
I originally created this project for Grade 9 and 10 
students, but have recently assigned the project to my 
Studio Arts 3D 10-12 students as one of the options in 
a Choose-your-own-Project format. For this lesson plan, 
I have referenced the Studio Arts 3D 11 curriculum so 
that it can be adapted up or down. Students also had 
a choice between making a chess set that could be 
played, or creating a sculptural piece that took heavy 
inspiration from a chess set but might not be playable. 
For example, one of my students created a chessboard 
that had a tree growing out of the middle of it, with the 
roots of the tree grabbing chess pieces and pulling them 
down below the surface of the chessboard.

A Brief History of Chess
Chess began in India about 1400-1500 years ago, 
as a game called chaturanga. The game moved to 
Persia, where it was called shatranj, and then when it 
reached Europe through trade and cultural exchange, 
it was adapted to fit European culture and society, and 
thus the pieces were renamed to what they are today. 
For example, elephants became bishops. Over time, 
the rules were adapted and changed, but they were 
standardized and written down 200-300 years ago. With 
this project, students can take it in yet another direction.

Exploration 
1.	 Show students various examples of traditional and 

contemporary chess sets, or have them do some 
research.

2.	 Class discussion: 
•	 What did you notice about the chess sets you 

saw?
•	 How can artists make chess pieces recognizable 

if they’re not making traditional chess pieces?
•	 What themes or styles might make interesting 

chess sets? 
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Materials & Technologies

for the chess pieces:

Plainsman M340 Clay (or other clay 
suitable for hand-building) 
Basic clay tools 
Glaze/underglaze    
Brushes 
Ware boards 
Kiln
Sketchbooks/paper

for the chessboard:

Materials can vary, but I have had 
students paint plywood, create stained 
glass mosaic chessboards, and use 
a variety of other materials. For the 
example pictured in this lesson,  the 
student used ceramic tiles left over 
from a tiling project and artificial grass 
on thin plywood. Optional materials: 
acrylic paint and painter’s tape on 
thin plywood or hardboard; stained 
glass, glass cutters/cutting system, 
tile adhesive, grout, putty knife, rubber 
float, large sponge; etc.

Big Idea:

•	 Growth as an artist is dependent 
on perseverance, resilience, and 
reflection.

•	 An artist’s intention transforms 
materials into three-dimensional 
art.



Concept Development
1.	 Have students brainstorm possible themes (e.g., 

nature, fantasy, school culture, abstract forms).
2.	 At this point, they need to choose their concept and  

decide if want their chess board to be playable or not.
3.	 Have them determine the feasibility of their project 

and create small test forms if necessary. Students 
have a tendency to design forms that are too elaborate 
for the size limitations of the chess pieces, and may 
need to be encouraged to simplify their designs. 
Show them more contemporary, abstracted chess 
sets if they are struggling with designing pieces that 
suit the properties of clay.

Sketching and Design
1.	 Have student design all 6 pieces in their sketcbooks 

or on paper, paying close attention to scale and 
proportion so that it’s clear which positions they 

Concepts & Content:

•	 physical properties and limitations  
of clay, underglaze and glaze

•	 health & safety protocols of 
ceramics (as well as any other 
materials that may be used, such 
as stained glass and grout)

•	 ceramics terminology (greenware, 
bisqueware, glazeware, pinch,   
glaze, underglaze, ribbon tool, loop 
tool, kiln, fire, cone numbers, etc.)

•	 image development strategies (e.g., 
thumbnail sketches, simplification, 
stylization,  proportion, abstraction, 
minification)

Curricular Competencies:

Students will:
•	 Explore and investigate historical 

and contemporary chess set 
designs 

•	 Develop a personal artistic concept 
using clay as a medium 

•	 Demonstrate understanding of 
form, proportion, and scale 

•	 Apply hand-building techniques 
(pinch method) with increasing 
control

•	 Reflect on their creative process 
and artistic decisions

•	 Explore and investigate a variety of 
artistic approaches and ideas 

•	 Develop and refine ideas through 
planning and experimentation 

•	 Create artistic works using 
appropriate materials and 
techniques 

•	 Reflect on creative processes and 
make adjustments

Assessment

•	 Creative Concept: originality and 
clarity of theme 

•	 Design & Planning: quality of 
sketches and preparation 
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represent and so that they’ll fit into the chess squares 
(1-1/2 inches wide). The style of each piece should 
also be consistent with the overall design or theme.

2.	 Although students might want to make adjustments 
to their designs throughout the construction process, 
they should begin with a clear plan so that there is a 
degree of consistency between all the components.

Chess Piece Construction
1.	 If this is your students’ first experience with clay, begin 

with some background information about where clay 
comes from, how it is extracted, etc., and provide 
some instruction of basic handbuilding methods. 
Given the small size of the ceramic pieces, most 
students will use basic pinch methods, perhaps with 
some carving. Teach joining methods if necessary 
(score, slip, coil...).

2.	 Have the students build their pieces in sets, such 
as all the pawns at once, so that they can ensure 
consistency. Remind students that clay shrinks as it 
dries and shrinks even more when it’s fired, so that 
they understand why they need to make the pieces 
in sets. 

