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Ever since I first saw José Guadalupe Posada’s etching of “La Calavera Catrina,” I’ve been 
fascinated by La Catrina, the skull of an upper class Mexican woman. The etching was part of 
his series of calaveras popular in the early 1900’s. The etchings faded from memory but were 
revived in the 1920’s not long after the Mexican Revolution by Jean Charlot, a French artist and 
historian. La Catrina became a symbol of uniquely Mexican art and has since been reproduced en 
masse. 
 

 
 

Posada’s catrina was an image of the skull. Diego Rivera was the first to portray her as a full-
length figure in a Victorian dress. He painted her in his mural “Sueño de una tarde dominical en 
la Alameda Central (Dream of a Sunday Afternoon in Alameda Park), standing between him and 
Posada. 
 
A popular symbol during the Days of the Dead 
celebrations, La Catrina symbolizes not only the 
willingness of Mexicans to laugh at death itself, but 
since the original catrina was a depiction of a rich 
woman, its a reminder that death makes everyone 
equal in the end. La Catrina embodies the Mexican 
philosophy toward death—that it’s a part of life. 
 
La Catrina has been reinterpreted in various forms, 
including sculpture. As a clay artist, the idea of 
making one intrigued me. My first attempt was not 
satisfactory because it didn’t look like the ones I 
admired in Mexico. The Mexican catrina sculptures 
are thin, long and elegantly dressed. They show off 
rib cages through low cut necklines. The bones of 
their hands & feet are detailed. I was fascinated by 
how the artists were able to carve such fine detail 
and make such elaborate costumes. 
 



My first attempt was nothing like the Mexican ones. I labored 
over carving out the skull so by the time it came to making the 
body; I didn’t spend as much time on it. No carved bones in 
these hands. Yet, I was pleased with the results. She had a 
clunky charm to her and the coiled copper wire for her neck 
allowed her to bob her head up and down.  
 
The second go at making a catrina was better—at least a buyer 
thought so. He admired both of the ones I’d made and pointed 
out the second one to his wife. She didn’t want to buy it, so they 
left. A half hour later, they were back. He’d talked her into 
buying it and off they went with Catrina #2 before I had a 
chance to photograph her. I decided not to sell Catrina #1 after 
all and packed her away. “Bobby” is happy in the nicho in my 
house where I display Mexican folk art.  

 
 
 
In my third attempt I learned a little more 
in constructing a catrina. I discovered 
that crystal glazes were great for 
recreating print material in the dress. The 
bones in the hand were still troublesome 
but my skulls were turning out better. I 
kept this catrinato to use as an example 
of what I needed to improve. “Calla” 
lives in a nicho in our powder room. 
 
Now I decided to become a serious 
maker of catrinas—after all, I’d sold one. 
I found a book that detailed the bones of 
a skeleton and I practiced drawing them 
until mine looked the same as the photos. 
Drawing something, however, is not 
easily translated into clay. It takes a lot 
more work to shape things out of clay 
and carve away until it looks like you 
want it to.  
 
I started with the skull, la calavera. First 
forming a round ball between my hands, 
I pushed the clay into a skull shape. To 
make sure there were no air bubbles in the ball, I pounded it with a wooden spoon I use for that 
purpose. Pounding clay is a stress relieving activity, one my students love. I decided to make a 
second skull after the first hat didn’t fit so I wound up making two catrinas at the same time. 
 



Once I was satisfied with the 
shape, I carved out the eyes, 
nose, and mouth I’d drawn on 
each. I also hollowed out cheek 
areas and formed a neck. 
Through the eye holes and the 
neck, I was able to carve out all 
the clay inside the skulls. In 
order for an object not to blow 
up in the kiln, it has to be less 
than an inch thick or holes have 
to be poked into it so air can 
escape. I rested one of the skulls 
in a cup to dry while I fashioned 
the hat. After I decorated the hat 
with lace and a flower, I formed 
it to the skull and angled it 
rakishly so it would dry that 
way.  
 
 

The next step was to make a body. I still hadn’t 
figured out how Mexican sculptors made the 
long, lithe bodies so I decided the only bones 
showing on my catrinas would be in the hands. 
Their dresses would allow them to stand. I used 
a funnel shaped Styrofoam base to model the 
bodies. It worked well to hold up the clay until 
they stiffened enough to stand on their own. I 
carved out the hand bones and added details 
such as ruffles, flower, and the rebozo.  
 

 
 



Both catrinas dried for a couple of weeks before I placed them in the kiln for the first firing. The 
clay has to be thoroughly dried before firing or the least bit of moisture could cause it to explode. 
As I tell my students, it’s the process not the product so don’t think about what you’re going to 
do with it until your work comes out of the final firing. You can spend hours making something 
only to have it explode in the kiln. So enjoy the journey—the thought that goes into making 
something, the actual playing with the clay, and the selection of glazes. Memory of our time 
spent together in conversation while we worked listening to jazz—could be all we have left of a 
piece that didn’t make it. Usually if a piece makes it through the bisque firing, you can count on 
it making it through the glaze firing. However, one of my students had pieces that made it 
through both firings but she broke them getting them home. Fortunately, she was handy with 
ceramic glue. The Mata Ortiz potters who only do one firing tell me that after spending days 
making and decorating a pot, they could lose all of the pots in a firing. They dung-fire on the 
ground, not in a kiln. 
 
After the bisque firing, the catrinas were ready for glazes. The glazes have to be painted on three 
times to get the desired effect, so it’s a time consuming process. The colors of the glazes don’t 
look anything like the finished product will look so it’s always a surprise to open the kiln from a 
glaze firing to see if they came out like I envisioned. There are samples of the glazes in catalogs 
but they are only close approximations. Too many other factors enter into whether a color will 
turn out exactly what you want. A former student, a painter, didn’t continue with clay because 
she was used to controlling the paint. I like being surprised. When I open the kiln from a glaze 
firing, it’s like unwrapping Christmas gifts. 
 

 
After the bisque firing the catrinas turned white. I applied 
white glaze on the calla lily carved on one’s dress. The glaze 
looked pink but turned white after the glaze firing. I didn’t 
attach the head until after that firing because it takes less 
room in the kiln not to have them connected. I fired them on 
the same shelf so that the glaze on the hats and dresses turns 
out the same. If I’d 
placed them in 
separate parts of the 
kiln, they could 
have turned out 
differently.  
 
After the glaze 
firing the finished 

catrina came out like I envisioned her. The glaze I used 
on her dress and hat has crystals in it so it looks like a 
print. I also painted red glaze above her teeth to look 
like lipstick. “Lily” is enjoying a spot on the hearth in 
front of the dining room fireplace. 
 
 



 
 

The other catrina, “Miss Blue” was a surprise. The 
flowers in her hat and at her waist turned blue in the glaze 
firing even though the glaze was supposed to be red. The 
blue matches her dress better so maybe she wanted it that 
way! 
 
I may not have made catrinas exactly like the ones made 
by Mexican artists but I’ve developed my own style. I’m 
so pleased with the results that I haven’t considered 
selling any of these catrinas. I plan to continue romancing 
La Catrina and plan to make more soon. In the meantime 
these treasured ones have found places in my home. 
 


