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                                                  Transportation (aka Currier & Ives)

A Spill Out on the Snow 1870  

The Champions of the Mississippi: “A Race for the Buckhorns.”  1865

American Express Train 1864

Welcome to all of you considering the Docent Art Program and welcome back to those of you who have enjoyed this program before.  For nineteen years now in Halifax, Massachusetts we have had the pleasure of conducting a cultural version of “Kids Say the Darndest Things!”  Let me reassure the new-comers about a few things before we get underway with our first theme for the year.  First, this is less of a technical program about art than it is a conversational program about life itself.  The mounted prints provide the visual focal point and the springboards for conversation.  Anything that the children are interested in discussing can be dealt with in an educational manner. If the students are interested, then they are listening and are involved.  We do provide some structure to this by utilizing such techniques as clarifying or summarizing or encouraging further exploration by asking follow-up questions.  I’ll help you with all of this throughout the year and there will always be written information and suggestions.  Secondly, I’d like to reassure you that you are not expected to memorize the information or become an instant expert on anything.  Try to feel comfortable with not knowing.  If you can do that, you can enjoy being a student right along with the children.  This program is about responding to art.  It is difficult to be responsive if you believe that reading and analyzing replace looking and feeling.  Look, listen, look some more and learn from each other.  That is what we do in Docent Art.  Enjoy!  


Don’t hesitate to call or email me anytime you have questions and I always  love to hear quotes and stories from your classroom visits.  

When we first presented this unit in 2002, the school’s theme for the year was “Time”.  (We have new principal now and we are not using yearly themes but I wanted you to be aware of the thread running through our thematic units this year.) Artworks can complement or illustrate any theme.  That’s the easy part. However, the prints we see this year were chosen a long time ago and they were chosen as individual thematic units, rather than a year-long theme.  In order for the children to view the prints as new images, we present them in approximately the same order over a seven-year period.  So, even though the prints were not chosen with the theme of time in mind we can keep that theme in mind if we wish to and if it benefits the conversation.  We certainly can always ask such questions as, “How much time has passed since this painting was made or since this artist was born or died?”  The children enjoy looking for the signature and date and you can ask for volunteers to do the math.  Other time-related questions applying to any of the paintings include:

· How much time do you think it took the artist to paint this?

· Does a painting look different in different time periods of history? Why or why not?

· Did artists have more time for producing artwork in the “old days” (You can let the children define that.) or do they have more time now because of technology helping them out?  For instance, using a digital camera instead of developing their own film, or being able to drive cars instead of taking the horse and carriage out to the country to paint.


Don’t feel pressured to turn each unit of our program into an illustration of the theme.  Only bring it up if it applies or it will be fun or the class will benefit from the discussion.  Let the artwork be itself.  With that in mind, let’s begin with a theme that I think will nicely complement the theme of time, that of transportation.
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TRANSPORTATION

(All by Currier & Ives)


This unit holds promise of many possibilities for discussion. Artistically speaking these prints are each very colorful and well composed. This means that for each of the pictures we can ask the students what the colors and placement of the shapes does for the eye flow patterns as we look at these pictures. We can ask the children to describe for us how their eyes move across and over the pictures. After this exercise we should give credit to the artists for these design decisions. We can ask the students what they know about the lithography process and its importance. (Our neighboring town of Plympton used to have its own lithography or printing business, Halliday Lithograph.  Perhaps their parents worked there.) They may know the name without understanding the meaning. 


Currier and Ives ended up being more like successful businessmen than artists. There were many more people involved in producing these prints who do not receive the credit. We can help to give some of these anonymous people credit now. Currier and Ives would commission an artist to draw or paint a picture of some current event, much in the same way that courtroom artists and photographers do now. Then, if Currier and Ives approved of the picture, it would be copied (the drawing part) onto a special stone. The stone would be used to print the lines of the drawing and then the stone would be prepared again for each color to be used. Each color was applied and printed separately over the last color, requiring careful attention to lines and details. The artists were men and women. Almost all of the colorists were women.

