 

• Incorporating colors, shapes, or patterns you are wearing today. 

• Consider global issues you personally experience, "Think globally act locally." 

• Express contrasts through craft pairs. 
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Emotional Color Wheel Video Resource https://bit.ly/ShapesColors & https://tinyurl.com/CCCWBPDF  
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The following pages can be mixed and matched to create packets for units of 

study to meet your curricular and teaching needs. I suggest beginning with the 

project cover sheet and ending with a project rubric. 

 

Your purchase of this book entitles you to make copies for all your students.  

Packet Pages 

Low Resolution Sample 

Visit Amazon 

https://amzn.to/3Wg8vsS 
or 

www.firehousepublicatcions.com 

for your copy. 

TPT download also available 

https://amzn.to/3Wg8vsS
http://www.firehousepublicatcions.com/
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Project Documentation Cover Sheet     

 
The culture I am making a connection to is ___________________________________________ 
*If you are not a member of this culture, strive to use primary resources in your research. 
 
I will be creating:  _______________________________________________________________ 
 
It will be artistically connected to my culture because:  _________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Introduction date ___/___/______ 
 
Planning complete  ___/___/______ 
 
DEADLINE:   ___/___/______ 
 
Packet Contents: Check them as they are completed 

[🗸]  Project Documentation Cover Sheet 

[__]  ____________________________________________ 

[__]  ____________________________________________ 

[__]  ____________________________________________ 

[__]  ____________________________________________ 

[__]  Craft Exploration Rubric 

Peer Feedback By: ______________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________ 

______________________________________________  

Will you take the advice?   [___] Yes,        [___] No thank you.  

   Instructor Section Only:  

 

10% _____________ 

 

20% _____________ 

 

25% _____________ (quarter) 

 

30 % _____________ 

 

40% _____________ 

 

50% _____________ (half) 

 

60% _____________ 

 

70% _____________ 

 

75% _____________ (3/4) 

 

80% _____________ 

 

85% _____________  

 

90% _____________ (Nearly Done) 

 

95% _____________ 

 

(Percent complete, not a grade)  
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Sketch & Planning Page: 
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FYI: Many 

Resource and 

scaffold Pages 

Removed from 

this sample 
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A Short List of Crafts 
 
A 
Armor making 
Arrow smithing 
Automaton making 
B 
Basket making 
Batik 
Bead working 
Blacksmithing 
Block printing  
Boat building 
Bookbinding 
Braiding 
Brick making 
Brush making 
Button making 
C 
Cabinetmaking 
Calligraphy 
Candle making 
Carpentry 
Chain making 
Chair making 
Clock making 
Clog making 
Coppersmithing  
Corn doll making 
Crochet 
D 
Diamond cutting 
Dyeing 
E 
Embroidery 
Enameling 
Encaustic tile making 
F 
Fan making 
Farriery 
Felting 
Fletching 
Fore-edge painting 
Framing 
Furniture making 

G 
Gilding 
Glass engraving 
Globe making 
Goldsmithing 
H 
Hat making 
Horse collar making 
Horsehair weaving 
Hurdle making 
I 
Illumination 
Instrument making 
Intaglio 
Islamic calligraphy 
J 
Jeweler making 
Joinery 
K 
Kilt making 
Knitting 
L 
Lace making 
Lacquer work  
Lapidary 
Leatherworking 
Lithography 
Lorinery 
M 
Macramé 
Maille making 
Marbling 
Marionette making 
Marquetry 
Millwrighting 
Model engineering 
Mold making 
N 
Nalbinding 
Neon making 
Net making 
O 
Organ building 
Origami 
Orrery making 
 
 

P 
Paper making  
Patchwork and quilting 
Pigment making  
Plume making 
Pointe shoe making 
Puppet making 
Q 
Quilling 
R 
Rag rug making 
Rake making 
Reverse glass sign painting 
Rocking horse making 
Rope making 
Rug weaving 
S 
Saddlery 
Shoe and boot making 
Signwriting 
Silversmithing 
Smocking 
Spinning 
Stained glass  
Stone carving 
Studio pottery 
Sword smithing 
T 
Tailoring 
Tanning  
Tapestry weaving 
Taxidermy 
Tile making  
Tinsmithing 
Toy making 
U 
Umbrella making 
Upholstery and soft 
furnishings 
W 
Watch making 
Weaving 
Wig making 
Wood carving 
Wood turning 
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Using the Craft Exploration Pages 
 
The pages that follow are designed to be 
used, not just read. 
 
Each craft section begins with a short 
overview and a set of open-ended 
exploration prompts. These pages may be 
copied and shared directly with students as 
working documents. Teachers are 
encouraged to treat them as flexible entry 
points rather than fixed lesson plans. 
 
There is no single “correct” way to use 
these explorations. 
 
Some teachers may choose one exploration 
per craft tradition and guide the entire class 
through a shared experience. Others may 
select two or three options based on 
available materials, time, or personal 
comfort with a process. For classrooms that 
support a more open studio environment, 
teachers may choose to provide students 
with the full list of explorations and allow 
individual choice. 
 
When students are given the full list, they 
may circle or highlight the exploration they 
wish to pursue. The back of the page can 
then be used as a planning space for 
research, sketches, notes, material testing, 
written reflection, or questions. This 
approach encourages student ownership 
while still grounding work in clear 
expectations and cultural context. 
 
The explorations are intentionally written to 
support multiple entry points. A student 
with prior experience in a craft may push 
ideas further, while another may focus on 
learning the system at a foundational level. 
Teachers are encouraged to set clear 
boundaries around materials, scale, and 

time, while allowing students to make 
meaningful choices within those 
constraints. 
 
These exploration pages are not meant to 
stand alone. This book includes lesson 
scaffolding, planning guides, reflection 
prompts, critique pages, and rubrics 
designed to pair with any of the craft 
explorations. Teachers may mix and match 
these tools depending on grade level, 
schedule, and instructional goals. 
 
Above all, these explorations are designed 
to support responsive teaching. As you 
learn more about your students—their 
backgrounds, interests, and lived 
experiences—you may find opportunities to 
adapt, replace, or add to the listed 
explorations. That flexibility is intentional. 
Cultural craft is vast, evolving, and deeply 
personal. This structure allows room for 
that complexity while still providing clarity 
and support. 
 
