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Introduction  
The five items listed in our catalogue date approximately between 500 BCE and 1300 CE, a time period known as the "dark ages" in Europe. Civilization of the West had gone into hiatus and that of much of the rest of the world had hardly begun. Thus, there was little homogenizing of ideas around the earth; the people of every separate continent were essentially unhindered to pursue their own cultural creativity. Any cohesiveness was probably due to what the innovative psychologist Carl Jung called the "collective consciousness" inherent deep in all human beings. 

An ancient Nigerian terracotta figurine reminds its creator of an ancestor. A ceramic dog in old Mexico is used in a funeral reminiscent of Egyptology. The mythical bird vehicle of a Hindu God supports an earthly Cambodian king's claim to personal divinity. A Madonna and Child painting in Italy provides a focal point for devout worshippers. Another bird figure on an island in Oceania is used in rituals commemorating power. All are very relevant to the particular culture from which they originated and are as well pertinent to a worldview that art is often a representation of the mystical. That which we cannot describe in any other intelligible way can always be explained materially in pictures or carvings. This is a truth for all humans, and those who were free of our modern necessary social controls were surely able to be the most liberal in their creative efforts. The five items presented in this catalogue are examples of relatively free spiritual expression. What they have in common is a need to say something meaningful.
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Continent

Africa
Culture

Nigerian
Time period 
6th century BCE – 6th century CE
Date created
Actual date unknown
Title of work
Seated figure
Artist/Maker
Unknown sculptor
Category

Sculpture
School/Style
None established
Theme

Probably an ancestor portrait
Medium
 
Terracotta
Dimensions

8 1/2 x 3 1/8 x 2 15/16 in.
Inscriptions

None
Provenance

Gift of Claire and Michael Oliver 
Present location 
Minneapolis Institute of Arts, Minneapolis, U.S.A.
Online URL: 
http://www.artsmia.org/viewer/detail.php?v=12&id=5621#


Narrative Description  

This terracotta sculpture was found in Nigeria with poor archeological evidence to support its origin, making it difficult to date precisely. Certain aspects of the style of its construction indicate it may be an early version of Nok Terracotta. Connoisseurs have only been able to estimate its actual creation date within the 1,200-year range of 6th Century BCE to 6th Century CE. Because of the extremely wide span in the expert dating, we can only discuss it by applying iconographical and contextual methodology. The modeled but simple form contributes to the possibility of antiquity because newer terracotta works of equal volume are more stylized. The Seated Figure motif appears again about another millennium later than this piece in the Western and Central Sudan. The comparative work presented below in a thumbnail photograph is from Mali, the inland Niger Delta, and resides at the Met Museum (1). That figure reflects detail and a carefully considered stance that are not in our simpler, older piece. 
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Seated       Mali

Figure       Seated Figure         
African terracottas in general are usually compared to either or both the Nok and the Ife types. Nok is a small village near the Jos Plateau region of Nigeria where archeologists first discovered the oldest known figurative terracotta sculptures south of the Sahara desert. The Nok culture is still an anthropological enigma; however, it is though to have existed between 500 BCE and 200 CE. (2)
Ife terracottas from the inland Niger Delta further south of Nok vary substantially in size as well as subject and their original function is unknown. They are much more descriptive and usually depict people in specific conditions, such as crowned royalty. (2)
The oldest Nigerian terracottas have a kind of period style in that they are all roughly the same size and represent people, possibly in remembrance of deceased ancestors. The formal style is one of miniature representation of reality; it contains no movement and exhibits rough texture and rigid posture, even when sitting, as this piece does. The sculpture obviously represents a person in a state of rest, and that could very well mean after death.

