
Repousse 
Southbay
A Project Created by 

Stephanie Kohler
January 2020



Historical and 
Cultural 

Connection

• Repoussé is a form of bas relief sculpture that 
dates back to antiquity
• 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 repoussé 
technique



Goals for the 
Project

Motivation:
Students will learn about the ancient art of Repoussé 
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.

Student Objectives:
• Explore the art of low relief sculpture
• Introduce students to the nation of Haiti and Haitian 

metal art
• Demonstrate skill in use of tools and process: 

repoussé and chasing
• Make images using shape and color



Repoussé Three examples of Repoussé art works.  



Vocabulary

• Bas Relief (pronounced bah): Also known as low relief. A sculpture 
viewed from only one side, like you would view a painting, but protrudes 
from the background. A coin is an example of Bas/Low Relief sculpture.

• 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.

• Concave: 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: A point moving in space. Line can vary in width, length, curvature, 
color, or direction.

• Repoussé (re-poo-say): 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.

• Texture: The surface quality of materials, either actual (tactile) or implied 
(visual). It is one of the elements of art.



Lady Liberty

One of the largest sculptures ever made in copper using repoussé 
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 
repoussé 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.



The Country of Haiti

Haiti is located on the western third of the 
island of Hispaniola. The island of 
Hispaniola was first inhabited by local 
people, the Tainos who are also 
sometimes called the Arawaks. 
Christopher Columbus landed on the 
island in 1492 during his first voyage to the 
Americas.

Disease killed off many of the native 
people and the Spanish were eventually 
driven out by the French, who were 
ultimately overthrown by a slave uprising 
in 1804.  

Haiti has suffered from political turmoil 
and natural disasters that have ravaged 
the country over the years.  There is 
extreme income inequality and much of 
the country is very poor.  



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 Liautaud. 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.

George Liautaud



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 55-gallon 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’x 6’. 

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.



1. 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.

2. When the design is complete, carefully tape the design onto the 
copper side of the metal, lining up the edges.  
• Place tape at the top, so that it works as a hinge between the 

paper and metal.

3. Place the foam sheet underneath the foil so you have a soft 
surface to work on.

4. Trace over your lines of your design with a ballpoint pen. Use 
gentle pressure, so your design is transferred to the foil. Lift up 
the paper to make sure your lines are transferring to the metal.

5. Once the basics have been traced, remove the drawing from the 
foil and use it for reference.  
• Leave the very small designs to be tooled onto the foil directly.

Drawing the Image



Metal Tooling
1. If scrap pieces of metal are available, have students 

practice the metal tooling first to get an idea of the procs.

2. You will need to decide what shapes will be convex (raised) 
and what shapes will be concave (pressed in). Remember 
that tooling on the backside will give an opposite effect.

3. 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.

4. 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.

5. Remind students that leaving some areas alone is also a 
valid design treatment. It will remain smooth and shiny.

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



Glazing the Copper Tile

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

2. Paint desired areas with the translucent colored 
glazing medium.

3. 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.

4. 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

1. Attach mounting squares to the back of the 
copper tile in each corner.

2. Mount copper tile in the center of black paper.
3. Place name tag on the back of the mounting 

paper.



Aesthetic 
Valuing

1. Was drawing on the copper tile different then 
drawing on paper?

2. Did you prefer the technique of repoussé or 
chasing or both?

3. How did the transparency of the color glaze 
affect the image?

4. Is there something you would change in your 
artwork?


