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Motivation: Students will learn about the ancient art of Repousse` and Contemporary Haitian metal 
relief work. They will express ideas about the South Bay using metal tooling techniques to create a low 
relief design on metal foil. 
 
What is Repousse`? Repousse` is a form of bas relief sculpture that dates back to antiquity. This 
technique is oftentimes used with gold or silver for small works and done with copper, bronze and tin 

for larger sculptures. The Greeks in the 3rd century B.C. made armor breast plates from bronze using 
the repousse` technique. 
 
One of the largest sculptures ever made in copper using repousse` is the Statue of Liberty in New York 
Harbor which was sent as a gift to the United States from the people of France in 1886. 
 
The word repousse` comes from the French and means “to push up.” In this case the sheet of metal is 
turned over to the backside with a hammer and various tools, and the shapes are pounded into the 
sheet metal. Then the metal is turned over to the front side and the shapes previously pushed out from 
the back are refined, using a technique known as chasing. Chasing is a technique which creates a 
scribed line in the surface of the metal and further refines the shapes, as well as creating linear 
designs. Chasing is usually done with a hammer and chisel-like tools. The sequence of working the 
front side, then the backside, is done many times to complete the sculpture. 
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Haiti 
Haiti is located on the western third of the island of Hispaniola. The island of Hispaniola was first 
inhabited by local peoples, the Tainos which are also sometimes called the Arawaks. Christopher 
Columbus landed on the island in 1492 during his first voyage to the Americas. He claimed the island 
for the Spanish and it soon became the main base for future Spanish explorations and conquests into 
the rest of the Caribbean and the Americas. In 1496, Santo Domingo was established. It was the first 
permanent settlement in the New World. 
 
When Columbus and the Europeans arrived in Hispaniola, the area was inhabited by hundreds of 
thousands of the native Taino peoples. However, the number of natives declined rapidly as diseases 
brought by the Europeans, such as smallpox, spread and quickly killed them. In 1697 the French 
gained control of the western third of the island from Spain. This area later became Haiti. 
 
The French imported slaves from Africa to help farm crops on Haiti, especially sugarcane. The colony 
became wealthy during this time. However, in the late 1700s the slaves revolted under the leadership 
of Toussaint L'Ouverture. They declared their independence from France in 1804. Unfortunately, since 
then things have not gone well for Haiti. It is the poorest country in the Western Hemisphere and its 
government has been plagued with political violence. To make things worse, Haiti was hit by a 
massive earthquake in January 2010. Much of the country was destroyed and it will be years until it 
can recover. 
 
There are very few public schools in Haiti. Most schools are private, and parents must pay for them. The 
schools may not have running water or toilets. They may not have enough books or even qualified 
teachers. Many children never learn to read. 
 
What is Haitian Metal Art? The relief sculpture art of Haiti is known worldwide. This art form was born in 
Haiti in the early 1950’s by a simple blacksmith, George Liataud. In his small shop, he made and 
repaired tools and created primitive crosses for the graves in the Crois-des-Bouquets cemetery. An 
American teacher DeWitt Peters encouraged him to expand into the creation of decorative metal 
sculptures. A few talented men apprenticed under him, and this tradition has continued. A particular 
metal artist will have assistants, who, as they mature in the art, will branch out and begin expressing 
themselves with their own designs. 
 
How is Haitian Metal Relief created? Metal drums that were once used for transporting oil or other 
products are purchased near the port in the capital city of Port au Prince. They are brought to the 
neighboring town of Croix-des- Bouquets by handcart or on top of a taxi to the metal artists’ workshop. 
Croix-des-Bouquets is the center of the metalwork movement. Using these recycled 55gallon drums, 
the artist first removes both round ends of the drum and places these inside the cylinder along with 
dried banana or sugar cane leaves. He sets this on fire, to burn off any paint or residue. When cooled 
down, the artist cuts the round drum from top to bottom. The flattening process is a sight to behold, as 
one of the artist’s helpers will climb inside the drum and using all his weight, will push with feet, legs, 
arms and shoulders to open it up. It is then pounded into a flattened “metal canvas” of approximately 
3’x6ft. With chalk, the design is drawn onto the metal sheet. 
 
Now the real work begins. Using various primitive tools and a hammer and chisel, the shape is cut and 
the metal is worked into various patterns using metalworking techniques. The artworks reflect Haitian 
life through the eyes of the artists and are inspired by nature and their culture. 
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Vocabulary: 
 
Repoussé - (re-poo-say) is French and means “pushed up”. It is a metal working technique in which 
metal is shaped by hammering on the reverse side to create a low relief design. 
 
Chasing - A metalwork technique used to define or refine the forms of a surface design and to bring 
them to the height of relief required. Chasing is the opposite of repoussé. 
 
Bas (pronounced bah) Relief -Also known as low relief. A sculpture that is viewed from only one side, 
like you would view a painting, but it protrudes from the background, so that is why it is considered a 
low-relief sculpture (it doesn’t stick out a lot).  A coin is an example of Bas/Low Relief sculpture. 
 
Concave - means curving in or hollowed inward, as opposed to convex. 
 
Convex - If something is bulging outwards in a curve, it's convex in shape. The surface of a soccer 
balls, old television screens, and eyeballs are all convex in shape. 
 
Line - is an element of art. There are numerous varieties of possible lines, including curved, bent, thick, 
wide, broken, vertical, horizontal, burred, or freehand. Lines are frequently used to delineate shapes, 
forms and spaces. 
 