The facial characteristics of this piece are highly reminiscent of the Nok head from Jemaa (3) shown below side by side. This helps in accepting a possible creation date of 500 BCE for our piece because the Jemaa Nok dates to circa 400 BCE. In both cases, the features are modeled boldly and there is little attempt at achieving "naturalistic representation." There is also an uncanny visible resemblance between Nok and Olmec sculptures created about the same time. However, their overall styles are very different and of course, the Nok and the Olmec were geographically a world apart. (4)An Olmec head, made of basalt instead of terracotta, is third in line below.
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Nok figures were hand-made. Because simplicity always precedes complexity, it seems rational that our piece is older because the eyes and pupils are plain, not abstracted to produce more expression as in the later Jemaa piece. In the Olmec Head, the features are even more naturalistic, and the piece is of course newer as we would expect of a progression from bare essentials to advanced technical representation. Artistically, we can therefore see a line of development over time from our Seated Figure to the Jemaa Head to the Olmec Head clear across the world. However, there is no anthropological evidence to support any connection between ancient Nigerians and ancient Americans.
Nok figures are all so different from each other that we can assume they were modeled individually, not cast from molds. The terracotta was chiseled with similar fashioning techniques as used in woodcarvings. (2) Their individuality supports a theory that the theme of each figure is to portray an ancestor, possibly deceased. This would be anthropologically consistent with other cultures of the same time in the same region. 
Some additional important aspects of this piece are:

· Due to erosion of the slip over time, the exterior surface of the work eroded into its present grainy, pocketed condition. (2) Originally, the exterior would have been polished smooth.

· Most Nigerian terracottas of this age are fragmented and so this complete piece is a rarity. 

· From an iconographic perspective, if the Nigerian Seated Figure is a much older execution of the same portraiture style as that of the Mali Seated Figure, it could depict an ancestor used to guard the entrance to a dwelling at any time preceding the advent of Christianity circa 350 CE, when local cultures followed highly superstitious religions.
Notes on African item
(1) Met Museum item 1981.218; see also class Module 5.

(2) Class Module 5.

(3) Clayton item 1161 referenced in class Module 5; see also Honour and Fleming, figure 3.57.
(4) "Mexico, Splendor of Thirty Centuries" 21 Nov 2007
      < http://humanities-interactive.org/splendors/enhanced/ex048_02c_gs150.jpg  >.
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                                     Dog

Unknown artist (sculptor) 
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Continent

America
Culture

Mexican, Colima
Time period 
200 BCE – 500 CE
Date created
Exact date unknown
Title of work
Dog
Artist/Maker
Unknown
Category

Ceramic sculpture
School/Style
Slip-painted ceramic with incised decoration
Theme

Possibly a funerary object
Medium
 
Ceramic
Dimensions

16 1/2 x 7 3/4 x 19 1/2 in.
Inscriptions

None
Provenance

The Proctor Stafford Collection.

Purchased with funds provided by Mr. and Mrs. Allan C. Balch

Present location 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art (Not currently on public view)
Online URL: 

< http://collectionsonline.lacma.org/mwebcgi/mweb.exe?request=record;id=63763;type=101 >.


Narrative Description 
Anthropologists consider the Colima culture of ancient West Central Mexico to have been part of the greater cultural region that they designated as Mesoamerica. The Olmec culture is usually recognized as the source of all subsequent civilized societies in Mesoamerica and traces of Olmec influence are perceptible in Colima. (1) Although the Olmec heartland was far away on the Gulf Coast, trade routes extended to the vicinity of Colima (2), which is today a State of Mexico as well as a city, thereby inferring a much larger geographical area than a simple village by that name may have existed for a long time. When an unknown sculptor created our particular dog figurine, Colima was historically part of the extreme northwest edge of Mesoamerica, in a section ordinarily referred to as the "West". The map below locates modern Colima in the old Mexican West, in the midst of several ancient cultural sites whose names are well known to researchers of Mesoamerican culture. (3)
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Map source: FAMSI. See Note (3) below.

The LACMA museum dates our dog at between 200 BCE and 500 CE, a time span of some 700 years. The accepted timeline chronology for Mesoamerica, West, posted at the University of California, indicates three possible sub-cultures from which the work may have emerged (4): 

1. Between 300 BCE and 0 CE, the Late Formative period of Mesoamerican culture, a sub-culture called Colima per se.

2. Between 0 CE and 300 CE, the Proto Classic period of Mesoamerican culture, a sub-culture called Chupicuaro.

3. Between 300 CE and 600 CE, the Early Classic period of Mesoamerican culture, a sub-culture called Ixtlan del Rio. 

Because of the geographical proximity of Colima city and the Teuchitlan ancient site, the piece may also be of the Teuchitlan sub-culture, which flourished in the Early Classic Mesoamerican period.
	Mesoamerican Chronology
	West Mexico

	
	

	900 to 600 AD
	Terminal Classic to Late Classic
	
	

