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Introduction

This packet is intended to help teachers to prepare students for a Tall Grass Arts Association visit.  Experience has shown that students who have been presented with information about an exhibition will find it a far more meaningful experience during their visit.  Different circumstances and different curricula will prompt different uses of material.  Some of it may be used after the visit as well as before.   This packet presents information about African Expressions:  Art and Artifacts of Africa.  The goals for this packet include: (1) tools for teachers to prepare students, (2) Materials to use as reference, (3) inspire teachers and students to attend the exhibition with some prior knowledge of the works presented, and (4) to help students to become informed viewers and gain a better appreciation of African art and culture.
Tall Grass Arts Association Mission Statement

To promote public education and appreciation of the arts; to encourage artists; and to support high quality art through exhibitions, sales, classes and special programs available to the public of all ages.
Student Behavior in the Art Gallery 
1.  Do not touch works of art.  Your touch may not seem like much but even the slightest contact can damage the surface or discolor stone or even the surface of metal.  

2. Keep a safe distance between you and each work of art.  This helps to avoid accidental touching or bumping.

3. When taking notes or drawing, use only pencils.   If an accident should occur, a pencil mark is easier to remove then a pen mark.  Gallery docents would be happy to provide a pencil if you would like to write or draw during your visit.  Be careful not to point with your pencil or other objects; this can endanger the works of art.
4. No leaning on walls or cases (either to write or for physical support).  This helps keep works of art hung on the walls or displayed in cases safe.  Feel free to sit on the bench or the floor as you talk, write or draw.  
5. No food, drink or gum is allowed in the gallery.  Art on display will provide plenty of food for thought as well as a feast for the eyes!

6. Running, pushing and roughhousing are not allowed.  Appropriate behavior is necessary to avoid accidental bumping into and damaging works of art.
7. Loud talking, laughing or making noises is not allowed.  Rather the art gallery is a place of quiet and reflection.  Do not disrupt this experience for others.  You will be asked to leave if there is inappropriate behavior.

8. Photography is not allowed unless previous provision is made with the Gallery Director.

Thank you for observing these rules to keep the art safe and respect the viewing pleasure of other visitors.
Origin of the Exhibition

The objects in this exhibition have been loaned to Tall Grass Arts Association by several prominent private collections, namely, Paul Saleh and others.  The objects on display were purchased from reputable art galleries within the last twenty years.   Dr. Arthur P. Bourgeois, of Governors State University, has served as both organizer and curator of this exhibition and its accompanying materials.   
Introduction to African Art

There are some one hundred and twenty works of art on display, most are carved of wood, others are of ceramic, some cast in bronze and others chipped of stone.  The earliest are the stone artifacts from the Sahara Neolithic subpluvial (circa 7500-3000 B.C.) when wet and rainy conditions prevailed in what is now the Sahara desert.  Most of the wood objects date from the 19th and early 20th century.  These are accompanied by photographic wall murals of traditional rather than modern life in Sub-Sahara Africa.  
To those who approach African sculpture for the first time, it will seem to bear little resemblance to the well-known forms of Western art.   First it is largely sculpture but exotic sculpture in unfamiliar styles.   Human figures have oversized heads, with squat bodies, conventionalized feet and hands and symmetrical gestures.   Most are frontal and obviously male or female.   Some are human in form or a mixture of animal with animal or animal with human forms.  Only in the early years of the twentieth century did artists in Europe “discover” African sculpture in their search to break away from what they considered tiring and boring in the European past.  Western artists turned to the forms of non-Western and non-Oriental art, namely, African art because they were attracted to the abstract and unusual forms  but they had little if any information on the cultures or contexts that produced them.  

