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The Beginnings of Art: Why Did It Start?


I called this unit The Beginnings of Art even though true art works had been accomplished with a keen eye for more than 30, 000 years!  The Venus of Wilendorf and Cave Art date back to 30 to 35 thousand years ago.  The other examples are only a couple thousand to a couple hundred years ago but they represent the kind of artwork people have been producing for many thousands of years.  The younger children will not be able to comprehend this comparison but you can attempt with the older ones to show just how long ago this was and how recent it was, too.  I have a time line we can bring in to class to help with this. (By the way, the oldest examples of art, even cave art, were all accomplished in the time of “modern mankind”.  The artists were just like us, regardless of how they dressed or lived.)
1. Two Reindeer (cave art) from Font-de-Gaume, France

This particular example of cave art is a favorite of mine. Every time I look at examples of cave art I am impressed with how beautiful and expressive they are. The people who drew them were very knowledgeable of the animals and the artists loved the animals. This example is particularly appropriate for beginning the year because it is actually the scene of a birth. It isn't immediately apparent but it will probably develop during the discussion. I'll talk about that in a bit. It is also a beautiful expression of this year's theme of "Respect". The animals show respect for each other and the artist is expressing respect for the animals. These concepts will develop during the discussion.

When we present a whole unit on cave art, I give you a package of information and evidence supporting the notion that the so-called "cave people" or "stone age people" were essentially the same as you and I. They were intelligent, communicative and inventive. In many ways, they were more spiritual in the sense that they had an appreciation for all life being precious and they felt part of all the natural cycles around them. Their lives depended on it. Some have even compared the art filled caves with the innermost or holiest part of a church or temple. For now, let this one example serve as an introduction and know that you can continue and build upon this discussion in the future.

Allow at least a brief introduction to the idea of cave art. When you ask the class what cave art is and why people made it, you may hear ideas such as, "The dinosaurs lived then." Even though we encourage expression of ideas in Docent Art, we are the adult voice and can correct information that is not factual. Say something like, "I know that it seems that cave art came from such a long time ago, that there must have been dinosaurs, too, but, in fact, dinosaurs lived so long ago that there were no people at all.

You may also hear stereotypical ideas that are somewhat disturbing but are associated with the term "cavemen". (By the way, they did not live in caves, only at the front of the cave, in winter.) You may hear some child claim, as though this is humorous, that "Men hit women over the head and dragged them back home to a cave by their hair." You can ask if they have seen ideas like this in cartoons. You can say that there is no evidence that women were treated like that and you can say that, in fact, family life was important because their life depended on it. They needed each other to survive such harsh conditions and to hunt together. While supporting someone's opinion and thanking students for participating, do not tolerate a joking attitude or silliness from the class when it comes to violence or demeaning attitudes.

If the above-mentioned topic comes up, know from the start, in the back of your head, that it is a great segue to the first image. While not giving away the idea of a birth, you could perhaps say something like, "Speaking of needing each other and working in groups, let's look at our first painting, an example of cave art."
There are several approaches to this first print. You could ask the class such questions as the following.
•    Why did they make these paintings? (They were very difficult to make. Some of the caves were dangerous to crawl into.)
•    Why do people paint and draw at all? (For fun? For communicating? For telling stories? For religious purposes? For magic?
•    How did they make them? What did they use for color? (They used basically three colors-black, red and yellow- all minerals from the earth. I wonder if they knew these minerals would last, even thousands and thousands of years. Imagine that! What would they, the children use and how would they make them? Children quite often suggest berries.
Another approach to this print is through story telling. Jump right in with:
•   What's happening here?
•    What kind of animals are they?
•    What are they doing?

When the children offer suggestions to explain the picture, ask them why they think that. Then the child has to describe part of the picture. If you think that another part or parts are being left out, ask the student about those parts. You want to help the child to learn to defend their viewpoint but to also defend it with evidence, to back it up. For instance, if a child says that the deer have been fighting and that the evidence for this is that the deer on the right is lying down and looks hurt, ask if the other deer is the one that did the hurting. If it is, why is it so close now and looking down at the hurt deer? Then ask the class what they think, if there are any other possible explanations.
You may also hear that these animals must be males because only the males have the horns. Some students in the class, though, may be more knowledgeable of cows and steers and know of species that have horns on the females. Did they know that some dairy cows have horns but that the farmers remove the horns when the calves are little, to make them less dangerous? In fact, this kind of caribou keep their antlers while they are pregnant and for a while after a birth. In this way, the mother has a way to protect herself and her baby.
After some discussion about males and females and the one on the right being hurt, there will probably be some discussion of the one on the left being compassionate. You can also steer the discussion in this direction by asking:
· What is the deer on the left doing? What is it feeling? What makes you think so?
· What makes you think the deer on the right is hurt? Is it only because it is lying down? Is
there any other evidence? (Look carefully at the eyes and mouths and body language of the two.
Compare them.)