	600 to 300 AD
	Early Classic
	Ixtlan del Rio
	

	300 to 0 AD
	Proto Classic
	Chupicuaro
	

	0 to 300 BC
	Late Formative
	Colima
	

	300 to 600 BC
	Middle Formative
	
	


Source: See note (4) below.
Because museum connoisseurs have labeled the item as "Colima", we assume that our dog is from the sub-culture actually called Colima and therefore came out of the Mesoamerican Late Formative period, the general timeline of which is 300 BCE – 0 CE. The name Colima comes from the Nahuatl word collimaitl, colli means ancestors or gods and maitl means domain of. (5) Therefore, traditionally, Colima was where the ancestoral gods resided. This would be the equivalent of Mount Olympus in Greek mythology.

The modern State of Colima, including the ancient Colima culture, can be found along the Pacific coast west of Mexico City. (7)
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Modern State of Colima. Source: See Note 7.
First inhabited by a group of Olmec people, Colima was also home to Nahuatl, Toltec and Chichimec cultures before being dominated by Tarascans. (5) The people were "sedentary village-dwelling agriculturalists." Handicrafts (presumably including sculpturing) were evidently important in some communities, of which only the Tarascans survived. (6)
Although the ancient Colima sculptors tended to create figurines representing daily life, not gods (7), their work was nevertheless related to religious funerary practices. Many figures depicting animals, especially dogs, have been unearthed in Colima culture burials. (8)  The practice of burying a figurative dog with a deceased person may have been related to "shamanistic religious practices." (7)(9) Perhaps the concept of the dog companion attending a person into eternity was similar to that of the Egyptian dog-head god Anubis interceding between life and death at ancient Egyptian funerals.
A comparable figure to our dog is at the Logan Museum of Anthropology, part of Beloit College, Beloit, Wisconsin, U.S.A. Entitled "Dog Effigy" that dog is described as follows:
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   Slip-decorated earthenware, 31.8 cm long

   Colima, ca. 300

   Mexico, Central America

   Museum Purchase, Boyer Fund

   Animal effigy pots were common among the Colima, especially dogs. 

   This example seems to be one that has been fattened for eating. 

   Image source: See Note 7.

Some obvious differences appear that perhaps are related to the fact that our dog may be older by some 500 years or so. Our dog contains much incised decoration, giving it personality (it is somewhat fierce looking in fact) whereas this later dog seems comparatively bland and impersonal. The greater volume of the newer piece adds to this contrast. The style of the newer piece seems generally different and may be due to a difference in iconography although both are probable funerary objects. Or, it may simply be that the recent artist used a rounding approach to achieve light and shadow spots that would reflect a three-dimensional form, whereas the older artist used detail incisions to achieve his three-dimensional effect. That may constitute a kind of "period" style difference.
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Final proof that both of these ceramic pieces are from the Colima culture is the red burnished slip applied to them. This specific coloring approach seems to have endured for a thousand years. (7) (8)   
Notes on American item

(1) Module 5.
(2) "Preclassic Period 2000 B.C. – 250 A.D." Mexico Connect Magazine. 21 Nov. 2007

      < http://www.mexconnect.com/mex_/history/preclassic.html >.
(3) Map source: 
     "Northwest Area". Foundation for the Advancement of Mesoamerican Studies Inc. (FAMSI) 
     Online image. 20 Nov. 2007

     < http://research.famsi.org/maps/maps.php?map=northwest >.
(4)"Mesoamerican Chronology". University of California at San Diego: 

     Division of Social Sciences. 21 Nov. 2007 

     < http://weber.ucsd.edu/~anthclub/quetzalcoatl/chrono.htm >.

     Original source of the chronology from which the above was extracted:
     Miller, Mary Ellen. The Art of Mesoamerica from Olmec to Aztec. 
     New York: Thames and Hudson, c1986. 

     (Miller is misspelled as Hiller on the chrono.htm web page at University of California.)

(5) "The State of Colima".  Mexico Connect Magazine. 21 Nov. 2007

      < http://www.mexconnect.com/mex_/colima/colimaindex.html >.
(6) "Cultural Areas: Mexico & Central America" University of Oregon. 21 Nov. 2007

      < http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~pyoung/cultarea.htm >.
(7) "Colima: 100 BC – 300 AD" Artifacts online. Logan Museum. 21 Nov. 2007

      < http://www.beloit.edu/~museum/logan/catalog/camerica/westmexico/colima/index.htm >.
(8) "Western Mexico" Utah Museum of Fine Arts. 21 Nov. 2007

      < http://www.umfa.utah.edu/index.php?id=MjE&collection_id=52 >.