Use these pages as starting points. Let 
students think, plan, research, and make. 
The goal is not coverage of every tradition, 
but meaningful engagement with craft as a 
cultural, creative, and human practice.  
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Weaving 
 
Weaving is a way of making something by 
crossing strands of material over and under 
each other. These strands can be made from 
plant fibers, animal fibers, yarn, paper, 
metal, plastic, or found materials. Most 
weaving uses two directions of strands. One 
set stays in place, and the other moves back 
and forth to create a strong structure. 
 
Weaving is not just one kind of object. It is a 
system. By changing materials, tightness, 
and pattern, people can create many 
different woven results. 
 
Weaving is one of the oldest skills used by 
humans. Long before machines or writing, 
people learned that crossing fibers made 
stronger and more useful materials. 
Weaving developed in many places around 
the world at the same time because people 
used what they had in their local 
environment. 
 
Different cultures created their own 
weaving traditions. Climate, materials, and 
daily needs shaped how people wove. Over 
time, patterns and colors became 
meaningful. In many cultures, weaving skills 
are passed down through families and 
communities. 
 
Weaving teaches planning, patience, and 
problem-solving. It shows how strong 
systems can be built from simple actions 
repeated many times. Across cultures and 
history, weaving helps people meet their 
needs while expressing ideas, identity, and 
creativity. 
 
 
 
 

1. Andean Backstrap Loom Weaving  

 
 
In parts of South America, weavers use a 
backstrap loom. One end of the loom is tied 
to a post or tree, and the other end is tied 
around the weaver’s body. The weaver 
controls the tightness by moving their body. 
This method allows careful control and 
detailed patterns. The woven pieces are 
often used as clothing or special items and 
show where the weaver comes from. 
 
2. West African Narrow Loom Weaving  

 
 
In some West African cultures, weavers 
make long, narrow woven strips using 
simple looms. These strips are later joined 
together to make larger woven surfaces. 
Colors and patterns are chosen carefully and 
often have special meanings. Repeating 
designs help tell stories or show important 
values. 
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3. East Asian Loom Weaving 

 
 
In many East Asian traditions, weaving 
focuses on balance, patience, and careful 
work. Weavers use looms to create smooth, 
even woven surfaces. Patterns may be 
simple or detailed, but the work shows 
great control. The process of weaving is 
often seen as a disciplined practice that 
requires focus and respect for materials. 
 
4. Contemporary Sculptural Weaving  

 
Crystal Wagner www.crystalwagner.com 

 
Some modern artists use weaving to create 
three-dimensional forms instead of flat 
surfaces. They may use materials like wire, 
fabric strips, or recycled items. These works 
are often large and experimental. Even 

though they look modern, they still use the 
same weaving idea of crossing and 
connecting materials. 
 
5. Finger and Rope Weaving 

 
 
In many cultures, weaving is done without a 
loom. Finger weaving and rope weaving use 
the hands to cross and twist fibers into 
strong cords and patterns. In Andean 
cultures, finger-woven bands were used for 
belts, straps, and tools. In Japan, braided 
cords called kumihimo were carefully woven 
to hold clothing together. These traditions 
show that weaving is a system of repeated 
actions, not just a tool or machine.  
 
Plain weave is the most basic type of 
weaving. The weft thread goes over one 
warp thread and under the next, repeating 
across the row. Each new row switches the 
pattern. Many cultures around the world 
use plain weave because it is strong, 
flexible, and easy to learn. 
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Weaving Lesson Ideas  
 
1. Weaving Memory Wall Hanging 
Create a small woven wall piece that incorporates 
colors, textures, or materials connected to a 
memory from your cultural background. The 
woven grid becomes a narrative space—each 
stripe, texture, or material shift reflects a part of 
that story. Think of this as “woven memory.” 
Artists to research: Sheila Hicks, Faith Ringgold, 
Anni Albers 
 
2. Identity Band Weaving 
Using a narrow loom or finger weaving, create a 
personal identity band (belt, strap, or necklace) 
that includes symbolic colors, patterns, or motifs 
from your cultural heritage. As you weave, decide 
what each repeated section says about you or 
your lineage. Artists to research: Gunta Stölzl, Olga 
de Amaral, Abakanowicz 
 
3. Weaving Over Found Frame 
Weave over a found branch, stick, or scrap wood 
to create a sculpture or hanging that represents a 
cultural symbol or tradition. The frame can be 
organic; the weaving becomes a way to tie 
together environment and identity. 
Artists to research: Ed Rossbach, Lenore Tawney, 
Kay Sekimachi 
 
4. Ancestral Pattern Study Weaving 
Research a traditional pattern (from any culture) 
used in weaving. Reinterpret it at a small scale 
using your materials. Document how the pattern 
connects to cultural beliefs, functions, or stories. 
The finished piece should feel familiar and 
personally re-imagined. Artists to research: Anni 
Albers, Miriam Schapiro, Joyce J. Scott 
 
5. Weaving of Wishes or Intentions 
Weave a “wish weaving” where each color or 
material represents an intention or value from 
your cultural community (family, language, food 
traditions, beliefs). The final object becomes a 
poetic record of what you value and why. 
Artists to research: Sheila Hicks, Ann Hamilton, 
Noriko Saito 
 
 
 

6. Wrapped Structure—Ojo de Dios–Inspired 
Create a wrapped weaving structure using sticks, 
dowels, or found supports where meaning is built 
through repeated wrapping rather than over–
under weaving. (see this book’s cover) The form 
may be cross-based, radial, or improvised, but 
wrapping should be the primary method of 
construction. Rather than copying a traditional 
design, reinterpret the idea of seeing, protection, 
intention, or understanding through your own 
cultural lens. Artists to research: Sheila Hicks, Olga 
de Amaral, Huichol/Wixárika Ojo de Dios tradition 
 
7. Weaving Tribute Object 
Weave a tribute piece honoring a person 
important in your cultural experience 
(grandparent, mentor, or community elder). The 
object should be wearable or displayable and 
include materials or colors connected to that 
person’s story. Artists to research: Faith Ringgold, 
Rosalie Gascoigne, Lenore Tawney 
 