The approach of style has often been used in the study of the sculptures of African south of the Sahara.  Style is the manner of expression that is distinctive or characteristic of a region, a group or of an individual artist.  Distinct styles are discernible even on a grand scale.  This has been termed the Four Macrostyles of African Sculpture:  (1) that of the Western Sudan; (2) the Guinea Coast; (3) the Equatorial Forest; and (4) the Southern Savannah.  Objects are placed on a map so that you might easily identify these regions and their characteristic sculptures.
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Another approach is to separate African Art objects according to their cultural meaning.  They are presented in three major categories (1) Daily Life and Leadership; (2) Transitions; and (3) Departure.   In Daily Life the art is viewed as following leadership and the leader is perceived as the very embodiment of the territory itself, all its resources and its fertility.  Art brings attention to the special powers that reside with the leader.  Communal feasts and festivals are occasions for display, create alliances and elicit support.  For such events display of the aesthetic is not a frivolous expenditure.  Art becomes an agent of social stability.  Transitions mean changes that profoundly affect the individual.  Initiation to adulthood customarily employs masks that personify ancestor spirits and powerful charms that serve to ward off evil influences.  Initiation entails, seclusion, hazing and healing rites following circumcision.  Departure is about death and funeral rites that use art as memorials.  They assert the continuity of life and human relationships, the unbroken bond of obligations and sense of unity standing above the individual even in death. 

African art presents people in the prime of life.  Almost never are infantile qualities or the ravages of old age depicted.   Instead an ideal adult age is suggested, that of the reproductive young adult.  Similarly, a decorated figure is preferable to an undecorated one.  These works of art are predominantly used positively and are part of an open, often public, reinforcement of positive social values.  Only witchcraft and sorcery are secret and antisocial.  Public arts are by definition good in the sense that a larger social benefit is intended.  
The artists who produced these works are largely unknown to us although they were once well known to their fellow villagers and received recognition in the context where they were produced.  None are signed.  Judging from current research, only males are reported to carve figurative sculpture in wood or ivory or to work metals.  Although the artist is commissioned to largely replace destroyed works, he is not a passive copiest but can be inventive within the guidelines of traditional form and style and expectancies of his audience.  Because of the impermanence of wood carving, ancient examples are exceedingly rare and not available to serve as models rather the artist depends on the instruction given by his predecessors.  It is the patron who commissions the art object once a price has been agreed upon before the sculptor begins to work.   For the client it is the object, not the producer that is important.  The wood-carver generally works in secret using axes, adzes, and knives, working from a broad generalized form through greater definition to carefully finished final cuts.  Modeling in clay and wax for metal casting is quite different.  In lost-wax casting, a clay core, is covered with a layer of wax into which the final surface details are worked.  The whole is then encased in clay, which after drying is heated to allow the wax to melt and be removed, leaving a hollow where it had been.  The hollow is then filled with molten metal.  After cooling, the clay investment is removed and the sculpture is revealed.  The metal product that one sees is what had been modeled or incised in the wax.  
Much of what we see and discuss about African sculpture relates to a way of life that has changed.   New modes of transportation, work, medicine, education, religion and political change have undermined old values that supported the art.  So what we see is part of the past yet everything traditional has not changed nor been forgotten.  On a deeper level of thinking patterns, mental images and emotions, the past is yet alive--obviously this differs from individual to individual and from place to place in modern Africa.  Yet what may seem foreign to us can become comprehensible if we view the setting that gave rise to them.  The art then becomes the expression of the imagination and aesthetic inventiveness of the individual culture but to grasp its significance it must be approached empathetically—imaginatively or emotionally project yourself into the work of art.   
Classroom Discussion Ideas

1.  Before the visit, learn a little about the geography of Africa.  Locate on a map or globe the Western Sudan, The Guinea Coast, The Equatorial Forest and the Southern Savannah.   What would it be like to live in each of these climate zones?  What kind of forests or grasslands?   What would it be like to live there?   
2. What kind of leadership was traditional in Africa?  What is a king?  What is a paramount chief, village chief, an elder or headman?  Did all African ethnic groups have kings or did some groups remain independent? What would be the advantages of each?   Can you name some African kingdoms?  

3. Why do you think ancestors were so important?

4. Many African peoples practiced initiation for young men or women.  Why?  And why do you think they often used masks in this context?  
Classroom Project Ideas
1.   After looking at pictures of various types of African Masks in a book or on the internet, draw one on construction paper and draw in various features with felt tip pens and cut it out to wear.  If the teacher can find some appropriate music (search You Tube or Teacher Net), permit each individual to dance (improvise) his/her own creation and explain what it is called, why he/she chose it and what it means to him/her.  

2. Bring sketch pad and pencil to Tall Grass Arts Association and draw your favorite object and be prepared to discuss what it is called, why you chose this one and what it means to you.   
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