(9)  "Immortal Spirits: The Pre-Columbian Afterlife". Dog.

       Final Farewell: The Culture of Death and the Afterlife.  21 Nov 2007 

      < http://maa.missouri.edu/exhibits/finalfarewell/precolumbian.html >.
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Garuda, Mythical Bird Vehicle of Vishnu
Unknown (sculptor) 
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Continent

Asia
Culture

Cambodian, Khmer
Time period 
c. 1150
Date created
Specific date unknown
Title of work
Garuda, Mythical Bird Vehicle of Vishnu
Artist/Maker
Unknown sculptor
Category

Bronze sculpture
School/Style
None established
Theme

Religious 
Medium
 
Bronze
Dimensions

9 7/8 x 7 7/8 x 5 3/4 in. 
Inscriptions

None
Provenance

Founders Society Purchase with funds from Albert Kahn

Present location 
Detroit Institute of Arts
Online URL: http://www.dia.org/the_collection/overview/viewobject.asp?objectid=36120


Narrative Description
A people called the Khmer have been the predominant inhabitants of Cambodia a.k.a. Kampuchea for thousands of years. A Khmer artist created our Garuda statuette around 1150 CE, in the middle of what historians call the Angkorian Period of Cambodian culture, which began in 802 CE and ended 1431 CE. During that time, which Khmer regard as the golden age of their civilization, Angkor was the center of the Khmer kingdom and many religious temples were built in its vicinity, including the famous Angkor Wat. (1) and (4)

Angkor Wat was a manifestation, on an immense scale, of the notion that the Khmer royal family was divine. Since Mahayana Buddhism (Theravada arrived later) was one of the major religions of the Khmer culture at the time, the king was considered to be a living incarnation of Buddha. The other important religion was Hindu, including its mythological universe. The two religions were somewhat intertwined, and some of the old Hindu gods, such as Garuda, became part of the "royal family." (1) In addition, following the Hindu concept of "god-king", the monarch was also an incarnation of another major Hindu god, Shiva. (2)

The Khmer kings enjoyed not only monumental architecture but also sculpture. Garuda, as complex as the Khmer culture and religions, was a symbol of Khmer imperial power. Our small statuette of a part man, eagle and horse, represents the high god Vishnu's vehicle and was probably kept in a private royal sanctuary. (5)
Map of Cambodia showing the location of the ancient royal city of Angkor.
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Map source:  Leiden University 21 Nov 2007

http://www.leidenuniv.nl/pun/ubhtm/mjk/cambodia.jpg



Garuda is sometimes identified with very ancient sun worshipping. In other myths, he is the stepbrother of serpents.  Devotees of Vishnu usually utilized Garuda's image to show their cult affiliation. (3) The theme of this piece of artwork is obviously religious. The style is not in any way a Khmer group style, Garuda was represented in many models, although always as a bird man horse. The face on this particular piece is mesmerizing in its intensity and the statuette shows both strong and soft features. (5)

Notes on Asian Item

(1) "Cambodia: The Angkorian Period". 

      Library of Congress Country Studies. 

      Library of Congress Federal Research Division. 21 Nov. 2007 

      < http://lcweb2.loc.gov/frd/cs/khtoc.html#kh0016 >.

(2) "Religion - Khmer Civilization". History of Cambodia. 

      Dakota County Technical College. 21 Nov. 2007

      < http://classweb.dctc.mnscu.edu/20063/VCOM140501/MOENGSAN/religion.html >.

 (3) "Garuda". Encyclopædia Britannica. 2007. 

       Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 21 Nov. 2007

       < http://www.search.eb.com.ezproxy.umuc.edu/eb/article-9036128  >.

(4) "Cambodia". Universiteit Leiden. 21 Nov. 2007 

      < http://www.leidenuniv.nl/pun/ubhtm/mjk/cambodia.htm >.

(5) "Garuda, Mythical Bird Vehicle of Vishnu". 