You can give the above information at the beginning as an introduction or you can begin showing the prints and then weave it in when you feel the moment is right.  Usually, I would go with the second method.  In this case, however, I feel it is a good introduction with history lessons that apply so keenly to the topic of time.  How has printing changed over time?  Has labor changed over time?  Are women still the “cheap labor” on a production line in a factory or are prints made differently now?  Has reporting and informing the public of important events changed over time?  How so?

Transportation: We can always encourage the students to keep in mind that art works can be enjoyed in many, many different ways using all our senses and all our abilities. We can look at it, we can read about it, we can listen to music that harmonizes with it, we can use our math skills with counting and measuring, we can use our scientific knowledge by investigating how things were accomplished; what made them work. History is learned and understood as we reveal changes that have occurred over time. The possibilities are endless. All can be encouraged.
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1.
A Spill Out on the Snow   

Currier and Ives, 1870
Even though this print was produced after the next one of steam boats, I thought we would begin with this painting because horses were around a lot longer and so represent an older form of transportation.

With this unit we can easily develop some lines of discussion that can continue through all the prints. Here are some possibilities:

a.Artistic techniques - I’m referring to the ones already mentioned of color, composition, eye flow. For example:

· Do the colors help our eyes to stay on the painting and within the frame? Are there any colors that are so odd or so bright that we keep looking at that spot and not at the rest of the painting? If our eyes keep looking at the whole painting does that help us to enjoy it?

· Can you describe the eye flow pattern?  Where does your eye enter the painting and what path does it flow?  What did the artist do to make your eyes do that?  Isn’t that amazing?!   An artist who lived 137 years ago put lines and colors on paper in such a way that your eyes are controlled.  Even if you try not to follow that pattern, your eyes will still go back to it.

b.Transportation — The pros and cons of each can be considered. Examples: 

1.Costs - The food and care of the horses. Does it take a lot of people to care for a horse?

             2.Environment- Any benefits or costs? The horses give us back the gift of its manure - very useful for the earth.

             3.Safety - We
 see here that even with horses, people had accidents. Is this one as bad as an accident with cars? Why not? What is the difference? (We can always play devil’s advocate.) Isn’t the horse buggy more open and exposed? Isn’t the car enclosed? What about speed?

4.Benefits - We already mentioned manure being good for the earth. Do people benefit from their pets? Don’t the horses provide the companionship of a living creature? Will the horse run out of gas? Is the horse pleasant or even beautiful to look at? Maybe the horse can’t be used in all weathers at all times but this picture proves that it can be used in many different kinds of weather. Can all means of transportation be used in so many ways? How about fun? Are all means of transportation fun? Do these people look like they are having fun? (The story of what is happening is probably the first thing that will be talked about.)

5. People’s feelings – What feelings are expressed in the painting?  How can you tell?  (Have the children describe the facial expressions that range from amusement to annoyance.)

6.Trivia (but not trivial) — There’s a history and science lesson in the trees. Aren’t they elm trees? They used to line so many New England streets. They have largely disappeared from that plague of Dutch elm disease, though.  Another change over time.
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2.  The Champions of the Mississippi: “A Race for the Buckhorns.” ~ 1865 Currier & Ives by F.F. Palmer


This exciting painting was created by the English woman, F.F. Palmer. We saw another of her paintings (a happy family of ruffed grouse) also produced by C.& I..


The title: The children might ask about the “buckhorns” in the title. We know that the boats are in a race. We can see some buckhorns on the middle boat in between the steam pipes. My guess is that they are the prize, the trophy, that goes to the winner. They are a symbol of strength and speed. This symbolic use of horns is actually a very ancient custom and, I might add, very masculine way of perceiving strength and victory.  But don’t tell all this.  Know and ask about it.  Let the children develop their own theories and then ask them to back them up, to defend them according to what they see in the painting.  It may prove to be a strong theory or a weak one depending on what they point out as their defense.

