
Cindy Matyi, Celtic Designs & Music

Little Town of Spirals

Cincinnati Arts Association, Education/Community Relations, 650 Walnut St., Cincinnati, OH  45202 
Phone 513-977-4116, Fax 513-977-4150 

www.CincinnatiArts.ORG, education@cincinnatiarts.org

Study Guide

Written by Cindy Matyi

Edited & Designed by Kathleen Riemenschneider

Artists on Tour



Cincinnati Arts Association 	 �	  Little Town of Spirals

Performance/Workshop Information

1) Description of Art Form
A spiral is a symbol. A symbol is a drawing which is a simple shape that people use to explain a 

complicated idea. 
In ancient times, people used the spiral to describe Creation or the Thread of Life. We also know 

that spirals are found in many forms of nature such as: petals on a rose or seeds in a sunflower, spider 
webs, tornadoes, water going down the drain, curling vines, curly hair, our DNA, a pig’s tail, throwing a 
football, cinnamon rolls......(watch out for tree rings – rings within rings but not spirals!)

To draw a spiral you begin with a circle which starts big on the outside and winds into the center, 
then back out again. Practice drawing this in the air with children. (Children under the age of four may 
not be ready to do this but some can at three and a half.) Children between the ages of five to seven will 
usually be able to do a spiral freehand with practice. With older children we can use dots and templates 
to help create a more geometrically exact spiral.

2) Story Synposis
The book Little Town of Spirals is a picture book suitable for 

grades preschool to third and especially good for young readers 
ages three to eight. Even toddlers enjoy the images, colors and 
hidden pictures. The text is a rhyme which is fun to hear and 
read.

“In a little town of spirals somewhere,
All the people have curly hair.....”

The story describes an intriguing place where everything 
turns into spirals. The landscapes resemble Ireland or Scotland 
as they were taken from the artist’s sketch books while visiting those countries. Sixteen oil paintings 
were used to create the book and efforts were made to reproduce the texture of paint applied with a 
palette knife. “I can see the paint but I can’t feel it” is a comment often heard.
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3) Description of Characters
It is fun for children to look for the spirals and also to find the bird with the paintbrush on each page. 

Teachers, parents and librarians all have positive comments about the interactive qualities of the book. 
The characters are friendly, safe and just quirky enough to be unforgettable. There are some unusual 
animals with spiral characteristics and the bedtime story quality of Little Town of Spirals is enhanced by 
the appearances of mythical “Father Night” and “Mother Moon.”
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4) Terms and Definitions
Art terms which may be used: symbol, geometric shapes, tesselation, profile, fool-the-eye, texture, 

palette knife, inspiration. 
Book creation terms might include: binding, folios, printing, design, color matching.
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Optional
If time permits we may demonstrate or discuss other Celtic Art motifs such as combining spirals to 

form patterns (tesselation), knotwork, Celtic faces, zoomorphic creatures, and illumination.

We may also discuss how Little Town of Spirals was adapted 
to the ballet Spiralia, which was performed at the Aronoff Center, 
and how the spirals worked well for the dancers.

Learning Activities
1)	 Practice spirals in the air to loosen up and get the arm 

movement going. Practice spirals on paper or on the board, try 
combining three interconnected spirals together (ages 7-9).

2)	 On single sheets of paper or perhaps with a group 
working on one large sheet together, we will create 
our own “Little Town of Spirals.” Children are 
encouraged to find new ideas for the town using 
spiral patterns (spiral staircases, flowers, smoke 
from chimneys).

3)	 Spiral drawing using hula hoops with chalk on side 
walk, driveway, or playground.

3)	 Music – Some children have said the spirals remind 
them of music. Playing some Celtic traditional music 
during the drawing often enhances the experience.

4)	 Creating a book of your own – Teachers may want 
to use some of these ideas when the children create 
books later.
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Discussion Questions
Where do we find spirals in nature?
What does a spiral make you think of?
Where can you find spirals on your body?
Can you see spirals in moving air, clouds, water?
How will you use spirals in your own art?

List of Images
1) Cindy photo (study guide cover)
2) Book Cover (p. 2)
3) Spider Web page from Little Town (p. 2)
4) Coloring page (p. 3)
5) Page of spirals (p. 4)
6) Spiral on sidewalk (p. 4)
7) Drawing spirals (p. 4)
8) Children drawing (p. 4)
9) Child drawing with spirals and triangles (p. 5)
10) Ballet poster for Spiralia (p. 5)
11) Drawing on the sidewalk (p. 5)
12) Printers who helped make the book (p. 6)
13) Children drawing (p. 6)
14) Cindy with teachers (p. 6)
15) Cindy with students (p. 6)
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