       Director's Comments. Detroit Institute of Arts. 21 Nov 2007

       < http://www.dia.org/the_collection/overview/viewobject.asp?objectid=36120 >.
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Madonna and Child

Master of Città di Castello (painter) 
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Continent

Europe

Culture

Italian medieval
Time period 
c. 1305/1320

Date created
Exact date unknown
Title of work
Madonna and Child
Artist/Maker
Master of Città di Castello
Category

Painting

School/Style
Italian medieval
Theme

Religious iconography
Medium
 
Tempera on wood panel
Dimensions

29 x 18 3/4 x 2 3/4 in.

Inscriptions

None
Provenance

City of Detroit purchase
Present location 
Detroit Institute of Arts
Online URL: http://www.dia.org/the_collection/overview/viewobject.asp?objectid=53612


Narrative Description

When Sixtus III became Pope in 432 CE, he built a new church in Rome that included mosaics glorifying the Mother of God placed over the high altar. He also began the tradition of dedicating Catholic places of worship to the Virgin Mary. Subsequently, another notable representation of Mary, accompanied by the divine Child Jesus, appeared at the Monastery of St. Catherine, Mount Sinai, Egypt in 586. (5) (See image below). Many different forms and iconographic styles of Mary, especially with the Child, soon followed throughout Christendom. Of relevance to our catalogued painting, we must focus on certain variations of Mary as Theotokos (“Mother of God”) affirming Christ's deity. (1)
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Source: Honour & Fleming, p316.

This is when Mary's role as "intercessor" became explicit in art. For a while thereafter, paintings of her and the Child breast-feeding appeared (Mary the galaktotrophousa (1)); however, that particular iconographic representation did not last. (5) By the late 13th century CE, the style had changed radically. A Tempera on wood by the artist Cimabue, shown below, shows specific form and color, and the Christ Child is central and prominent. (6) The choice of colors for Mary's clothing is specific and meaningful: a dark blue mantle over a red garment, a Byzantine style maphorion. Red was the color virgins wore at the time of Christ, while blue was the chosen hue of a Palestinian mother's clothing. In this case, the blue dominates the red, indicating an emphasis on Mary's motherhood rather than her virginity. Her pose is deliberate: her right hand points at the Child as if presenting him to the world, and her look is directly at the church congregation, beseeching worshippers to receive Jesus. This is Mary the intercessor, sometimes also called the hodegetria, “she who points the way.” (1) All of this is replicated in our painting.
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Source: Honour & Fleming, p399.

In medieval Italy, Mary became known as the Madonna, a term applied to noble, important women and therefore of similar significance to "Our Lady". The late thirteenth century saw the apex of chivalry in Western Europe, and in Italy the cult of the Mother of God became entwined with chivalrous perspective; Italian works of sacred art reflected this. 

During the centuries of what historians sometimes describe as the dark Middle Ages because of the lack of reliable information emanating from the time, it seems that artists were able to represent religion idealistically. The years 1305-1320 CE, given for our artwork, were at the cusp between an age of creation and one of contemplation, a period in art history called Romanlike. (4) Gothic cathedrals were built during the 13th century, and many religious icons created to adorn them. The 14th century was a very spiritual, mystical, religious time in Europe, and this was especially so in Italy. (3)

In their web site presentation, the Detroit Institute of Arts has described our painting rather simplistically. In terms of subject matter, the title of Madonna and Child involves a very wide area of artistic interpretation.  The name given for the artist who painted the piece, Master of Città di Castello is also somewhat vague, and contributes to making interpretation of the piece rather complicated. However, by considering the information presented above and comparing our painting with one more containing the same religious theme below, we can come to a pertinent iconographic conclusion.
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	Madonna and Child

Our Painting

c 1300
	         Our Mother of

          Perpetual Help

                c 1300

Source: See note 7 below


There is a most obvious resemblance between our painting of Madonna and Child and the work entitled Our Mother of Perpetual Help, of the same approximate dating. We can easily assume that the unknown painter of our catalogued painting copied the famous work of another unknown artist that presently resides in Rome.

The story of the Perpetual Help work is in itself fascinating. Our Mother of Perpetual Help is also known by several other variations on the name including Our Lady of Perpetual Help and Our Lady of Perpetual Succour. (8) The original painting evidently found its way to Rome in the late 15th century CE where it was exposed in the church of San Mattaeo for most of three centuries during which miraculous intercessions by the Blessed Virgin were reported. The icon was at the time appropriately called the Madonna di San Matteo. Napoleon's troops destroyed the church in 1812 and the picture disappeared. It emerged from obscurity c. 1863 and the then pope, Pius IX, who remembered it from his own childhood visits to San Mattaeo, ordered it be displayed again, at the new church of St. Alphonsus. Evidently, some two thousand three hundred copies of it were sent to every part of the world. (8) This is without counting the numberless copies made by artists who have visited St Alphonsus and imitated the icon.