8. Cultural Pattern Sampler 
Create a set of multiple small woven swatches (3–
5 pieces), each inspired by a different cultural 
rhythm, symbol, or meaning. Arrange them 
together on a dowel or frame so the group reads 
as a visual sequence or story. 
Artists to research: Anni Albers, Gunta Stölzl, 
Sheila Hicks 
 
9. Weaving Dialogues 
Partner with another student and create a pair of 
woven works that respond to each other’s cultural 
background through conversation. Connect the 
two pieces into a single display showing dialogue 
through structure and pattern. Artists to research: 
Christo, Ann Hamilton, Abakanowicz 
 
10. Weaving Heirloom Gift 
Create a woven piece intended as a gift for 
someone in your community. The object may be 
small, but it should carry meaning. Include a short 
written note explaining how your cultural identity 
informed your design choices. Artists to research: 
Faith Ringgold, Sheila Hicks, Olga de Amaral  
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Basketry 
 
Basketry is the craft of making containers, 
mats, or vessels by shaping and joining 
natural or flexible materials. These 
materials may include reeds, grasses, bark, 
roots, bamboo, vines, or palm leaves. 
Basketry often uses repeating patterns and 
careful handwork to create strong and 
useful forms. 
 
Unlike flat weaving, basketry focuses on 
shape and structure. The goal is usually to 
hold, carry, store, or protect something. 
Basketry objects are often made to be used 
every day, but they can also have cultural, 
symbolic, or ceremonial meaning. 
 
Basketry is one of the oldest crafts in the 
world. Long before pottery or metal tools, 
people made baskets to gather food, carry 
supplies, and store important items. 
Because baskets are made from natural 
materials, many ancient baskets did not 
survive over time. Even so, basketry 
traditions continue today in many cultures. 
 
Basket makers often use materials found 
close to where they live. This means basket 
styles look different depending on climate, 
plants, and local needs. In many cultures, 
basketry skills are passed down through 
families and communities and are closely 
tied to knowledge of the land. 
 
These examples show how basketry can 
take many forms around the world while 
serving different purposes. 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Pomo Coiled Basketry with feather 
embellishments from California 
 

 
In many Indigenous communities, baskets 
are made using a coiling method. Long 
strands are wrapped in a spiral and stitched 
together as the basket grows. These baskets 
can be very strong and detailed. Patterns 
and designs may represent nature, stories, 
or community identity. Some baskets are 
used daily, while others are made for special 
occasions. 
 
2. Winnowing and Storage Baskets—Hausa 
Kanuri Coil Basket Boho Tribe, Africa 
 

 
In parts of Africa, large flat or shallow 
baskets are used to sort grain, carry crops, 
or store food. These baskets are designed 
for strength and balance. The open patterns 
allow air to move through the basket. Color 
and pattern choices may also show regional 
styles or traditions. 
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3. Bamboo Basketry—Japan and East Asia 

 
Bamboo basketry is known for careful 
craftsmanship and clean structure. Thin 
bamboo strips are shaped and woven into 
precise forms. These baskets may be used 
for storage, carrying goods, or special 
cultural practices. Great care is taken in 
preparing the bamboo so it is strong and 
flexible. 
 
4. Aboriginal Dilbag—Australia  

 
In many Pacific Island cultures, basketry 
includes woven mats and containers made 
from palm leaves or plant fibers. These 
objects are used in homes, ceremonies, and 
community gatherings. The size and design 
of a basket often connect to its specific use, 
such as food preparation or seating. 
 
 

Basketry continues to evolve as 
contemporary artists reinterpret traditional 
techniques in new ways. In Oval Halves 
With Crescents, Ed Williford uses basketry 
methods to create a sculptural form rather 
than a container. By changing scale, shape, 
and purpose, his work shows how basketry 
can move beyond function and become 
expressive contemporary art. 

  
 
Similar to weaving, the most basic basket 
weave involves going under and over the 
spokes/stakes with your weaving material. 
More intricate patterns can be used for 
sophisticated results. 
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Basketry-Based Art Explorations 
 
1. Cultural Carry Basket 
Create a functional basket designed to carry 
something important from your daily life or 
cultural experience—food, tools, art supplies, or 
symbolic objects. The size, handle, and structure 
should be determined by its purpose. Consider 
how baskets in your culture were shaped by 
what people needed to carry. Artists to 
research: Jeremy Frey, Mary Jackson, Joe Hogan 
 
2. Basket of Place 
Design a basket inspired by a place connected 
to your background or identity. This might be a 
landscape, climate, or environment that 
influenced how people lived and gathered 
materials. Let the basket’s shape, openness, and 
materials reflect that place. Artists to research: 
Sopheap Pich, Marion Coleman, Toshiko 
Takaezu 
 
3. Storage Basket with Meaning 
Create a storage basket meant to hold items of 
personal or cultural significance. This could 
include family keepsakes, written memories, or 
symbolic objects. Patterns, color, or material 
choices should reflect what the basket is meant 
to protect. Artists to research: Mary Jackson, 
Yvonne Wells, Edward Sheriff Curtis 
 
4. Food and Gathering Basket 
Many baskets were made specifically for 
gathering or preparing food. Create a basket 
designed for a food connected to your culture 
or family traditions. Think about ventilation, 
strength, size, and balance. The form should 
clearly match its function. Artists to research: 
Joe Hogan, Elsie Allen, Teri Greeves 
 
5. Basket as Gift 
Create a basket intended as a gift for someone 
in your family or community. Consider who the 
basket is for and how it might be used. Cultural 
values such as care, generosity, or hospitality 
should guide your design decisions. Artists to 
research: Jeremy Frey, Mary Jackson, Faith 
Ringgold 

6. Mat or Flat Basket Surface 
Create a flat or shallow basket or mat meant to 
serve a purpose such as sorting, sitting, or 
displaying objects. Focus on pattern, repetition, 
and edge treatment. The final work should feel 
intentional and connected to how mats or trays 
are used in cultural settings. Artists to research: 
Anni Albers, Gunta Stölzl, Lena McLin 
 