Now, while they are looking so carefully, usually someone notices the lines coming out of the backside of the deer on the right. Are they "mistakes" in the drawing? Are they guts? That would be more evidence that it is hurt.

The class will probably decide in the end that the one on the right is bleeding and leaking its intestines, or they will light up with the thought that this animal is having a baby. Once someone makes
the suggestion, usually someone else exclaims, "Yes! That's right! With animals like that, the feet come out first!"

The other topic that is sometimes discussed is whether or not the deer on the left is like a midwife or if it is the male and he is there as the mate. If that topic comes up, ask the class to offer suggestions for what the animals are thinking and saying in reindeer language.
•   What is the animal on the right thinking and feeling? If it could talk, what would it be saying right now?
•   How about the reindeer on the left - what it is feeling, thinking, saying? ("That's right, honey. Breathe. Breathe.")
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Douglas Mazonowicz
Two Reindeer, Font-de-Gaume, France. This modest tide has been given to one of the finest Upper Palaeolithic cave paintings so far discovered. It is situated on the wall of a long narrow- corridor in the famous cave of Font-de-Gaume in southern France. Painted some 18,000 years ago, it depicts a male caribou reindeer watching over a female which is about to give birth. A female caribou retains her antlers during pregnancy and until after the offspring is born; thus nature provides her with armament to protect the unborn deer. This touching scene, almost nine feet long, has been painted on the wall of a narrow passage approximately one yard wide. While working, the artist was unable to view his (or her) progress at a distance, and yet the completed composition is so perfect. The graceful lines of the antlers, the sensitive positioning and details of the two heads, and the overall balance of the animals, all combine to make this painting a fine example of prehistoric art at its highest level. This is not the work of an uneducated, illiterate creature. It proclaims the innermost thoughts of an intelligent, and imaginative human being; a person with a great capacity for love and kindness, and one possessing the artistic ability to produce a masterpiece. The curved lines that appear on the flanks of the female deer represent two partially engraved mammoth with backs and trunks clearly visible. The actual size of this panel is 60 x 108 inches.
Moving ahead about 20,000 years now, let's look at an example of Egyptian Art:

# 2. Egyptian Mummy Case of Lady Teshat  (ca. 1085 - 710 B.C.)


Many of the children will know more about Egyptian culture than we do.  They have had teachings units in school.  They have seen museum exhibits and have read about it.  If they want to express their knowledge about the Egyptians, try to connect the discussion to this example, so that the conversation stays focused.  In this way, you can allow the children to feel great about sharing their knowledge with you and you can feel secure that the discussion is not getting too off track.  Not that sharing their knowledge of Egypt is off track.  Just keep in mind that the Docent Art Program is an opportunity to respond.  The children respond to what they see.  Of course, their response is influenced by what they know.  Even so, give them the opportunity to look again at what they see before them.  And then look again!


As you will read in the art reference paragraph, Lady Teshat was only fifteen years old.  I think her age comes across in the mummy’s face and expression.  I do not know how she died.  She was not of the royal family but connected to it closely enough, (her father was treasurer to Temple of Amon) to entitle her to an elaborate funeral.  More ordinary people would be prepared more simply for their burial.


The making of the mummy reminds me of the process of making a cast for a broken arm or leg, but with more plaster.  Imagine feeling as though your leg was insulted by being covered up with the cast and that you missed it.  So, you covered the wrappings with even more plaster, to smooth out the shape, and then painted your leg on the cast.  You would paint the skin and the toes and then you could also add the painting of a shoe, a sneaker, or an ankle bracelet.  The painting would then be varnished to protect it.

* Tip: Find out what the students are interested in before you start to give the conversation a direction.  In this way, the students will be listening and participating, for they participated in determining the direction.


Suggestions:

· How old do you think Lady Teshat was?  What in the painting of the mummy case makes you think this?

· What is a mummy case?  Why do people make art for people who are being buried?  Does it help the artists to feel better?  Did the Egyptians think that it helped the person who died?

· Did it take a long time for someone to make and decorate this mummy case?  How do you know?   Did the artist get paid a lot of money to do this? 

· What might the pictures mean on the case?  Are the pictures something like a language?

· Do you know the word for this language?