The original artist, painting in the Byzantine style is unidentified to art historians. Although several famous Italians of the period could have been attributed to the painting, none has been confirmed. The proper name of the Master of Città di Castello who painted our catalogued copy is also unknown.

In summary, our painting is 13th century Byzantine in style, painted on wood, and a copy of a famous masterpiece that went "beyond the realm of intellect." (Module 1) Many religious panels were painted in the 13th and 14th centuries. Only a few have survived in Italy.

Notes on European item

(1) "Madonna". Encyclopædia Britannica. [image: image22.png]


2007. 

      Encyclopædia Britannica Online. [image: image23.png]


22  [image: image24.png]


Nov.  [image: image25.png]


2007  

      < http://www.search.eb.com/eb/article-9049913 >.

(2) "Grand-Duke's Madonna, The." Online Photograph. 

      Encyclopædia Britannica Online. [image: image26.png]


23  [image: image27.png]


Nov.  [image: image28.png]


2007  

      < http://www.search.eb.com/eb/art-12771 >. 

(3) "Mysticism: A Study in Nature and Development of Spiritual Consciousness." 

      Christian Classics Ethereal Library. 21 Nov. 2007 

      < http://www.ccel.org/ccel/underhill/mysticism.v.html?highlight=medieval,italian#highlight >.
(4) Course Module 4.
(5) Honour & Fleming, 316-319.

(6) Honour & Fleming, Chapter 9.

(7) Image source of Our Mother of Perpetual Help: 

      Catholic Church Conservation. 24 Nov. 2007

      < http://www.pkblogs.com/cathcon/search/label/Brussels >.
(8) "Our Lady of Perpetual Succour." Catholic Encyclopedia. New Advent. 

       21 Nov. 2007  < http://www.newadvent.org/cathen/11699b.htm >.
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Bird Head

Unknown artist (stone worker) 
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Continent

Oceania
Culture

Papua New Guinea, Eastern Highlands
Time period 
1000 BCE – 1 CE
Date created
Exact date unknown
Title of work
Bird Head 
Artist/Maker
Unknown
Category

Worked Stone
School/Style
None identified
Theme

Possibly ritual magic implement
Medium
 
Stone, pigment
Dimensions

Height: 4 ¼ in.
Inscriptions

None
Provenance

The Michael C. Rockefeller Memorial Collection.

Purchase, Nelson A. Rockefeller Gift, 1966.  
Present location 
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, U.S.A.
Online URL: http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ho/04/oc/hod_1978.412.1504.htm 


Narrative Description
Our artifact represents the head of a cassowary bird, and it originated in the Eastern Highlands of New Guinea. (1) It is one of a number of stone figures progressively unearthed in modern times on the island. Archaeologists deem the finds the earliest known works of Oceanic sculpture. (3) New Guinea is a large island north of and barely detached from, Australia. Originally part of the supercontinent Gondwana, it broke off with the Australian Plate. Most New Guinea fauna is closely linked to Australian fauna. The interior locale consists of steep, rugged mountains covered in dense rainforest that graduates downhill into sub alpine vegetation.(5) The first humans may have inhabited New Guinea as long ago as 50,000 BCE.  Today, ancient tribes live in clusters of villages in the highlands, many still in the old traditional ways. According to the Metropolitan Museum of Art, the stone figure tradition in the New Guinea Highlands spanned a three thousand year time period of 1500 BCE – 1600 CE.(1)
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Image source: See note 3 below.
The Highlands and Sepik Region of Papua New Guinea.
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Photo Source: See Note 5 below.

