
   

 

 

Art of the Ancient Americans/Elements of Art 

TEACHING MATERIAL 
5th Grade Museum Education Experience 

 

 

Discovering the special language of the art object- that’s what we help students do at the Polk 

Museum of Art.  We introduce students to the idea of the original work of art as an object for 

study, contemplation, and enjoyment and that art helps us understand cultures other than our 

own.  Students will sharpen their visual and critical thinking skills and develop their imagination 

and creativity as they explore ideas about art and culture. 

School groups who come to the museum with a sense of why they are here and have been 

prepared for their visit by discussing the trip in advance, have a more enjoyable and 

educational experience overall.  This resource packet is designed to enrich school curriculum.  It 

contains learning material and activities you can use to prepare your students for their museum 

trip as well as to extend the visit back to the classroom. We encourage you to take the time to 

review the entire packet provided, as preparing the class ahead of time for your visit to the 

museum will enhance the experience. 
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Before Museum Visit 

I.  Discuss with class the basics concerning museums and address the question  

 “What is a museum?” 

A. The function of a museum – Explain to your students that the museum plays a 

unique role in collecting, preserving, and exhibiting art objects of value. 

B. The purpose behind a museum - To educate and enlighten people. 

C. The museum’s role in the community - The museum displays the history of a place, 

 person, and cultural tradition. It also welcomes visitors and enriches the     

      community with its artwork, classes and outreach. 

D. Discuss with class what they will see in the museum: 

 Art of the Ancient Americans – It is the art of Mexico, Central and South  

America in the time before the arrival of Christopher Columbus in the 16th 

century. 

 Sculpture- the art of carving, modeling, and producing works of art with clay or 

 any other three dimensional media. 

 Photography- The art, or practice of taking and printing photographs. 

 Digital art - art created on a computer in digital form. 

 Paintings – art created by applying paint to a surface such as paper, canvas,  

             wood, glass, lacquer or concrete. 

 Drawings – art created by the use of any number of drawing instruments to mark  

              with a two-dimensional medium such as graphite, charcoal, pastel, crayon,  

              colored pencil, etc. 

II.  Share information from the Art of the Ancient Americans fact sheet, image pages, map,  

             vocabulary and elements of art. 

III. Show and discuss different types of Art of the Ancient Americans. Reference the 

different motifs, themes, and common aspects of Art of the Ancient Americans; musical 

instrument, ballplayer, an animal still common today and monkey commonly deemed 

the wind deity. Further help students how to identify some of the elements of art within 

these examples. 
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Teaching Resources 

Art of the Ancient Americans Fact Sheet 

Image Pages 

Map of Pre-Columbian Region 

Elements of Art 

Vocabulary 
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Art of the Ancient Americans Fact Sheet 

The study of artifacts of the Ancient Americans gives us the opportunity to learn about the 
ancient people who lived in Central America before the arrival of Christopher Columbus.  When 
Christopher Columbus landed in the New World, he thought he landed near India and called the 
natives “Indians”.  Unlike the Europeans, the natives lived off the land by cultivating plants and 
eating nuts and fruits from the forest, fish, birds and other animals.  

Animals such as jaguars, alligators, birds, bats, frogs, snakes, monkeys, and tapirs were very 
important to the Pre-Columbians and held traits with which they wished to identify.  They 
admired the jaguar’s power and speed and its skill as a hunter.  They admired the bird’s ability 
to fly and the snake’s ability of shedding an old skin.  

The art of the Pre-Columbian people reflected the meaning that animals had for them.  At times 
they combined human and animal figures in their designs.  The basic themes that all Pre-
Columbian people dealt with were those of controlling the forces of nature (sun, planets, rain, 
animals, and earthquakes), the fertility of the earth, the political and supernatural status of 
chiefs, and the journey of the dead to the underworld.  

The majority of the Pre-Columbian objects were made for functional or ceremonial use.  They 
were decorated with images of humans, animals, or mixtures of the two (anthropomorphic and 
zoomorphic), architectural, natural or abstract images or simply left plain.  Other objects 
include grinding stones, music making instruments, and figurative sculpture.  Most of the 
objects were made of clay and fired in a bonfire to harden them.  The predominant method of 
pottery production was that of using the coiling technique in which coils of clay were built up in 
layers to form the vessel.  

