CASTING COMMUNITIES

Workshop Overview:
Individually, each participant will create one building out of plaster. Participants will have the
opportunity to cast a form in plaster and follow up, creating details using subtractive sculpting
techniques. As a group, participants will create a tiny city, town, community, installing their sculptures together.
*This workshop can be adapted for all ages; however, younger participants will require more
support at the mixing stage and closer supervision with the hand-carving tools.
Timeline:
This workshop will take approximately 3 hrs from start to finish and can be divided into different
sessions.
Materials & Preparation:
• Milk cartons
• Plaster of Paris** (choose the ready-mix, just-add-water variety. This can be purchased at Home
Hardware or ordered online from Home Depot in 25 lbs bags, which is most cost effective)
• Mixing bowls (make sure the mixing bowls are much larger than the milk cartons)
• Cheap cutlery (for mixing the plaster)
• Vessels for measuring water and plaster (plastic cups work well)
• Clay hand carving tools
• Table covers
• Water jugs
** Please note that Plaster of Paris should never go down the drain. When it comes to clean-up
time, simply let the Plaster of Paris dry and then scrape it out of mixing bowls and into the
garbage.

Key Idea:
We rarely have the chance to plan and discuss our ideal communities. This workshop teaches
key sculpting techniques—casting and reductive sculpting— while also holding space to talk
about the ways in which we set up and sustain our communities. The discussions could become
more focussed on urban/rural, city planning, socially engaged infrastructure, architecture or
gentrification.
In setting up the miniature plaster township in a collaborative installation, participants must
communicate effectively to work together to negotiate their collective ideal.
To get the most out of this workshop, begin with visual prompts and questions — images of
buildings, public space and community. (What makes up a community? How does the architecture around us affect our use of space? Where are you most comfortable? What kind of building
would you want to live/work in? Who are these buildings designed for?)

Key Words:
• Cast: an object made through a sculptural technique in which liquid materials are shaped by
pouring into a mold. This process can be easily understood in the way that water poured into
an ice-cube tray will freeze into well-formed solid ice cubes
• Mold: a negative (hollow) form that is filled with a material such as plaster or metal and removed when the material hardens into the shape of the mold. A mold can be used to make
copies of an object
• Positive: an object or form which takes up space
• Negative: the empty space around or within an object
• Form: an element of art that is three-dimensional and encloses volume; includes height, width
and depth (as in a cube, a sphere, a pyramid, or a cylinder). Form may also be free flowing.
• Subtractive Sculpture: Subtractive sculpture refers to the process of creating a 3 Dimensional
composition by removing material, as in wood carving or stone sculpture.
• Ratio: a ratio compares values. A ratio says how much of one thing there is compared to another thing
• Carving: the act of using tools to shape something from a material by scraping away portions
of that material.
• Plaster: a building material often used for the protective or decorative coating of walls and
ceilings and for casting decorative elements. It comes in the form of a white powder and is
mixed with water to create a substance that will harden.

Workshop Process Outline:
• Each participant selects half of a clean, empty milk carton (for architectural variety use both the
top and bottom as molds)
• From its shape, participants make a sketch of the form of the building and respond to prompts
(What type of space is this building—is it a house, a school, an art studio, a contemporary dance
space, a lab or something completely new? Who would be likely to use this building? In what
kind of a community does this building belong?)
• In pairs, participants put their measurement of plaster into their mixing bowl and water in a jug
(the ratio should be 2 parts plaster to one part water)
• While one partner is digging a small crater in the powder, the other begins to add water,
adding about 90% (communication between partners is key)
• One partner stirs quickly and thoroughly until all the powder is absorbed by water and the
other partners adds the remaining 10% to the mixture
• Once the consistency is like a thick white gravy it is ready to be poured into the first mold
• The mold will need to be jiggled around in order to bring the air-bubbles to the surface, and
can then be put aside to dry
• This process is repeated to fill the mold of the second partner
• When both milk carton molds are filled with drying plaster, participants can return to their
sketches to work on planning the details they will carve into their sculptures
• Participants refer back to the sketch of their building to plan out the details they will carve (it
may be helpful to have architectural reference images around the classroom)
• Once dry (after roughly 40 minutes) participants can remove the sculptures from the molds
• Using a pencil and their preliminary sketch, participants draw the details directly onto the plaster form and use the marks to guide their carvings
• Demo of carving: Teacher models the subtractive carving process and safe practice for using
tools
• Participants carve away the details of their sculptures

