
Balsa Foam -Totem Pole Collaborative Project 
 
Objective: 
Using balsa foam as your surface and a series of picks to etch the surface, you will make a 
multi-dimensional section of a totem pole. As a class, we will combine all sections and put the 
totem pole on display.  
 
This assignment will develop and assess your ability to create depth and form using 
balsa foam as the medium. You will also be assessed on your use of color, creativity 
and craftsmanship. 
  
Totem -  1.a natural object or an animate being, as an animal or bird, assumed 
as the emblem of a clan, family, or group. 
 
 
Instructions: 

1. Investigate traditional Native American totem pole imagery and symbolism. 
2. Brainstorm animals that represent you 
3. Using the rectangle template, develop a rough draft of the composition based on 

your imagery and symbolism. The image must consist of at least 3 depths 
represented in marker or colored pencil - Foreground/midground and background 
or shallow/half-deep/bottom. The depths will be represented through color: green 
(shallow), yellow (half-deep), red(bottom). Any intermediate colors (not required) 
can represent intermediate depths.  

4. Complete a detailed, final draft of the composition using colored pencils or 
markers to represent depth 

5. Make two copies of the final draft. 
6. Using one of the black and white copies, place the image on the balsa foam. 

Securely tape a piece of transfer paper underneath the composition. 
7. Using a sharp pencil, carefully trace your image. Start from the top left corner 

and work your way down to the bottom right to ensure you don’t miss any areas. 
8. Remove the image and transfer paper. 
9. Using your reference image as a guide, darker any lines that may be faint with a 

sharp 2B pencil. 
10.Carve the image out of the balsa foam 
11.Paint the image using “detail” brushes and acrylic paints 

 
 
 



Materials 
Drawing Pencil 
Eraser 
Transfer paper 
Markers 
Colored pencils 
Balsa foam 
Acrylic paint 
Elmer’s glue 
 
 
Grading 
This assignment is worth a total of 50 points. You will be graded on the following: 
 
Completion of three practice shapes 5 
Completion of brainstorm images 5 
Completion of rough draft composition 5  
Completion of final composition in marker/colored pencil 5 
Completion of final balsa foam sculpture  

Convey at least 3 depths 5 
Refinement of texture and form 5 
Color - color scheme? 5 
Composition 5 
Creativity 5 
Craftsmanship 5 
 

Resources: 
http://www.legendsofamerica.com/na-totems.html 
 
https://www.canadiangeographic.ca/article/qa-totem-pole-carver 
 
https://www.pinterest.com/juxtaposedphoto/totems/ 
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