· Did everyone in Egypt get beautifully decorated mummy cases?  Why or why not?  (I think that even the youngest of children will be able to understand the reason that not everyone has the money for such services and that not everyone is treated the same way in any society.  In this day and age we still have celebrities, as they had then.

· If an artist was hired and paid to make and paint a mummy case, how does the artist know what the person looked like?

· If a friend or family member had artistic talent, would their mummy case come out any differently or better than the work of the hired artist who did not know the person who died?

· What reasons for making art did we learn from this picture?

· Vocabulary: mummy case, plaster, design, symbol, realistic, royalty, lady, funeral, treasurer, cartoPnage, paper mache

· People: Egyptian, Lady Teshat, treasurer, royalty, pharaoh

· Places: Egypt

· Follow-up activities: 

A.) Make a mummy case for a pet using the techniques of paper mache.

B.) Make up a symbolic language.  Substitute your own shapes for letters and/or words. 

C.) Paint a large picture of a mummy case, like the one we saw and decorate it with hieroglyphics.

· Suggested readings: I donated a book to the school library some years ago.  I hope they still have it.  It is called Cat Mummies.  When children visit the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston and see the Egyptian artifacts on display, many of them are intrigued by the fact that there is a kitten mummy.

Egyptian
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Mummy of Lady Teshat (1085-710 B.C.). The Mummy of Lady Teshat is approximately 3000 years old. It dates back to the Third Intermediate Period. Although artistic production was, for the most part, mediocre, and unexceptional during this period, attempts at recovering the splendors of bygone days are evident in the gold masks, silver coffins, jewels and utensils used in royal and aristocratic burials of the day. The 15 -year-old Teshat was married and a member of a harem. Her father was treasurer to the Temple of Amon and closely associated with the Pharoah. This entitled her to an elaborate burial. Her body was wrapped in linen, which was then plastered, painted with her likeness, and varnished. This was known as a cartonnage and was placed in a shaped pine coffin which also bore a representation of her face. Inscriptions on the cartonnage and coffin praise.the gods and ask their assistance in gaining immortality.
#3  Little Rock Shield  Cheyenne,  ca. 1860


While the shield was made in the 19th century, it looks just like ones that were made for many, many centuries. It just so happens that this one was documented as to exactly who made and owned this shield.    We will discuss the meaning of a shield in general and the specific symbols on this one.


You have to decide for yourself how much factual information to share with the class regarding the very sad tale of this shield and how it came to be in General Custer’s hands.  I am comfortable with telling the story to any age level, if they want to know.  It is accurate, historical information that has two sides to it (Native American and the soldiers).

· Suggestions:
· What is a shield?  How does it protect the one holding it?  (The rawhide which is stretched over the hoop dries to be very hard and actually does protect the holder from blows and arrows; but not bullets.

· What are the symbols (the pictures and colors) and what do they mean?

The children will definitely spot many and have their own ideas about them.  Please ask for their defense of the meaning.  After discussing what the children see, you can point out the ones overlooked and/or add to their knowledge of those mentioned by saying something like, “I didn’t know the meaning of that one until I read it.  This is what I read...”

· What things on the shield moved when the Indian warrior ran or rode his horse?  What did that mean?  How did it make the warrior feel?

· What things made noise?  How did that help the warrior?  What might it mean?

· Does anyone know how the warrior decided what to paint and attach onto the shield?  (Dreams and visions, animal spirits, spirit guides)

· Would a shield change over time?  Could warriors add things?  What might they add?

·  If you made a shield what would you put on it?  Would it look different at different ages?

· What do we have in our society that is like a shield?

· Vocabulary: shield, symbol, warrior, Native American, rawhide, spirits, spirit guide, nomads

·  People: General Custer, Little Rock, Cheyenne, Lakota, Arapaho

· Places: Great Plains, 

· Events: Battle of Little Big Horn

· Suggested activity:  Make a shield with students’ own symbols and objects.  I will attach directions for making one.

· Suggested readings:  For adults and excerpts for older students (grades 4 & up): Black Elk Speaks as narrated to author, John C. Neihardt

· for children:  Mud Pony


Little Rock Shield     Cheyenne, ca 1860 (provided by Shorewood Fine Art Reproductions)

Materials: Buffalo rawhide, tanned leather, owl and eagle feathers, brass bells, corn husks, red, white, black-brown and blue-green pigments


During the 18th and 19th century, many tribes occupied the Great Plains of North America, a vast region ranging from Mississippi in the east to the Rocky Mountains in the west, and from Canada, south to Texas.  Among the nations in this area were the Cheyenne whose life primarily depended on and centered on the buffalo or American Bison. This animal provided food, clothing and shelter for these nomadic people who constantly moved their camp sites in order to follow the great herds.
The meat was cooked and eaten or dried for later use.  The animals’ bones, horns and hooves were used for carving spoons, bowls and pipes.  The hides were tanned and softened for winter robes, moccasins, leggings, shirts and blankets.  A dozen or more would be sewn together to make a tipi big enough for an entire family to live in.