Because of man’s deep desire for knowledge about his past, numerous studies of ancient 
civilizations have been made.  Archaeologists have reconstructed the lives of ancient people, 
how and when they lived, from evidence found as archaeological sites.  Pottery shards are 
carefully excavated, cleaned, and classified for further study.  Remnants of everyday and 
ceremonial artifacts provide us with insights into the lives and religions of ancient cultures. 
With this information available to us, we can better understand, appreciate, and enjoy our 
study of Pre-Columbian people.  
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This shows a dancing monkey 

with a large belly.  This is from 

one of the well-known 

evocations of Quetzalcóatl as 

Ehécatl, the wind deity. The 

strange, beaklike mouthpiece is 

the implement with which 

Ehécatl created wind, and it is 

one of his most prominent 

features.  

Sculpture of the wind deity  

Mexico (Aztec)  

Late Post-Classic (1325-1521 CE)  

Mexico City  

Stone with traces of red, white and 

blue pigments  

60 x 37 cm.  

National Museum of Anthropology, 

Mexico. 

Some of the most popular 

artifacts are of dogs, depicted 

in all sorts of activities: 

fighting, grooming, standing or 

sleeping. Usually, these dogs 

are short-legged and appear to 

be excessively fat. This may be 

due to the fact that to 

Mesoamericans using dogs as 

food was not uncommon. 
 

Vessel in the shape of a dog  

Colima cultures  

Early to Middle Classic (200-600 CE)  

State of Colima  

Red, burnished clay  
24 x 42 cm.  

National Museum of Anthropology, 
Mexico. 
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This ballplayer is in one of the 

classical ballplaying stances as 

he kneels down on one leg to 

receive the bouncing ball with 

his hip. His whole waist is 

wrapped by heavy padding, 

because the ball weighed 

several pounds and was 

potentially very dangerous to 

hit without protective gear. 

Figurine of a ballplayer  

Maya  

Late Classic (600-900 CE)  

Jaina island, State of Campeche  

Clay with vestiges of white and blue 

pigments  

11.9 cm.  

National Museum of Anthropology, 

Mexico. 

Through a system channeling a 

column of air through a lower 

passage, and the pressure 

exerted by water poured into 

the cup-like vessel, the figurine 

standing on the other end of 

this piece was made to 

"whistle" through a whistle 

modeled in the clay under it.  

Whistling vessel  

Northern cultures  

Late Classic (600-900 CE)  

Cóporo, State of Guanajuato  

Clay  

17 x 28.5 cm.  

National Museum of Anthropology, 

Mexico.  
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Map of Pre-Columbian Regions 

  



7 | P a g e  
 

V 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



8 | P a g e  
 

Vocabulary 

 

abstract  having design or form that is not actually like any real object  

 or not easily understood 

archaeology a science that deals with past human life and the activities as 

shown by fossil relics and the monuments and artifacts left by 

ancient peoples 

architecture the art of making plans for buildings; a style or special way of 

building 

art historian one who studies the technique and style of an art object and 

compares this information to works of art in previous periods 

artifact any manmade object; a simple or primitive tool, weapon, vessel, 

etc. 

BCE Before Common Era 

CE Common Era 

ceramics the art of making things, as pottery, of baked clay 

ceremonial a set of acts performed in some regular order required by custom or 

law for an occasion 

color produced when light strikes an object and is reflected back to the 

eye 

culture the ideas, customs, skills, art, etc. of a given people in a given 

period 

curator the person who is in charge of selecting content for an exhibition in 

a museum 

docent a person who leads visitors through a museum and explains the 

exhibits’ content 

elements of art the building blocks used by artists to create a work of art 

form the shape or structure of something 
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image a drawing, picture, or statue of some person or thing; a close 

likeness or copy 

line a mark that spans a distance between two points; the use of marks 

or outlines to define shape within a work of art 

medium the materials used in making a work of art 

modern having to do with the present time or the time that we live in; of 

the period after about 1450 CE 

permanent collection the collection of art and artifacts that a museum owns and exhibits 