Suggestions:
In general, same as with first
a. Color - Do you like the colors chosen by the artist? What do they do for you and for the painting? (Lots of possibilities - cool and warm, exciting associations such as fireworks and bonfires) Do they help the composition? How?  (Teaching point: Any time you see diagonals the composition will be more dynamic.  Here, both colors and shapes form many diagonals.)

b. Composition - What shapes help our eyes to move over the painting? Can you describe this eye flow pattern to me and I’ll trace it with my finger?  (The cheering crowd is probably where you enter.  Then the eyes scan the three boats from left to right, with the fire and pink smoke pointing the way. The gently curving diagonals on all of the boats push our eyes to the bow, where rods and smoke stacks jut upward.  Our eyes do not go off the canvas at this point, though, thanks to the backward flowing smoke and sparks, topped by the arcs of clouds and blue sky.  In between all of that action there is a brief respite with a sub-focal point of the glowing moon.  It is not so large or so important, though, to distract us for long.  The waving flags bring our eyes to the fourth boat in the rear and then our eyes can begin the journey all over again as the come back to the cheering crowd.

c. Comparison - How is this form of transportation different from or similar to the last?

d. Cost - What “feeds” the steam boats? Can you see this fuel in the painting? Did it take a lot of time, money and people to make these boats? Compare this kind of boat with another kind of boat shown in the painting that costs a lot less.

e. Cost to the environment - Can you see any indication in the painting of a cost to the environment? How does the environment have to pay for this kind of transportation? Is there any pollution? Any noise? Can noise be a kind of pollution? Can noise be dangerous or harmful?

f. Safety - Can the steam boat be dangerous in any way? How? Could a fire start on these boats? How do we know? Do you see any lifeboats on the side of these steamboats? What does this mean? Is the Mississippi a shallow, calm river? What is it like?

g. Benefits - How did the people benefit from this form of transportation? Did they get places faster than they did with the horses? Is faster always better? Has anyone ever chosen to travel slowly for some reason? When and why? (How about paddle boats, the swan boat and canoes?) How did you benefit from traveling slowly? Have you ever taken a walk somewhere that you previously had only driven? What happened? Did you notice things that you didn’t notice while zooming by? Did you make more use of your other senses? When we go places slowly do we hear and smell things we didn’t notice before? Maybe we even are going slowly enough that we 
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can reach out and touch things that we couldn’t if we were going too fast.

Is everyone on these steamboats involved in operating them? Some are just passengers. What do they do with their spare time? What do we do to “entertain “ ourselves while riding in a car?

h. People’s feelings - How do the people feel about this form of entertainment (the race)? How can we tell? (Have the children describe the body language and behaviors of the people on the river bank.
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3.  American Express Train   1864   Currier & Ives
Suggestions: Many are the same categories as before.

a. The time period - Now that we have seen all three paintings and we have seen that all three were painted about the same time, what can we say about this time period? Was it exciting in any way? How? Was this time it very different from having only horses and walking and row boats for means of transportation?  In what ways?  (See the steam baot in the background?)

b. People’s feelings - How do you imagine the people felt about trains? Why? How do you think the artist felt about trains? What is the evidence in the painting of this?

c. Color - What part of the train is most colorful? Why? How does the artist use color to keep the train the most important thing in the painting? (dull toward the back vs. bright for the foreground)

d. Composition - How has the artist composed the painting so that our eyes stay on the picture? Mostly on the train? (Note the curves and sidewys triangle foremed by the train, train tracks, and th smoke.  To block the eyes from traveling off the picture and out of the frame, the golden tree looms up to the pretty sky and leans to the right, pointing to the train.)

e. Cost - What costs are involved in making, running, maintaining this train? (Don’t forget the making of and maintaining of the tracks) What did this “cost” in labor, which means people? Who built those tracks? (I know I am dating my fifty year old self here but if you’ve seen some of the old Kung Fu shows, you’ve seen an indication of the many Chinese people who were used to build the train tracks.)

f. Environment - Any costs to the environment? What were they? Did the people know then about pollution the way we do now? Why or Why not?

g. Benefits - Did the people benefit in any way from this knew form of transportation? How? When might speed be important? If I had to get some medicine across land as quickly as possible what form of transportation would I want to use? Has anyone heard of the pony express? Business benefits - Is anyone making money here? Who is?  Who isn’t?