Here, in this shield, the rawhide provided a thick, strong material which dried tight and strong enough to ward off arrows. It also provided a smooth flat surface onto which the warrior could paint personal symbols that would identify him in battle.  These symbols also acted as visual prayers to the spiritual powers inspirational to the design.  This man and warrior, Little Rock, would have received specific instructions from his guardian spirits in a vision, describing the objects he was to use and how their powerful forces would help him throughout his life.


Each image has specific meaning.  What quality of the large thunderbirds might be useful to a warrior and hunter?  Its name provides a clue.  What other objects fill the night sky?  A crescent-shaped moon shines above him and the sky also holds a seven-star constellation.  The curving blue border represents Mother Earth who gave the Cheyenne their first corn and buffalo.


Before trading with Europeans for commercial paints, the Cheyenne would have used natural materials for their colors.  Ground shells and minerals, boiled plants provided some colors. The blue-green may have come the blue clay found in the sacred mountain that the Cheyenne lived near between 1830 and 1851.
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Owl and eagle feathers indicate power and acts of bravery.  Imagine how they would have looked as the shield was held high by Little Rock racing along on his horse.  The warrior would wish to imitate the swiftness, the strength, the speed and courage of these birds.


Remarkable in its beauty, Little Rock’s shield is also notable for its place in history.  Little Rock was a Northern Cheyenne chief, second to the leader Black Kettle who tried to establish a peaceful agreement between his people and the United States government.  Despite these efforts, Black Kettle’s encampment was attacked at dawn in November of 1868, under command of Major General George A. Custer.  Little Rock was killed in the resulting massacre while trying to cover the retreat of a group of women and children.  Custer and his men took Little Rock’s shield as they destroyed the camp.  Some years later in 1876, Custer suffered a major defeat during the Indian wars at the Battle of Little Big Horn when his troops faced over 7,000 Lakota, Cheyenne and Arapaho as they rebelled against the government’s treatment of their tribes.
Making a shield (according to Cathy Drinan’s guidance for first attempts)
1. Choose a branch to form the circle.  It must be green, or still growing, or else it will be too brittle, if it is dry and dead.  Experiment and find out which types bend into the best circle.  It must be strong but flexible.  (I have brought the beginnings of two.  One is maple.  One is oak.  Do you know which is which?  Which one do you like better?  Why?

2. Starting with the thickest end of your chosen branch, start bending it with your thumbs, making it curve more and more.  You may find the thickest part is too thick and won’t bend.  If so, cut some more off.  You may also think that the thinnest end is too thin and even if you wanted it for length, it may have to be shortened.

3. It helps to hold the ends together with masking tape.  (This looks better than duct tape.)  If you want it to be more authentic, you will have to figure a way that might have been used in 1860 to attach the ends.  I was thinking that maybe drilling holes and running waxed thread (dental tape!) or leather strips through the holes might work, like stitching them together.

4. Wrapping string or leather across the circle, with an intersection in the center, helps to hold the circular shape and it provides a handle for holding it.

5. A real shield had rawhide stretched over the circle, stitched onto the frame with leather or sinew and allowed to dry.  You can use an old tee shirt, antiqued with tea.  After it is dyed with tea and is dry, you can cut out a circle, (bigger than your circular frame) and can “decorate” it while it is flat or can stitch it on and decorate it after.

6. Put some thought into your decorations.  It represents you.  Who are you?  It will protect you.  What would you like to protect you?  What colors will you use?  Why?  Do you want it to make noise when it moves?  Is this shield for shaking?  If so, what might make a good noise-maker?

7. Think about different kinds of protection.  Some people are protected by their humor.  I suppose their shield might be funny.  That’s one way to “disarm” your enemy!  Make’m laugh!  Some people are protected by their ancestors.  Their shield will tell us something about, perhaps, their grandparents.

8. Or, perhaps your circle of green wood will become something else that is not a shield.  Is it a dream catcher?  A fish net?  A basket?  A hat?  You are the artist; you decide.

9. If you make something while thinking about the Little Rock Shield, I hope you will bring it in to school and show it to your docent.
Thank the students for their ideas and tell them you will be back in about a month!

Art description and artist bio is from Shorewood Fine Art Reproductions Reference Guide.  The remainder of this guidance packet was written by Cathleen Drinan.
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