7. Basket of Identity 
Create a basket that represents who you are. 
The form, structure, and materials should 
reflect aspects of your personality, habits, or 
cultural background. The basket does not need 
to be practical, but it should clearly function as 
a container or vessel. Artists to research: 
Sopheap Pich, Magdalena Abakanowicz, Sheila 
Hicks 
 
8. Environmental Basket 
Using materials inspired by or collected from 
your environment (or reasonable substitutes), 
create a basket that reflects a relationship to 
the land. Consider sustainability, reuse, and how 
traditional basket makers worked with what was 
available to them. Artists to research: Andy 
Goldsworthy, Marion Coleman, Ursula von 
Rydingsvard 
 
9. Basket Transformation 
Begin by researching a traditional basket form 
from a specific culture. Create a basket inspired 
by that form, then intentionally change one 
aspect—scale, material, or use. The final piece 
should still read as basketry and may become 
sculptural, reflecting personal interpretation. 
Artists to research: Ed Rossbach, Magdalena 
Abakanowicz, El Anatsui 
 
10. Basket with a Story 
Create a basket that tells a story. The story may 
be personal, cultural, or historical. Changes in 
pattern, direction, or material can mark 
different parts of the narrative. The basket 
should feel cohesive, even as it communicates 
meaning through structure. Artists to research: 
Faith Ringgold, Yvonne Wells, Joe Hogan 
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Puppets 
 
A puppet is an object made to represent a 
character and is controlled by a person to 
tell a story. Puppets can move using hands, 
strings, rods, or shadows. They are often 
used in performances, storytelling, 
ceremonies, and celebrations. 
 
Unlike masks or costumes, puppets are 
separate from the performer’s body. The 
puppet becomes the character, while the 
puppeteer brings it to life through 
movement and voice. 
 
Puppets have been used for thousands of 
years in many cultures around the world. 
Long before movies or television, puppets 
helped people share stories, history, humor, 
and beliefs. Puppet shows were often used 
to teach lessons, explain events, or 
entertain large audiences. 
 
Different cultures developed different kinds 
of puppets based on materials, beliefs, and 
performance spaces. Some puppets were 
used in religious ceremonies, while others 
were made for public storytelling or family 
entertainment. Puppet traditions are often 
passed down through generations. 
 
Puppets combine art, movement, and 
storytelling. They help people share ideas, 
history, and emotions in a creative way. 
Across cultures, puppets allow voices, 
characters, and stories to come alive while 
teaching communication, design, and 
teamwork.  
 
These four examples show how puppets can 
look and function very differently across 
cultures while serving the same purpose: 
storytelling. 
 

1. Shadow Puppet—Southeast Asia 

 
Shadow puppets, Wayang Kulit, are flat 
figures placed between a light source and a 
screen. The audience sees the moving 
shadows rather than the puppets 
themselves. These puppets are often made 
from leather or stiff material and have 
detailed cut designs. Stories may be based 
on myths, history, or moral lessons. 
 
2. Hand Puppets (Global) 

 
 
Hand puppets fit over the puppeteer’s hand 
and are controlled using fingers and wrist 
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movement. They are often simple in 
structure but very expressive. Hand puppets 
are commonly used to tell stories, perform 
comedy, or teach lessons, especially for 
younger audiences. 
 
3. String Puppets—German Marionette 

 
Marionettes are puppets controlled by 
strings attached to a control bar. The strings 
allow the puppet to move its arms, legs, and 
head. These puppets often perform on 
stages and require careful planning and 
coordination. Marionettes are known for 
detailed movement and dramatic 
performances. 
 
 
 

4. Rod Puppets—Africa and Asia 

 
Bamana wooden ceremony puppet, Mali Africa 

 
Rod puppets are controlled using sticks or 
rods attached to different parts of the 
puppet. This allows strong, clear 
movements that can be seen from far away. 
Rod puppets are often used in outdoor 
performances or large gatherings and may 
represent people, animals, or symbolic 
characters. 
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Puppet-Based Art Explorations 
 
1. Cultural Story Puppet 
Create a puppet designed to tell a story from your 
cultural background, family history, or community 
traditions. The puppet’s features, clothing, colors, 
and materials should reflect the character’s role in 
the story. The finished puppet should be able to 
perform at least one simple action that supports 
storytelling. Artists to research: Jim Henson, Julie 
Taymor, Ki Enthus Susmono 
 
2. Character of Belief or Value 
Design a puppet that represents a value, belief, or 
lesson important in your culture (such as bravery, 
respect, humor, or wisdom). The puppet does not 
need to be realistic. Its form, movement, and 
expression should help communicate its meaning 
clearly to an audience. Artists to research: Peter 
Schumann, Julie Taymor, Frank Oz 
 
3. Hand Puppet of Everyday Life 
Create a hand puppet based on an everyday 
character from your cultural experience—
someone you might see at home, work, school, or 
in your neighborhood. Focus on expressive 
features and simple movement that bring 
personality to life. Artists to research: Jim Henson, 
Wayland Flowers, Chad Williams 
 
4. Shadow Puppet Narrative 
Design and build a flat shadow puppet inspired by 
a myth, folktale, or historical story connected to 
your culture or one you are researching. Pay 
attention to silhouette, cut shapes, and how light 
and shadow communicate emotion and action. 
Artists to research: Lotte Reiniger, Ki Enthus 
Susmono, Larry Reed 
 
5. Puppet Pair: Hero and Trickster 
Many cultures include both heroic and 
mischievous characters in their stories. Create two 
puppets that represent contrasting roles—such as 
hero and trickster, elder and child, or ruler and 
rebel. Their designs should visually communicate 
their relationship and differences. 
Artists to research: Peter Schumann, Jim Henson, 
Frank Oz 
 
 

6. Rod Puppet for Public Performance 
Create a rod puppet designed to be seen from a 
distance. The puppet should have bold shapes, 
strong movement, and clear symbolism. Consider 
how puppets have been used in ceremonies, 
festivals, or public storytelling. 
Artists to research: Peter Schumann, Julie Taymor, 
Ralph Lee 
 
