Discovering Mesa Prieta

UNIT 11: MAKING PLASTER PETROGLYPHS

OBJECTIVES
✔

S
tudents will learn to use the techniques of pecking and
etching into plaster to create a petroglyph design.

✔

S
tudents will appreciate the time and skill that it takes to
make a model petroglyph.

✔

S
tudents will appreciate the beauty of petroglyph and
pictograph designs.

✔

S
tudents will create a beautiful art piece that may be used
as a gift.

SUBJECTS: Social Studies, Language Arts, Art.
SUGGESTED TIME: One class period.
MATERIALS:
From the teacher: Plaster rounds*, assortment of
rocks, black acrylic paint, pencils, copy paper, clear
spray acrylic
From the trunk: photos of petroglyphs.

BACKGROUND: The ancient petroglyphs of Mesa Prieta were created in several ways. Some were made
by pecking, using a hammer rock with a harder rock or antler. Others were abraded by rubbing a hard
rock against the basalt to rub off the patina. After the Spanish came, the use of hand-forged steel knives,
horseshoes, chisels or large nails to scratch petroglyph images became popular.

VOCABULARY

©

☛

Abrasion: t he technique of rubbing a hard rock against the patina on the basalt.

☛

Incising: the technique of using a sharp rock or piece of metal to make lines.

☛

Pecking: the technique of using a hammer rock with a harder rock or antler to chip out little
pieces of rock in order to create petroglyphs.

☛

Petroglyph: a design chipped or scratched into a rock surface.

☛

Pictograph: a design painted on a rock surface.

☛

River cobble: a fist size rock that is smooth from tumbling in a stream or river.

☛

Scratching: the technique of penetrating the patina on the basalt with a sharp object.
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Unit 11: Making Plaster Petroglyphs
Activity 1

Ask the students to collect round river cobbles and rocks with points at home or on the playground
during recess. Every student will need one of each.

1.

 ave students choose a petroglyph design from photographs in the trunk. Choose one image
H
that is not too complex.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Put name and date on the bottom of the plaster mold.
Trace the circle of the mold onto paper and draw the petroglyph within the circle.
Collect petroglyph photos.
Copy the petroglyph design onto the black plaster mold with a pencil.
C hoose a pointed rock to peck and a round rock to use as a hammer. Carefully tap the pointed
rock with the round rock to make a small hole. Continue to make holes following the line of
the petroglyph design. You may also experiment by incising lines and or scratching large
areas.

7.

T he teacher should spray with clear acrylic outside the building. The finished plaster rounds
make great gifts.

8.

 ptional: Using markers or water color paints, draw a design on the side of the plaster
O
round.

9.

 iscuss how hard it must have been to make petroglyphs on hard basalt rocks. The plaster
D
rounds are very soft. “How long do you think it might have taken to make a real petroglyph
the size of your plaster round?”
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Unit 11: Making Plaster Petroglyphs
ASSESSMENT:
1. Have students write about their experience of creating their model petroglyph.
2. Have students write a creative story about their design.
3. Have students take their model and story to a younger class. Partnering with a younger
student, tell that student about the petroglyph and how it was made.

*Making Plaster Rounds
Materials: From the teacher: Plaster of Paris, plastic bowls, metal spoons, water, black acrylic paint,
brushes, round plastic deli containers (these may be checked out from the Mesa Prieta Petroglyph
Project office), sandpaper

Activity 3

Procedure: The plaster rounds can be made by the teacher or a parent ahead of time or in class
by the students.
1. In a plastic bowl, mix about a cup of plaster with about half a cup of water for each container.
You may want to make four at a time. Add water slowly while mixing. It should be thick like
pancake batter.
2. Pour the plaster into the deli containers. They should be at least one inch thick or they may
break. If students are making their own, have them put their name on the container with
masking tape.
3. Gently tap the container on the table a few times to get out the air bubbles. Let them dry
over night.
4. Pop the plaster out of the container. Using sand paper, smooth the top edge.
5. After they are completely dry (no longer cool to the touch) paint the tops with black acrylic
paint. To speed up the drying they may be paced in a gas oven with just the pilot on. Leave
overnight. Two coats of paint works best.
6. If students make mistakes, have some black paint on hand to paint over the mistakes.
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Unit 11: Making Plaster Petroglyphs
Alternative Art Project: Making a Pictograph on Smooth Rocks
Objectives:
✔

Students will appreciate the beauty of pictograph designs.


✔

Students will create a beautiful art piece on a natural rock that may be used as a gift.


Subjects: Social Studies, Art, Language Arts.
Suggested Time: One class period.
Materials:
From the trunk: Painted rock “pictograph”.
From the teacher: A smooth river cobble for each student, pencil, acrylic or tempera paints, brushes,
permanent markers or colored pencils, newspapers, clear acrylic spray.

Activity:
1.

If possible, take a hike to look for river cobbles or ask students to bring a smooth rock from
home. Dust off or wash and dry the rocks.

2.
3.

Write name and date on the back of the rock.

4.

T he teacher should spray with clear acrylic outside the building. The finished stones make
great gifts.

C hoose a pictograph design from the photographs. Trace the rock and draw the design onto
the paper. Draw lightly with pencil on the smooth surface of the rock and then outline it with
black permanent marker. Using the art medium provided, students will fill in the design in
what ever manner they choose.

Other Alternative Projects:
1. Using markers or paints, color the entire drawing paper with one or more colors. Then cover
the entire paper with black crayon. Scratch petroglyph designs through the black crayon with
a tooth pick and the under colors will show through. (This activity was suggested by Marie
Abeyta of Ohkay Owingeh Community School.)
2. U
 sing pottery clay, form a tile. Glaze the green ware with black glaze, carve a petroglyph design into the clay and then fire it. (This activity was suggested by Jeannie Cornelius of Dixon
Elementary School.)
3. U
 se a solution of bleach water on colored tissue paper. Students dip swabs into the bleach
solution and draw different designs onto the colored tissue. (This activity was suggested by
Stephanie Richard of Ohkay Owingeh Community School.)
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Unidad 11: Haciendo Petrográficos Plásticos
Vocabulario Unidad 11: Haciendo Petrográficos Plásticos
☛ Incisivo: la técnica de usar una roca afilada o una pieza de metal para hacer líneas.
☛ P
 icoteo: la técnica de usar una roca martillada con otra mas dura o un cuerno para descascarillar pequeños trozos de roca para crear petrográficos.
☛ Petrográfico: un diseño descascarillado o arañado en una superficie rocosa.
☛ Pictográfico: un diseño pintado sobre la superficie de una roca.
☛ A doquín de un rio: una roca de tamaño pequeño suavizada por estar caída en un riachuelo
o rio.
☛ Arañazos: la técnica de frotar una roca dura contra una pátina en el basalto.
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