3.	 Remind them to ensure structural stability and 
craftsmanship, and to size the pieces to fit within 
one of the squares. My students made chessboards 
between 8 and 12 inches square, so that they pieces 
had to be between 1 and 1-1/2 inches in diameter.

4.	 Students should keep their pieces together, such as 
storing them all on one wareboard. I had my students 
bring shoeboxes or small tote boxes from home to 
store their pieces. If your students are storing their 
pieces in totes, they should make sure to leave them 
open when they’ve finished them all so that they dry 
out for firing.

5.	 When they’ve been bisque fired, instruct them on 
underglazes/glazes (depending on the finish you 
or they have chosen). If they’re underglazing, they 
can use 1-3 coats, depending on the effect that’s 
desired, and if they’re glazing, they should follow 
the instructions of whatever glaze you’re using. 
Demonstrate clean glazing techniques, and remind 
them to leave the bottom unglazed, as the pieces will 
be too small for most stilts (should you have some).

•	 Craftsmanship: construction skill 
and durability 

•	 Skilled Use of Materials: effective 
handling of clay, glaze, and 
chessboard materials

•	 Process & Reflection: degree of 
engagement and thoughtful critique 
and/or artist statement

Reflection & Connection

1.	 Have students engage in critiques 
and/or self-assessment. Things to 
consider:
•	 Design choices 
•	 Challenges and problem-

solving 
•	 Final outcome vs. original plan

2.	 Students may enjoy taking some 
time to try out their games, 
especially if they designed them so 
they can actually be played.

Adaptations & Extensions

•	 Provide simplified templates for 
students needing support 

•	 Challenge advanced students to 
incorporate: 
•	 Complex forms 
•	 Symbolism or narrative themes
•	 More advanced design plans 

that use the chess set as 
a starting point rather than 
making a typical set.

Teacher Notes

•	 Emphasize consistency across the 
set 

•	 Reinforce time management 
(making multiples at once) 

•	 Monitor piece size to ensure 
functionality 

•	 Encourage risk-taking within 
manageable limits of the material



6.	 Students should rinse and glaze their pieces if they 
are using glaze, and then place them in the kiln area 
for firing.

Chessboard Creation
You may wish to have all your students make the 
chessboards in the same way. The easiest is to have 
them paint thin plywood or hardboard squares with acrylic 
paint. My students were given open-ended choice.

PAINTED:

1.	 Students should measure their grids, ensuring that 
they have the correct number of squares across and 
down, that the lines are straight, and that they are 
spaced evenly.

2.	 They should paint one colour at a time, and then they 
could use painter’s tape when they are painting the 
second colour so that their grids remain straight

TILED:

1.	 If students are using pre-cut mosaic tiles, such as 
those left over from tiling projects, their hardboard 
or plywood pieces need to be sized correctly for the 
size of tiles they’re using. An arrangement might need 
to be made with your school’s ADST/Woodworking 
department. 

2.	 If students are cutting their own stained glass pieces 
(or if you’re helping with this), then it’s easier to buy 
thin plywood or hardboard that is already cut to 
12”x12”, which is a readily available size. Basic glass 
cutting equipment will be needed, although if you 
have access to a cutting system, such as the Morton 
glass cutting system, it will be easier to cut straight 
pieces. 

3.	 Have the students use adhesive suitable for tiling. I 
had students use Dap Kwik Seal, as it is easy to use. 
If they’re spacing the tiles apart and using grout, the 
caulking will need to cure for at least a day before 
applying the grout, or the moisture will loosen the 
tiles. 

4.	 Give them some basic instruction in applying grout. 
If you are not using pre-mixed grout, please ensure 
that you are using proper PPE. Proper ventilation 
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is also important. If you haven’t 
done any grouting yourself, make 
sure you watch tutorials on it so 
that the process goes smoothly 
and safely. It is easier to not 
use grout, but the advantage of 
using it is that if your tiles are not 
perfectly straight, the grout will fill 
in any imperfections. 

5.	 Instruct them to spread the grout 
into the joints with a putty knife, 
and then work it in with a rubber 
float at a 45 degree angle. 

6.	 The next step is to clean the 
surface with a damp sponge after 
15-30 minutes. 

7.	 When the grout has dried, they 
will need to wipe the haze off the 
tiles with a soft rag.

OTHER OPTIONS: 

For keen chess players and/or ADST students wishing to “double-dip” assignments...

•	 Ceramic 
•	 Polymer clay
•	 Square pieces of canvas board, painted
•	 Wood (for students also in Woodworking classes)
•	 Butcher block or cutting board base - just add grooves or lines
•	 Epoxy resin
•	 Acrylic sheets that have been etched (frosted vs. transparent)
•	 Sandblasted glass or mirror
•	 3D printed
•	 etc.

If students are wanting to use more costly materials, have them justify their choices according to 
durability, aesthetics, sustainability, and cost vs. craftsmanship. They will also need to understand 
what is within your budget and what is an extra that they will need to provide themselves. It is entirely 
possible to create an artistic, well-constructed chess set on a restricted budget, and not have to use 
more expensive materials.

Chess Diagram showing pieces & positions