7. Puppet of Transformation 
Design a puppet that can change or transform 
through movement, folding, rotation, or 
removable parts. The transformation should 
connect to a cultural story, belief, or idea about 
change, growth, or identity. Artists to research: 
Julie Taymor, Jim Henson, Ralph Lee 
 
8. Doll as Cultural Figure (Doll-focused) 
Create a doll that represents a person from your 
cultural background, family history, or community. 
Unlike a performance puppet, this figure may be 
more still or symbolic. Clothing, materials, and 
details should communicate cultural identity, role, 
or status. Artists to research: Faith Ringgold, 
Marisol Escobar, Seyni Awa Camara 
 
9. Protective or Ceremonial Doll 
Create a doll or puppet that functions as a 
symbolic or ceremonial figure rather than a 
performer. The object should feel intentional and 
meaningful, reflecting protection, guidance, or 
cultural belief through form and material. 
Artists to research: Seyni Awa Camara, Peter 
Schumann, Ursula von Rydingsvard 
 
10. Puppet With a Voice 
Create a puppet and develop a short monologue, 
dialogue, or movement sequence for it. The voice 
or message should express a perspective 
connected to your cultural experience—
something humorous, reflective, or meaningful. 
The puppet should feel like it needs to speak. 
Artists to research: Jim Henson, Frank Oz, Peter 
Schumann  
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Costume  
 
A costume is clothing or wearable design 
made for a special purpose. Costumes are 
worn to show identity, role, status, or 
meaning. They are often used in 
ceremonies, celebrations, performances, 
and cultural events. 
 
Unlike everyday clothing, costumes are 
made to communicate something specific. A 
costume may show age, gender, job, 
community role, spiritual belief, or 
connection to tradition. Color, shape, 
material, and decoration all help send these 
messages. 
 
Costumes have been part of human culture 
for thousands of years. Long before modern 
fashion, people created special clothing for 
rituals, storytelling, leadership, and 
celebration. These garments helped 
communities recognize important moments 
and shared values. 
 
Different cultures developed their own 
costume traditions based on climate, 
materials, and beliefs. In many places, 
costume designs are carefully preserved 
and passed down through families or 
cultural groups. Wearing a traditional 
costume can be a way to honor history and 
show pride in one’s culture. 
 
Costume design helps people communicate 
ideas without words. It connects art, 
culture, and identity through wearable 
forms. Costumes show how clothing can 
become a way to tell stories, honor 
traditions, and bring communities together. 
These four examples show how costumes 
can look very different across cultures while 
serving similar purposes. 
 

1. Traditional Cultural Dress—Kimono, Japan 
 

 
 
Traditional garments such as robes or 
wrapped clothing are often worn during 
holidays, weddings, or cultural celebrations. 
These costumes may use specific colors, 
patterns, or materials connected to history 
and region. Wearing them shows respect for 
tradition and cultural identity. 
 
2. Theatrical Costumes—Estonian Opera 
 

 
 
In theater and dance, costumes help the 
audience understand who a character is. 
Shape, color, and decoration are chosen to 
match the story or role. These costumes are 
designed to be seen from a distance and 
often exaggerate certain features to make 
meaning clear. 
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3. Ceremonial Costumes—Egungun  
Masquerade: Republic of Benin Africa 

 
 
In many cultures, ceremonial costumes are 
worn during important events such as 
festivals, rites of passage, or spiritual 
gatherings. These costumes may include 
layered fabrics, bold colors, and repeated 
patterns. Each part of the costume often 
has meaning and may represent ancestors, 
nature, or community values. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

4. Festival and Community—Native 
American Powwow Dancer 

 
 
Many cultures create costumes for parades, 
festivals, or community events. These 
costumes may be colorful, playful, or 
symbolic. They often reflect shared stories, 
local history, or seasonal celebrations and 
are meant to be worn proudly in public. 
  



34 

 

Costume-Based Art Explorations 
 
1. Costume of Identity 
Create a wearable costume piece that 
communicates something important about who 
you are. This might include heritage, family 
traditions, community roles, or personal 
identity. The costume does not need to cover 
the entire body, but it should clearly send a 
message through color, form, and materials. 
Artists to research: Nick Cave, Yinka Shonibare, 
Hussein Chalayan 
 
2. Ceremonial Headdress or Headpiece 
Design and construct a headpiece inspired by 
ceremonial or celebratory traditions from your 
culture or a culture you are researching. Focus 
on symbolism, repetition, and materials rather 
than realism. The headpiece should feel 
purposeful, not decorative. Artists to research: 
Nick Cave, Ralph Lee, Guo Pei 
 
3. Costume for a Role 
Create a costume designed for a specific role 
within a cultural or community setting—such as 
leader, protector, storyteller, worker, or 
celebrant. The costume should visually 
communicate status or responsibility without 
words. Artists to research: Julie Taymor, Nick 
Cave, Oskar Schlemmer 
 
4. Festival Costume Element 
Design a bold costume piece meant to be worn 
in a public celebration, parade, or festival. 
Consider movement, sound, and visibility. 
Colors, textures, and shapes should help the 
wearer stand out while representing a shared 
cultural story or tradition. Artists to research: 
Nick Cave, Peter Minshall, Ralph Lee 
 
5. Mask and Costume Pair 
Create a simple costume piece designed to work 
with a mask. The two parts should feel 
connected and intentional. Consider how masks 
and costumes work together in ceremonies or 
performances to transform the wearer into a 
character or spirit. Artists to research: Julie 
Taymor, Ralph Lee, Oskar Schlemmer 

6. Costume of Place 
Design a wearable piece inspired by a place that 
matters to your cultural background—such as a 
climate, landscape, or region. Let environmental 
factors influence material choice, layering, and 
shape. The costume should feel rooted in 
location. Artists to research: Issey Miyake, 
Hussein Chalayan, Nick Cave 
 
7. Storytelling Costume 
Create a costume designed to tell a story when 
worn. Changes in color, texture, or structure 
should suggest different parts of the narrative. 
The costume might represent a journey, 
transformation, or historical moment connected 
to your culture. Artists to research: Julie Taymor, 
Faith Ringgold, Nick Cave 
 