portrait a painting, photograph, or sculpture of a person or a group of 

people that usually shows a likeness of the person and also 

interprets the person’s character and personality 

pre-Columbian relating to the Americas before the arrival of Christopher 

Columbus 

realistic true to life or nature; represents what is shown 

shape the form of an object, defined by an outline 

space distances or areas around, between, or within the different parts in 

a work of art 

style the way in which anything is made, done, written, spoken, etc.; 

manner, method 

subject a person or thing being shown in a work of art 

textile having to do with weaving or woven fabrics 

texture the surface of a material, especially as perceived by the sense of 

touch 

tone / value the lightness or darkness of a color
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Activity Directions & Worksheets 

Classroom Scavenger Hunt 

Crossword Puzzle 

Elements of Art 
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Classroom Scavenger Hunt 

 

Teachers:  This is a scavenger hunt designed to open children’s eyes to what is considered to be 

an “artifact”- an object produced or shaped by human craft, especially a tool, weapon, or 

ornament of archaeological or historical interest. Artifacts can be anything that is commonly 

used or used often. For example, some of the artifacts that you will see in the museum are very 

similar to those on the image pages. Cooking tools, musical instruments, statues of men and 

women during that time are all very common.  Use this scavenger hunt as a way for children to 

look at everyday objects in the classroom with “new eyes”.  Looking past what these objects do, 

what do they say about our culture?  Have the students wander around the classroom finding 

artifacts that they think the class will be remembered for.  The main objective is:  

If an anthropologist were to excavate artifacts from our time period, what do you think they 

will find? 

In addition to this strictly being an in-classroom activity, you can extend this to a homework 

assignment and have the students collect some materials from their home.  This will make the 

assignment more personal as well as making the artifacts more diverse.   

 

Questions to get you students thinking 

In-classroom 

What do you use the most in the classroom? 

What in the classroom do you think will last for a hundred years? 

Hints for what you could be looking for: Musical instruments, writing utensils, school supplies, 

art, decorations, etc. 

 

Home (optional) 

What do you use the most in your home? 

What in your home do you think will last for a hundred years? 

Hints for what you could be looking for: Your favorite thing, art, decoration, utensils, kitchen 

things- what items do you use that belong in your kitchen? 
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Following the collection 

Lead a discussion about why certain things were chosen.   

 Did many students pick the same things?   

 Why is that?   

 What does that tell you about our culture? 

  Connect this activity to some of the things they will see in the museum. 

Example: If a student collects a bowl in which they eat their cereal every morning they will see 

many bowls in the museum, not that much has changed.  If they collect a musical instrument, 

they will see instruments in the museum.  Even though so much time has passed since the 

lifetimes of those who created the artifacts, much in our two societies is the same.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Optional writing assignment/ discussion to go along with classroom scavenger 

hunt: 

Compare and contrast the artifacts that the students found and the artifacts in the museum 

(look at the image pages). What is similar between the objects? What is different?  Use the 

example of a bowl, how it has been used for years with the same purpose. 
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Classroom Scavenger Hunt 

 

With this activity you will be finding and collecting your “artifacts.”   

 What do you use the most in your classroom?  

 What do you think will last for a hundred years?  

  If an anthropologist were to dig up artifacts from today what do you think 

they would find?  

 What does your stuff say about you?  Look around the room with new 

eyes.  Find your artifacts that will tell others about you. 

 

Hints for what you could be looking for: 

Musical instruments 

Writing utensils 

School supplies 

Art 
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Name_____________________________________________________ 

 

Elements of Art 

 

Line: Draw the following lines. 

        Horizontal                   Vertical             Diagonal  

 

 

 

              Thick             Thin                Wavy  

 

 

 

Shape: How many shapes do you see below? _____  
(Hint: Shapes enclose an area of space.) 
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Form: Which one is not a form? 

    

 

 

Value: Which picture shows value? _____ 

A.  B. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Texture: Which picture has texture?____ 

A. B. 
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Space: The car is in the: (circle answer)      

foreground               middle ground               background 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Color: Color the color wheel. 

 

 

 