Shape - Shape is flat. It is found in two-dimensional paintings and two-dimensional photographs. SHAPE 
has two dimensions—height and width. 
 
Form - Has three dimensions—height, width and thickness. Form is NOT flat; it has thickness as well as 
height and width. When a two-dimensional shape is pushed and raised, it changes into a three-
dimensional form. Form is found in sculpture. 
 
 
 
Standard Common Core Student Objectives being met: 
1. Artistic perception 

2. Historical and Cultural content 

3. Creative expression 

4. Connections, relationships, applications 
 
 
 
Visual Arts Education practiced with this project: 
California Visual Arts Content Standards 
2.0 Creative Expression, 4.0 Aesthetic Valuing, 5.0 Connections, Relationships, Applications 
National Standards: 
Visual Arts Grades K-4 Content Standard 1: Understanding and applying media, techniques, and 
processes 
Visual Arts Grades K-4 Content Standard 2: Using knowledge of structures and functions Visual Arts 
Grades K-4 Content Standard 3: Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and 
ideas 
Visual Arts Grades K-4 Content Standard 5: Reflecting upon and assessing the characteristics and 
merits of their work and the work of others 
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Materials: 
 
5x5 copper coated aluminum foil 38 gauge 5x5 piece of copy paper 
½ inch pc of tape 6x9 foam sheet Pencil with eraser 
Ink pen 
Wooden stylus or clay sculpting tools 
Supplement with found object to make marks-popsicle stick, coffee stirrers, plastic fork, spoon, 
wooden cuticle sticks, Q-tip Plastic 6 well palette (to be shared between 2 students) Ranger Reinkers 
(asst colors)2 drops per ¼ tsp 
Liquitex acrylic glazing medium 1tsp per student 
2 brushes round (0or1) for fine details and a 2 or 4 round or flat Water cup (to be shared between 2 
students) 
Paper towel 
 
*recommend plastic coated paper or foam plate. The metal tile is contained for the painting/glazing 
and transport. 
*recommend purchasing extra metal tiles to be cut up into pieces for the students to practice on. 
 
Safety 

 Ask students to be aware of the sharp edges around the tiles 
 -You may consider taping the edges of the tiles for the younger students 
 -Adults should also use caution when handling the metal tiles 

 
Note 
The dye reinkers are highly pigmented. A little goes a long way. You will be mixing 2-3 drops reinker per 
1/4tsp glazing medium. We are making a translucent glaze. The glazing medium dries quickly so do 
not prepare in advance. Prepare just before handing out. 
Also adults should handle the reinkers. This is dye and stains. 
 
PROCEDURE: 
 

1. INTRODUCE students to Repousse` and Haitian metal relief sculpture 
2. REVIEW vocabulary words with students. 
3. DISCUSS with students’ inspiration in the South Bay and ideas for design and design subjects. 
4. SHOW students examples of the Repousse` South Bay project, handouts and inspirational photos i.e a 

whale fluke or a lighthouse. Discuss the materials as well as demo of the process before beginning. 
5. CREATE 

 
Drawing portion 

6. Using pencil draw a bold and simple design on the 5x5 piece of copy paper. Remind students to 
make good use of space when drawing their subject. Fine details can be added later directly on the 
metal. 

7. When the design is complete, carefully tape the design onto the copper side of the metal, lining up 
the edges. 

8. Place the foam sheet underneath the foil so you have a soft surface to work on. 
9. Trace over your lines of your design with a ballpoint pen. This should press the foil down so your design 

is transferred to the foil. You can lift the paper to make sure your lines are transferring to the metal. 
10. Once the basics have been traced, remove the drawing from the foil and use it for reference. 

 
Metal Tooling Portion 

11. Students practice the metal tooling techniques on the scrap piece of metal first to get an idea of the 
process. 

12. You will need to decide what shapes will be convex (raised) and what shapes will be 
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concave (pressed in). Remember that tooling on the backside will give an opposite effect. 
13. Work slowly, going over the concave areas a number of times with gentle pressure to stretch the 

metal without tearing it. Using the pencil eraser works well for this. You  can also try the Q-tip. Check 
you work on the reverse side often. Turn the foil over and reinforce convex areas in the same 
manner. Alternate the side you work on to get the most contrast. 

14. Be sure to work both sides of the metal to form the relief sculpture with a variety of depths from very 
shallow to highly raised. 

15. Remind students that it is ok to leave some areas alone is also a valid design treatment. It will remain 
smooth and shiny. 

16. Add small details, texture by creating patterns, lines, dots, circles, etc. 
 

Glazing/Painting Portion 
 

Mixing instructions for glazes: Portions are 1/4tsp glazing medium to 2-3 drops ink. Since the palette is 
for 2 to share. Place ½tsp glazing medium per well in the palette and 4 drops desired color ink. Mix 
with coffee stirrer to blend well. 
*white acrylic paint may be substituted for white ink. 10:1 ratio glaze to paint so just a teeny amount 
of paint is needed. 

 
17. Decide which areas will be glazed i.e. the positive space (the subject) or the negative space. Paint 

desired areas with the translucent colored glazing medium. A little goes a long way. If darker color is 
desired, wait a few minutes and add another layer of color. The unpainted area will remain copper 
color. The Q-tip works well to clean up areas of the copper as needed. 

18. Remind students that they should keep unpainted areas in their designs. This adds to the “metallic 
quality” of their project and is a desirable effect. 

 
Mounting 

19. Cut cardstock down to 81/2 x 81/2 and mount tile in the center with foam mounting squares. Place 
name tag on the back of cardstock. 

 
 