8. Symbolic Pattern Costume 
Create a costume or wearable panel that uses 
repeated symbols or patterns meaningful to 
your culture or family. The symbols may be 
abstract or represent real ideas such as 
protection, growth, ancestry, or balance. 
Repetition should strengthen meaning. Artists 
to research: Anni Albers, Yinka Shonibare, Guo 
Pei 
 
9. Costume of Celebration or Transition 
Design a costume meant to mark an important 
life moment such as coming of age, 
achievement, remembrance, or change. The 
piece should feel special and intentional, 
different from everyday clothing, and clearly 
tied to its purpose. Artists to research: Nick 
Cave, Faith Ringgold, Issey Miyake 
 
10. Contemporary Cultural Costume 
Create a costume that blends traditional cultural 
influences with modern materials or ideas. The 
final piece should respect its source while 
reflecting how culture continues to evolve. The 
goal is not imitation, but conversation between 
past and present. Artists to research: Yinka 
Shonibare, Nick Cave, Issey Miyake  
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Pottery  
 
Pottery is the craft of shaping objects from 
clay. Clay is a natural material found in the 
earth that becomes soft when mixed with 
water. Potters shape clay by hand or with 
tools, and then allow it to dry. Most pottery 
is later fired, or heated, to make it hard and 
strong. 
 
Pottery is often used to make bowls, cups, 
plates, jars, and other containers. Some 
pottery is made for daily use, while other 
pieces are created for ceremonies or special 
occasions. 
 
Pottery is one of the oldest crafts in human 
history. Long before metal or glass 
containers, people used clay to store food, 
cook meals, and carry water. Because clay is 
found in many parts of the world, pottery 
developed in many cultures at the same 
time. 
 
Different cultures created different pottery 
styles based on their needs, tools, and 
beliefs. Shapes, surface designs, and firing 
methods often reflect local traditions. Many 
pottery skills were passed down through 
families and communities over hundreds or 
even thousands of years. 
 
Pottery teaches patience, planning, and 
careful craftsmanship. It helps students 
understand how people have used natural 
materials to solve everyday problems. 
Across cultures, pottery shows how useful 
objects can also carry meaning, tradition, 
and beauty. 
 
These five examples show how pottery can 
look very different across cultures while 
serving similar purposes. 
 

1. Pinch Pottery—Hagi -Japanese Tea bowl 

 
Pinch pottery is globally used technique, 
formed by shaping clay with the fingers and 
hands, starting from a single ball of clay. The 
potter presses and pinches outward to 
create a hollow form. This method is one of 
the oldest ceramic techniques in the world 
and appears in early pottery traditions 
across many cultures. 
 
2. Wheel-Thrown Pottery—Abbasid jar 
Mesopotamia 

 
Some potters use a spinning wheel to shape 
clay. The earliest examples were found 
Mesopotamia. As the wheel turns, the 
potter uses steady hands to form smooth, 
balanced shapes. This method allows for 
quick production and even surfaces. Wheel-
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thrown pottery is often used for bowls, 
cups, and plates. 
 
3. Coil-Built Pottery—Contemporary Navajo 

 
Coil-built pottery is made by rolling long 
strands of clay and stacking them to build 
walls. The coils are blended or left visible as 
decoration. This method allows potters to 
create large vessels without a wheel. Coil 
building is common in many African 
traditions, Indigenous cultures of the 
Americas, and Pacific Island ceramics. 
 
4. Slab Pottery—Han dynasty watchtower 

 
Slab-built pottery uses flat sheets of clay 
that are cut and joined together. This 
method is well suited for boxes, tiles, 

architectural elements, and angular forms. 
Slab construction has been used in Islamic 
tilework, European decorative arts, and East 
Asian architectural ceramics, where 
precision and surface design are important. 
 
5. Mold-Based Pottery and Slip Casting 
(China, Europe, Global Industry) 
 

 
 
Mold-based pottery is created by pressing 
clay into molds or pouring liquid clay, called 
slip, into plaster molds. The mold controls 
the shape, allowing artists to make repeated 
forms. This method developed in Chinese 
porcelain traditions and later became 
central to European ceramics and modern 
industrial production. 
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Pottery-Based Art Explorations 
 
1. Cultural Use Vessel 
Create a ceramic vessel designed for a specific use 
connected to your culture, family traditions, or 
daily life. The form should clearly match its 
purpose, such as holding food, drink, or special 
objects. Shape, size, and surface treatment should 
reflect how the object would be used. 
Artists to research: Shoji Hamada, Maria Martinez, 
Bernard Leach 
 
2. Pottery of Place 
Design a ceramic form inspired by a place 
important to your cultural background or identity. 
This might be a landscape, climate, or 
environment. Let the form, texture, and surface 
decoration reflect that location rather than 
realistic imagery. Artists to research: Toshiko 
Takaezu, Lucie Rie, Ken Price 
 
3. Bowl of Meaning 
Create a bowl whose shape and surface design 
communicate an idea, value, or belief connected 
to your culture. The bowl may be functional or 
symbolic, but it should feel intentional and 
balanced. Consider how people across cultures 
use bowls in daily life and ceremony. Artists to 
research: Song Dynasty potters, Warren 
MacKenzie, Beatrice Wood 
 
4. Story Pot 
Create a pottery form that tells a story through 
carved, incised, or raised imagery. The story may 
be personal, cultural, or historical. The narrative 
should wrap around or move across the surface of 
the form, guiding the viewer as they turn the 
object. Artists to research: Grayson Perry, Ancient 
Greek vase painters, Pueblo pottery storytellers 
 
5. Coil-Built Cultural Vessel 
Using coil construction, create a vessel inspired by 
a pottery tradition from a culture you identify with 
or are researching. Coils may be blended smooth 
or left visible as part of the design. The finished 
form should clearly show hand-built construction. 
Artists to research: Maria Martinez, Magdalene 
Odundo, Navajo potters 
 
 

6. Slab-Built Pottery Structure 
Create a slab-built ceramic form inspired by 
architecture, shelter, or structures connected to 
your culture or history. The piece may be 
functional or symbolic, but should clearly show 
flat planes, edges, and intentional construction. 
Artists to research: Peter Voulkos, Jun Kaneko, 
Betty Woodman 
 