h. Safety - Which form of transportation that we saw today was the safest? Why? Each of them could have accidents. How might speed make a difference in the results? (The scientifically interested could estimate the speed of each and then calculate the speed of impact depending on whether the moving object hit another moving object or a stationary one. I think that with two moving objects the speeds are multiplied by each other.) How about safety from other people? Were the trains or steamboats ever held up by robbers? Why? (This goes back to the entertainment factor. These people had money with them for vacationing, eating and such forms of entertainment as gambling and game playing.)

 i. Exploration - Did exploration benefit in any way? Could ordinary people and whole families become explorers any easier now with this new means of transportation? Could new territories be moved into? What was the cost of this exploration? Who paid a price? Was anyone a loser? Did the Native Americans willingly give their lands to the people on trains? What did the Native Americans call the train?

j. Choices: Which painting did they like best and why?

                  Which form of transportation did they like best and why?
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The following are excerpts from the Shorewood Fine Art Collection catalogue about Curriers & Ives:

“A Spill Out” on the Snow (1870). A favorite winter pastime in the days of horse drawn vehicles was sleigh racing along country roads. This amusing and lively picture illustrates the results of what we might call a traffic jam, for the horses are going in two directions and a collision must have been unavoidable. The accident does not seem to have caused any serious damage except possibly to pride, for the woman passenger is so bundled up that she could scarcely have been injured and one man is standing on his head in soft snow, while the other still clings to the reins. Expressions on all the faces are more amused than alarmed. These were pleasant pastimes for a gentler, less cluttered age.

American Express Train (1864). 


Probably no form of steam travel is more romantic than the train, which in nineteenth-century America symbolized power, the expansion westward, and the rise of indus​trialism with the concomitant pride in inventive engineering. Typical of the many lithographs on the subject of railroads, this one combines accuracy of mechanical detail with a pretty landscape in bright tones. The train is, of course, spotlessly clean and one wonders, given the neatly belching black smoke from its huge boiler, how it remained that way. But this was a minor point to our forefathers and to us. As we remember the trains that crossed the country: the powerful engines and skillful engineers, the whistle stops, and the sound of the bells announcing the arrival and departure of the Iron Horses that helped to expand the commerce and wealth of the country.

The Champions of the Mississippi: “A Race for the Buckhorns.” This paddle-wheel racing scene by F.F. Palmer is typical of Currier and Ives’ lively, exciting, and very brightly-colored fire and flame productions. Two boats. Morning Star and Queen of the West are almost prow to prow, closely followed by a third boat, the Iola, which plainly will have to be content with third place. The moon makes a path of silver in the dark blue river, fires light the banks, and the boats engines are so heated up that the tall smokestacks belch forth flame and spark-dusted smoke, It is all very breathlessly real and carefully detailed, another reminder of days gone by, of simple pleasures and hearty enthusiasms.

CURRIER AND IVES


The lithographic process of printing from a specially prepared stone was discovered by accident in Munich in 1796, and was introduced to the United States by Pendleton thirty years later. Nathaniel Currier (1813-95) was apprenticed to this first American lithographer at about the age of eighteen. Currier went into the printing business for himself in 1834 and a few years later saw the possibilities of using lithographed pic​tures for the news media. His first three important prints recorded fires, the third showing the 1841 fire on the steamboat Lexington. However, it was not until 1857, when Currier took James Ives (1824-95) as a partner, that the real flood of over 5,000 prints began and the coverage was extended to include news, sports, transportation, patri​otic, juvenile, landscape, and genre subjects. Three new prints appeared each week until about 1875, when the appearance of illustrated magazines and news photos by daguerreotype put the partners out of business. Based upon original drawings, water​colors, and oil paintings, the folios or art prints reached a level of excellence far beyond that of any of the firm’s competitors. Carefully applied color, fine drawing, solid composition and lively, interesting subjects distinguished these Currier and Ives productions.
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                                                                           A Spill Out on The Snow 1870


The Champions of the Mississippi: “A Race for the Buckhorns.”  1865
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American Express Train 1864
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