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Elijah Pierce is one of America’s foremost woodcarvers and folk artists. 

Born in Baldwyn, Mississippi in 1892, Pierce began carving wood as a 

child. After a stint working as an itinerant worker, Pierce found a 

religious calling and received his preacher’s license in 1920. In 1923, 

Pierce moved to Columbus, where he married and opened a 

barbershop. Joining his love of woodcarving and his vocation as a 

preacher, Pierce continued making carvings and sculptures that took 

their subject from the Bible, American popular and folk heroes, and 

contemporary events such as the Civil Rights movement and the 

Vietnam War. His narrative carvings soon came to be regarded as 

some of the most individual, personal, whimsical, and spiritual ever 

produced by an American folk artist.  

Vocabulary 

 

Composition: How an artist arranges objects to convey 

meaning. 

Folk Art: Art made by a person who has no academic 

or formal artistic training. 

 

Form: Three-dimensional space, volume, mass; how an 

object appears to exist in space. 

Freestanding Sculpture: Art that is three-dimensional 

and unattached to a background.  

Narrative art: Art that tells a story. Simultaneous 

Narrative refers to a story that unfolds all in one scene.  

 

Parable: A simple story used to illustrate a moral or 

spiritual lesson. 

 

Portrait: Artwork that pictures a person or people. 

Relief Sculpture: Sculpture art that some areas are 

raised three-dimensionally but the background is a flat 

surface.   

 

Self-taught Artist: An artist who was not formally trained 

in an art academy but learned on their own or outside 

of the school setting.  

Shape: Two-dimensional space or area created by an 

enclosed line. 

Symbol: A picture that represents an idea.  Examples of 

a symbol include the American flag, a peace sign or a 

heart. 

What to expect on your visit 

 

When you arrive, we will take you to the classroom on the 

third floor, where we will discuss the schedule for the day, 

and go over rules for visiting the galleries.  We also 

encourage you to discuss museum etiquette with your 

students prior to your visit, including walking, quiet voices, 

and keeping hands off artwork.  We will then lead 

students on a guided tour of exhibits, including a 

discussion of key concepts, as well as time for students to 

look at artworks up close. 

 

After the tour, we will return to the classroom for a hands-

on project which students can take home. We generally 

take a half-hour lunch break halfway through our project, 

but if you need to schedule lunch for a specific time, 

please let us know.  Lunch is eaten in the classroom. 

 

Art making can get messy, so you may want to 

encourage your students to wear clothes that can get 

messy, or to bring a large shirt to serve as a smock. 

Elijah Pierce, Elijah Escapes the Mob 

Elijah Pierce, Alligator 



IDEAS TO THINK ABOUT 

 

To help provide a framework for your 

students, here are themes which 

support the understanding of the Elijah 

Pierce artwork represented in the 

exhibit:  

 

1.  Narrative 

There are many ways artists can tell a 

story. Some artists reference events in 

history or in their own life; others create 

made-up myths or use stories with a 

lesson from their culture or religion. 

Narratives you will see in Elijah Pierce’s 

work include: 

     Parables and Moral Lessons 

     Sermons and Bible Stories 

     American History and Folklore 

     Memories and Autobiography 

     Meditations on Love and Life 

2. Signs and Symbols 

Many of Pierce’s artworks include text 

and symbols that help explain the story 

or reflect a belief or value, including: 

     Freemasonry (Pierce was a   

 Freemason) 

     Religious symbols 

     Names and phrases from the Bible 

     Suns, moons, stars 

3. Freestanding Sculptures and 

Tableaux  

Not all of Pierce’s works have a deeper 

underlying meaning. Often he created 

more playful pieces which he sold or 

gave away to family and friends. These 

included: 

     Animals 

     Everyday People and Celebrities 

 

Encourage your students to look for 

these themes during your visit! 

 

IDEAS TO DISCUSS 

 

Before your visit 

What are some reasons that people 

make art?  

How can a painting tell a story? 

What are some different materials 

people can use to make art?  

What is the difference between two-

dimensional and three-dimensional 

art? 

 

During your visit 

Find an artwork by Elijah Pierce that is a 

freestanding sculpture and an 

artwork that is a relief sculpture. 

What is different between them? 

What is similar? 

Pick an artwork you like most. What 

does it look like? What people or 

animals do you see? What colors are 

used? What do you like most about 

it? 

 

After your visit 

What kind of themes did Elijah Pierce 

make artwork about?  What makes 

his artwork special or different? 

What did you think was interesting 

about his life? 

Why is Elijah Pierce called a self-taught 

artist? 

Which of his sculptures was interesting to 

you, and why did you like it? 

Elijah Pierce, The Place of My Birth 

Learning Targets 
 

I can identify pieces by Elijah Pierce and discuss what makes his work 

important in American art. 

I can differentiate between relief and freestanding sculpture. 

I can create an artwork that demonstrates my understanding of a 

narrative, including a symbol in my work. 

Additional internet resources:  Vimeo Elijah Pierce: http:vimeo.com/17675902  

     http://foundationstart.org/artists/elijah-pierce/ 

     http://www.columbusmuseum.org/blog/2012/09/28/12-for-12-elijah-pierce/ 

Elijah Pierce, The Little Elephant 

Kentucky Standards Met  

 

Primary, Intermediate, Middle Level and High School Arts 

and Humanities  
 

1.13 Students make sense of ideas and communicate ideas 

with the visual arts.  
2.22 Students create works of art and make presentations to 

convey a point of view.  

2.23 Students analyze their own and others' artistic prod-
ucts and performances using accepted standards. 

2.24 Students have knowledge of major works of art, mu-

sic, and literature and appreciate creativity and the contri-
butions of the arts and humanities.  

2.25 In the products they make and the performances they 

present, students show that they understand how time, 
place, and society influence the arts and humanities such as 

languages, literature, and history.  

2.26 Through the arts and humanities, students recognize 
that although people are different, they share some com-



CLASSROOM ART ACTIVITY      Name _______________________________ 

 

Think of a special or exciting moment in your life that you could tell a story about. List three different 

ideas. 

 

 1. 

2. 

3. 

 

Circle your favorite of the ideas above.  Think about: 
 

Why is this story special or important? 

What objects or symbols will help you tell your story? 

Who is your story about? 

What is the background setting for your story? 

 

 

Now write out the following elements you will need for your favorite story idea. 
 

Main Character: 

Objects: 

Other people: 

Background/ scene: 

A symbol: 

 

Your Assignment 

Tell a story about an important event in your life that you would want to remember. 

What happens in your story? How can you show that in one picture? 
 

Steps to making your design 

Sketch out in size each person or animal according to how important they are in your story. 

 The main character should be the largest.  

 Add other objects and a background to help you tell your story. 

 Embellish your background space with a design or texture that adds to your story. 

 
Your design should… 

 tell a story about yourself that you feel is important. 

 be designed so that the most important figure is the largest. 

 use symbolism to explain what happens in the story. 

 use a pattern or texture to embellish your design. 

 

Modification: Make a diorama of a scene from your story. Using a shoebox as the set, cut out 

colored bits of paper from magazines or other paper to glue shapes and forms as the background. 

Then use cardboard and markers and tape to place your main characters and their props in the 

foreground. 

 