7. Texture and Surface Pottery 
Create a ceramic form that emphasizes texture 
rather than shape. Use tools, found objects, or 
hand marks to create a surface inspired by 
materials or patterns from your cultural 
environment. The texture should feel deliberate 
and meaningful. Artists to research: Lucie Rie, 
Hans Coper, Peter Voulkos 
 
8. Pottery for Ceremony or Ritual 
Design a ceramic object meant for a special event, 
ceremony, or tradition, religious or secular. This 
might include a vessel for offerings, a symbolic 
container, or a commemorative object. The form 
should feel distinct from everyday pottery and 
clearly tied to its purpose. Artists to research: 
Ancient Egyptian potters, Shigaraki potters, 
Toshiko Takaezu 
 
9. Contemporary Cultural Pottery 
Create a pottery piece that blends traditional 
ceramic ideas with modern form or function.  
(perhaps something that looks ancient but has a 
modern function) The piece should respect its 
cultural inspiration while reflecting contemporary 
life. Consider how pottery traditions adapt over 
time. Artists to research: Theaster Gates, 
Magdalene Odundo, Yeesookyung 
 
10. Set of Related items 
Create a small set of pottery forms that belong 
together. The pieces should share a common 
shape, surface, or purpose connected to your 
culture or personal experience. Variation within 
the set should feel intentional rather than 
accidental. (Tea set, coasters, napkin rings, mugs, 
chess set…) Artists to research: Warren 
MacKenzie, Song Dynasty potters, Lucie Rie 
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Masks  
 
A mask is an object worn on the face to 
change how a person looks or is 
understood. Masks may represent a 
character, spirit, animal, ancestor, or idea. 
They are often used in ceremonies, 
performances, celebrations, or storytelling. 
 
Unlike costumes, masks focus mainly on the 
face. The face is important because it shows 
emotion, identity, and meaning. When 
someone wears a mask, they may take on a 
different role or purpose. 
 
Masks have been used by many cultures for 
thousands of years. Some of the earliest 
masks were made for rituals and spiritual 
ceremonies. Others were created for 
storytelling, theater, or community 
celebrations. 
 
Different cultures made masks from 
materials found in their environment, such 
as wood, clay, fabric, plant fibers, or paper. 
Mask designs often follow strong traditions 
and are passed down through generations. 
In many cultures, masks are treated with 
great respect. 
 
Masks help people explore identity, 
emotion, and storytelling. They allow 
wearers to step into different roles and 
express ideas visually. Across cultures, 
masks show how art can be used to connect 
people, honor traditions, and communicate 
meaning. 
 
These examples show how masks can look 
and function differently across cultures 
while serving similar purposes. 
 
 
 

1. Ceremonial-- Inupiat Mask 

 
In many cultures, ceremonial masks are 
worn during important rituals or events. 
These masks may represent spirits, 
ancestors, or forces of nature. Shapes, 
colors, and patterns are chosen carefully 
and often have deep meaning. The mask 
helps connect the wearer to the community 
and tradition. 
 
2. Theatrical—Chhau Dance Mask Eastern 
India 

 
Masks have been used in theater to help tell 
stories and show characters. In some 
traditions, masks show specific emotions or 
roles, such as heroes, villains, or spirits. 
These masks help the audience understand 
the story quickly, even from far away. 
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3. Festival—Maslenitsa Mask, Russia 
 

 
 
Many communities use masks during 
festivals, parades, or celebrations. These 
masks may be playful, colorful, or 
exaggerated. They are often made to be 
worn in public and help create a shared 
experience during special events. 
 
4. Contemporary and Artistic Masks 

 
Felicia Murray Our Dying Reefs felted COVID mask* 

 
Artists today create masks as works of art 
rather than for performance. These masks 
may explore ideas about identity, culture, or 
personal expression. While they may not be 
worn, they still connect to traditional mask-
making through design and symbolism. 

5. Funerary Masks (Death Masks) 

 
King Tutankhamun’s funerary mask c.1323BCE 

 
Funerary masks are created to cover or 
accompany the dead, preserving identity 
and guiding the soul in the afterlife. Found 
across cultures, they appear in Ancient 
Egypt (gold burial masks), Mycenaean 
Greece (hammered gold masks), Ancient 
China (jade burial coverings), and parts of 
Mesoamerica. These masks reflect beliefs 
about death, protection, and 
transformation beyond life. 
 
 

 

 

 

 

*Special thanks to www.feliciajmurray.com 
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Mask-Based Art Explorations 
 
1. Mask of Cultural Identity 
Create a wearable mask that represents an 
aspect of your cultural background, family 
history, or community identity. The mask does 
not need to be realistic. Shape, color, and 
surface details should communicate meaning 
rather than likeness. Artists to research: Ralph 
Lee, Romuald Hazoumè, James Ensor 
 
2. Ceremonial or Spiritual Mask 
Design a mask inspired by a ceremonial or 
spiritual tradition from your culture or one you 
are researching. Focus on symbolism, repetition, 
and materials rather than decoration. The mask 
should feel intentional and respectful, not 
theatrical. Artists to research: Seyni Awa 
Camara, Bill Reid, Bamana mask makers 
 
3. Mask of Emotion 
Create a mask that expresses a single strong 
emotion such as joy, fear, anger, pride, or grief. 
The emotion should be communicated through 
exaggeration of form, line, and surface. Cultural 
references may influence how the emotion is 
visually expressed. Artists to research: Emil 
Nolde, James Ensor, Ernst Ludwig Kirchner 
 
4. Animal or Spirit Mask 
Many cultures use animal or spirit imagery in 
masks to represent protection, power, or 
storytelling. Create a mask inspired by an animal 
or symbolic being connected to your culture or 
personal beliefs. Simplification and exaggeration 
are encouraged. Artists to research: Haida mask 
carvers, Bwa mask makers, Ralph Lee 
 
5. Festival Mask 
Design a mask meant to be worn in a public 
celebration or festival. The mask should be bold, 
visible from a distance, and expressive. Consider 
how color, pattern, and scale help communicate 
energy and community spirit. Artists to 
research: Peter Minshall, James Ensor, Ralph Lee 
 
 
 