• In small groups participants share their sculptures and respond to a prompt (ex: What is the
centre of your community? What would you change about your own community? What is the
best way to decide where a road will go? etc) for discussion about community. One member
from each group relays discussion back to whole class. This will set the tone for the collaborative activity to follow
• Once participants each have a building carved out of plaster, they can be democratically installed together to create a community, city or town— make sure to document the installation
• To get the most out of this workshop, finish with group discussion and personal reflection
Cross curricular connections:

-

Math: ratios and measurements
Social Studies: community models, democracy
Environmental Science: recycling, urban and rural life
Design: architecture and urban planning
English: literature or creative writing

Delving Deeper: Natural extensions for this workshop could include:
These are suggestions which can be taken in a number of directions, depending on the aims of
the teacher and the needs of the group.

- discussions on citizenship and community

-

delving into discussions and texts about Utopia, the Anthropocene
creating a backdrop for the buildings with paint or painting the buildings themselves
creating and/or projecting images onto the buildings as an installation
using the buildings as an installation site to learn and practice photography skills
taking the buildings out into the world to create site-specific installations
drawing the buildings as a still life
reflections on participants community identity

Artists for Reference:
Rachel Whiteread
Rachel Whiteread is a contemporary British sculptor.
Many of her works are casts of ordinary domestic objects
and, in numerous cases, she gives form to their negative
space. For example, she is known for making solid casts
of hot water bottles, sheds and even an entire house.
She says the casts carry "the residue of years and years
of use.” Her work relates to both the everyday objects
and experiences we overlook and also to memory.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h3BqweEOGm4
Artists who use different casting techniques:
Ryan Livingstone: http://www.ryanlivingstone.com
Maria Bartuszova: https://artmuseum.pl/en/wystawy/maria-bartuszova-2
Artists who use subtractive sculpting techniques:
Jim Boyd: http://sculpturesaintjohn.com/profile/james-boyd/
Barbara Hepworth: https://barbarahepworth.org.uk
Barnabus Arnasungaaq: https://inuit.com/pages/barnabus-arnasungaaq
Curricular Links:
The Curricular Outcomes Listed below are easily accessible depending on the adaptation of the
workshop and the approach taken by the teacher.
Visual Arts 110
• 11.1.1 explore the unique qualities of a range of media
• 11.1.2 show competence and responsibility in use and manipulation of required materials,
tools and techniques
• 11.2.4 engage in artistic inquiry, exploration, and discovery in collaboration with others
• 11.3.2 use visual arts as a means of responding to social, ethical, and environmental issues
• 11.5.3 critically examine context, content, concept and subject matter in their own and other's
art
Visual Arts 9/10
• 9.1.1 manipulate and organize design elements and principles to achieve planned compositions
• 9.1.3 create artworks, integrating themes found through direct observation, personal experience, and imagination

• 9.1.4 respond verbally and visually to the use of art elements in personal works and the works
of others
• 9.2.2 analyse and make use of visual, spatial, and temporal concepts in creating art images
• 9.2.4 acknowledge and respect individual approaches to and opinions of art
• 9.2.5 work interactively, co- operatively, and collaboratively
• 9.3.4 recognize and describe the role of the visual arts in challenging, sustaining, and reflecting society’s beliefs and traditions
• 9.4.3 recognize that, and investigate how art as a human activity emerges from human needs,
values, beliefs, ideas, and experiences
• 9.4.4 create personally meaningful imagery that reflects influence from a variety of historical
and contemporary artists
• 9.5.3 demonstrate an understanding of how individual and societal values affect our response
to visual art
• 9.6.5 investigate and analyse how meaning is embedded in works of art

