Lesson Plan: Ancient American Art and Geometry
Provided by the Art Institute of Chicago Department of Museum Education
Suggested Grade Level: 7-8
Estimated Time: One class period

Introduction
Geometry is often thought of as a formal system of logic involving shapes, lines, and
planes. Students, however, rarely consider where and how the discipline originated,
why it was created, or how it extends to other areas of human interest.
The word geometry is derived from Greek roots that mean "earth measure," a term that
links the physical world ("earth") to an intellectual concept ("measure"). Thinking about
the geometric properties of works of art–such as the triangular shape of a face or
square shape of a building–can lead to increased understanding of the physical objects
as well as the cultures in which they were made.
For example, to Mesoamericans, a spiral on a stone relief, pottery vessel, or tapestry
often represented a long ritual journey. When fashioned as a snake, the geometric
shape of a spiral could also refer to water. This lesson is designed to help students
learn geometric properties by looking at how ancient American artists utilized them.

Lesson Objectives
•

Explore the relationship between geometry and ancient American art

•

Learn to recognize geometric properties in specific works and understand how
these properties contribute to their meaning and artistic merit

Key Terms
•

geometry

•

ballgame

•

Chimú

•

Moche

•

tumi
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Instructional Materials
•

Slides, postcards, posters, and other examples of Ancient Indian Art of the
Americas available in the Crown Family Educator Resource Center.

•

Chalkboard

Procedures
•

Ask students to think about which geometric properties they have seen in art (for
example: shape, horizontal, vertical, and diagonal lines, abstraction, rhythm,
symmetry). Have students discuss these concepts in depth. Write their ideas on
the chalkboard.

•

Encourage students to look at reproductions of ancient American works, such as
the Portrait Vessel of a Ruler, and Ceremonial Knife (Tumi), and Stone of the
Five Suns, discussing them in relation to the list of geometric properties on the
chalkboard. Encourage students to think of additional characteristics while they
are looking at the works.

•

Ask students to pick an art object illustrated on this Web site. Ask them to sketch
the object and analyze it in terms of its geometric properties, relating the
properties to the meaning and function of the object as described in the
accompanying interpretive text.

Evaluation
Base evaluation on students’ participation in class discussion and quality of their
drawing assignments.
Follow-Up at The Art Institute of Chicago:
•

On a visit to the Art Institute, ask students to bring their lists of geometric
properties to the Indian Art of the Americas galleries.

•

Ask students to look at the ancient American works and analyze them according
to these properties.
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Glossary
ballgame (n)
ballgames were played by Native Americans who lived throughout the Americas, from
the southern United States to Paraguay. The rules of the game seem to have varied
from site to site over time. Ballgames were not only played for sport but were also used
as a means of solving disputes and prognosticating important events. The ball was
made of solid rubber and weighed about seven pounds (three kg). Players wore
protective padding.
Chimú (n)
an extinct American Indian kingdom that flourished on the northern coast of Peru after
the ninth century A.D. until the Inca conquest in the late fifteenth century. Distinctive
Chimú art, including pottery, gold pieces, and textiles, helps date this Andean
civilization.
The Chimú capital of Chan Chan, located on the northern seacoast of Peru, remains
one of the world's grandest archaeological sites, with miles of streets, great walls,
reservoirs, and pyramid temples, all constructed out of sun-baked, adobe bricks. At the
city’s height, the population of Chan Chan is estimated to have numbered in the many
thousands. The Inca conquerors of Chimú absorbed much of its old high culture into
their own imperial society, including elements of Chimú political organization, irrigation
systems, and road engineering.
Mesoamerica (n)
geographical area between North and Central America comprised of the modern
nations of Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, and El Salvador as well as the ancient
cultures of the Olmec, Teotihuacanos, Maya, and Aztec. The term is used to define the
cultural and historical context of the people who have inhabited this area for millennia.
Moche (n)
the dominant society from the first to the eighth century A.D on the northern coast of
present-day Peru. The name comes from the archaeological site known as Moche and
located in the river valley of the same name. Two giant structures known as the Temple
of the Sun (Huaca del Sol) and the Temple of the Moon (Huaca de la Luna) define the
site. Dozens of other Moche pyramid-platform sites exist in the coastal valleys of
northern Peru. Although many have been looted, others remain unexcavated.
Like other ancient American cultures, the Moche survived off of agriculture. They guided
rivers flowing down from the high Andes into a system of irrigation canals, which
allowed for the growth of maize, potatoes, lima beans, and other staple crops. This
system of agriculture supported a dense population.
The Moche produced sophisticated art, including mold-made pottery admired for its
highly naturalistic forms. These vessels–especially the fine-quality water jars with
characteristic stirrup spouts–bear portrait heads of individuals, animals, plants,
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buildings, and fantastic beings representing supernatural forces. Painted scenes on
some vessels provide visual descriptions of the complex ceremonies and daily activities
of the Moche.
relief (n)
a piece of sculpture that features a molded, carved, or stamped design that stands out
three-dimensionally from the surface
tumi (n)
a Chimù, Lambayeque, or Incan ceremonial knife with a characteristic half-moonshaped blade
Illinois Learning Standards
English Language Arts: 1, 4
Math: 9
Fine Arts: 25-27
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