6. Mask of Transformation 
Create a mask that represents change or 
transformation. This might include moving 
parts, layered surfaces, or symbolic shifts shown 
through color and form. The mask should 
suggest a transition in identity or role. Artists to 
research: Julie Taymor, Oskar Schlemmer, 
Romuald Hazoumè 
 
7. Storytelling Mask 
Design a mask for a specific character from a 
cultural story, folktale, or myth. The character’s 
role should be clear through expression, shape, 
or surface detail. The mask should help an 
audience understand the character instantly. 
Artists to research: Léon Bakst, Ralph Lee, Ki 
Enthus Susmono 
 
8. Contemporary Cultural Mask 
Create a mask that blends traditional cultural 
influences with modern themes or materials. 
The mask may comment on identity, society, or 
current events while still referencing traditional 
mask-making principles. Artists to research: 
Romuald Hazoumè, Nick Cave, Ralph Lee 
 
9. Mask as Sculpture 
Create a mask that is not meant to be worn, but 
displayed as a sculptural object. The mask 
should still reference the face and identity, but 
may push scale, materials, or abstraction. 
Cultural meaning should guide the design. 
Artists to research: Marisol Escobar, Seyni Awa 
Camara, James Ensor 
 
10. Funerary or Memorial Mask 
Design a mask intended to honor memory, 
ancestry, or transition. This may be inspired by 
funerary mask traditions or personal 
remembrance of yourself or someone you knew, 
or some cultural hero who has died. The mask 
should feel quiet, intentional, and symbolic 
rather than expressive or playful. Artists to 
research: Ancient Egyptian funerary artists, Bill 
Reid, Rachel Whiteread  
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Some Other Important Craft Traditions  
 
1. Paper Folding and Paper Arts  

 
Traditional Origami Crane 

 
Origami is the art of folding paper into 
forms without cutting or gluing. While 
origami is strongly connected to Japan, 
paper folding traditions also exist in other 
cultures. Origami focuses on precision, 
patience, and problem-solving.  
 
2. Calligraphy 
 

 
Arabic Calligraphy — Ottoman Tradition 

 
Calligraphy is the art of beautiful writing. In 
many cultures, written language itself is 
treated as an art form. Brush control, 
rhythm, spacing, and flow are very 
important. Calligraphy is not drawing, 
painting, or typography. It is a cultural craft 
tied to language, tradition, and 
communication. 
 

3. Body Art and Temporary Decoration  
 

 
Henna tattoos, also known as mehndi, are a modern 
take on an ancient tradition of  body painting. 

 
Some cultures create art directly on the 
body using paint, dye, or natural materials. 
Examples include henna, ceremonial paint, 
or temporary markings used for celebration 
or ritual. These crafts are not jewelry or 
costume because they are temporary and 
part of the body itself. 
 
4. Ephemeral and Temporary Crafts  

 
Japanese Ikebana Arrangement 

 
Some crafts are meant to exist for only a 
short time. These may include sand designs, 
temporary shrines, festival decorations, or 
natural-material arrangements. The 
meaning comes from the process and 
experience, not the finished object. These 
traditions are not meant to be permanent.  
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5. Mosaic and Stained Glass 
 

 
Mosaic made from tiles and glass pieces 
 

 
Soldering stained glass with led  

 
Mosaic and stained glass involve assembling 
small pieces of stone, ceramic, or glass into 
larger images or patterns. Mosaic traditions 
appear in many cultures, including ancient 
Roman and Byzantine floors and walls, 
Islamic architectural decoration, and 
Indigenous stone and shell inlay. Stained 
glass developed prominently in medieval 
European churches and later expanded into 
secular and contemporary design. 
 
 
 
 

6. Metalwork and Glass Arts 
 

 
Metalworker using a hammer and anvil 
 

 
Heating glass with a torch to bend and shape 

 
Metalwork and glass arts involve shaping 
materials through heat, tools, and controlled 
processes. Metals may be forged, cast, 
hammered, or assembled, while glass is melted 
and formed through blowing, casting, or cutting. 
These traditions are found in many cultures, 
including Japanese metalworking, Islamic glass 
and metal ornament, African iron forging, and 
European stained glass. These crafts often serve 
both functional and decorative purposes. They 
do not fit neatly into sculpture or jewelry 
because they emphasize material knowledge, 
process, and skilled craftsmanship rooted in 
cultural tradition. 
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Artists to research: Tibetan ritual objects, Native 
American amulets, Betye Saar 
 
 
6. Tool & Utensil Design 
Many cultures elevate everyday tools into 
crafted objects (spoons, ladles, farming tools). 
Design a functional hand tool inspired by 
cultural needs, focusing on grip, balance, and 
purpose. Artists to research: George Nakashima, 
Scandinavian folk tools, African carved utensils 
 
7. Mapmaking & Spatial Storytelling 
Maps have long been crafted objects—symbolic, 
narrative, or spiritual rather than purely 
geographic. Create a map based on a cultural 
mythological place that uses symbols, scale, and 
design to tell a story of place. Artists to 
research: Alighiero Boetti, Maya Lin, Indigenous 
mapping 
 
8. Paper Cutting Traditions 
Paper cutting is culturally specific and symbolic 
(Chinese jianzhi, Polish wycinanki, Mexican 
papel picado). Create a narrative, story-telling 
paper-cut design inspired by cultural symbolism 
and repetition. Artists to research: Chinese 
jianzhi, Polish wycinanki, Henri Matisse 
 
9. Decoration & Ornamentation 
Many cultures heavily decorate everyday items 
with carving, painting, or inlay. Design and 
decorate an existing form or model focusing on 
symbolism and surface meaning. Choose an 
everyday object that is not usually decorative 
and add your own cultural identity to it 
elevating it to a work of art. (Milk carton, box, 
toy, shoe…) Artists to research: Esther 
Mahlangu, Islamic ornamentation, William 
Morris 
 
10. Shadow & Light Craft 
Craft traditions that rely on light interaction 
(shadow screens, pierced lanterns, cut-metal 
lamps). Design an object that creates patterned 
shadows when light passes through it. Artists to 
research: Wayang Kulit, Olafur Eliasson, Islamic 
pierced lant
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