Superstition dominates the people of the New Guinea highlands, past and present; they tend to regard artifacts as supernatural objects. Our bird head may have been used in a ritual context, perhaps for "hunting magic" or even sorcery. (3) Anthropologists are far from completing full identification of the prehistoric culture related to these stone sculptures. Their aging has been complicated by the fact that almost none of these artifacts have been excavated in controlled archaeological contexts. Mostly they turn up in common well-plowed gardens.(1) However, it seems certain that around 1500 BCE, New Guinea artists began creating distinctive stone mortars, pestles, and freestanding figures as replications of humans or animals. It is possible, although unproven, that the Lapita ancestors of Polynesians who were at the time migrating throughout Melanesia may have influenced the New Guinea habitants. Lapita art is characterized among other things by decorative anthropomorphic images whereby something nonhuman such as stone could be ascribed with human characteristics. The highly reputed anthropologist Debbora Battaglia has pointed out unequivocally that "fundamental concepts of person are visually encoded in valuables...used as ceremonial currency."(4) The New Guineans may have picked up on the concept by attributing animal characteristics to inanimate objects. Thus, our stone cassowary bird head may have been intended to act like a real cassowary. Since cassowaries are deadly by nature, our piece may have been part of a weapon. In any case, modern civilization appeared in the life of these hardy highlanders only recently. To the archaic tribes of New Guinea, the cassowary bird was and still is supernaturally powerful; they believe that any artifacts shaped to look like cassowaries are the magical work of spirits. Finally, we must recall that the ancient people of PNG were truly omnivorous (even cannibalistic); however, the head of anything was always kept separate and used to represent the power of that from which it was taken. (1) 

Although totally flightless, the Northern Cassowary is the largest bird in New Guinea. It is also one of the world's most dangerous birds, and is known to have killed humans with its powerful legs and the dagger-like claw on its inner toe (somewhat reminiscent of Jurassic raptors). Ironically, it is currently high on the list of endangered species, most likely because of too much human interference with its habitat. (2)
A live "Northern" cassowary
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Image source: See Note 2
Cassowaries evolved from flightless birds known as ratites. They are thus related to emus, rheas, kiwis and ostriches, as well as the famous New Zealand Moa, which is extinct. In ancient Gondwanaland, Cassowaries were concentrated in the small part of the super continent that later broke apart and became the present areas of Northern Australia, Papua New Guinea, as well as some of the eastern island groups of Indonesia. A Northern version of the cassowary inhabits New Guinea, while a somewhat different one is in Australia, known as the Southern Cassowary. The dietary habits of cassowaries play an important part in the distribution of flora in wet tropical forests. They eat fruit and spread the seeds. The giant birds average 5 to 6 feet in height and a weight of 150 lbs. (2)

All of that power and strength seems to be represented in a compact way in the 4 ¼ inch worked stone head in our catalog. As to the ochre coloring remnants, ochre, especially red, was a favorite medium for accentuating sculptured stone because it was plentiful and durable. In addition, "beak-style" figures are characteristic of some of the native tribes of New Guinea such as the Sepik, and according to Battaglia, they represent "the close connection between man and bird." To the extent even, that the Sepik believe the cassowary transports the soul of deceased people into the other world. (4)

Notes on Oceanian Item
(1) "Oceania 2000-1000 B.C." 

      Timeline of Art History. Metropolitan Museum of Art.

      Online image. 24 Nov 2007.

      < http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/ho/04/oc/hod_1978.412.1504.htm >.

(2) Image source: "The Cassowary Bird." Online image. 25 Nov 2007.

      <  http://www.buzzle.com/editorials/7-18-2006-102736.asp >.

(3) Kjellgren, Eric, and Jennifer Wagelie. 

      "Prehistoric Stone Sculpture from New Guinea." 

      Timeline of Art History. New York: 

      The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 2000-. 25 Nov 2007

      < http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/ngss/hd_ngss.htm >.

(4) Battaglia, Debbora. "Projecting Personhood in Melanesia: 

      the Dialectics of Artefact Symbolism on Sabari Island." 

      Man. New Series, Vol. 18, No. 2 (Jun., 1983), p289-304. 25 Nov. 2007

http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.umuc.edu/view/00251496/dm993927/99p0117l/0?currentResult=00251496%2bdm993927%2b99p0117l%2b0%2c00&searchUrl=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.jstor.org%2Fsearch%2FAdvancedResults%3Fhp%3D25%26si%3D1%26q0%3DBattaglia%26f0%3Dau%26c0%3DAND%26wc%3Don%26sd%3D%26ed%3D%26la%3D
(5) "Papua New Guinea: The Highlands and Sepik Region." Online image. 

      Nov 25. 2007 < http://www.janeresture.com/png_sepik/index.htm >.
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