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Visual Arts

Transforming the Everyday
“Transforming a Book through Collage” Teacher’s Guide

Unit Overview:

Artists often incorporate elements of the everyday world into their art, transforming them and infusing them with new meaning. This transformation of the familiar can challenge and enlarge our visual vocabularies; as we consider the artistic potential of familiar objects, we come to see them in a new way. 

Artist: Joseph Cornell
Joseph Cornell constructed fantastic worlds by making collages of everyday elements, including found objects, printed text, photographs and drawings. Cornell foraged for his materials constantly and scoured bookstores, secondhand shops, and other public places. He organized them in an archive that he called his “spare parts department.” By creating associations between the disparate items he collected, Cornell gave new meanings to otherwise ordinary materials.
Activity Overview: 
In this activity students will have the opportunity to experiment with Cornell’s collage-making process, beginning with a visual study of his most elaborate collage piece: Untitled (Journal d’Agriculture Pratique et Journal de l’Agriculture). Students will then create their own collaged book, transforming a pre-existing publication or magazine spread through the addition of found text, illustrations, and drawing materials.

The “Big Idea”:

After completing all activities for the theme “Transforming the Everyday,” students will understand the following “big idea”:

1.
How do artists use everyday objects to explore the world around them?

To introduce the activity 
01. Review: With your students, go over the activity’s overview and “big idea.”

02. Journal option: If you plan on doing more than one activity from this theme, ask students to create a journal for each activity. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections. 
03. Ask your students to explore the Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination interactive feature. This online program is composed of several sections, each designed to help students understand recurrent themes in Cornell’s work. The following questions can enrich your students’ experience with the program; you may want to discuss the questions in class or ask your students to respond in their journals. 

a. Cabinets of Curiosity: Why did European royalty and other affluent people begin assembling these “cabinets of curiosities”? How are Cornell’s box-constructions similar to the traditional cabinets of curiosities? How are they different? 

b.
Cabinets of Curiosity> View Journal:  Untitled (Journal d’Agriculture Pratique et Journal de l’Agriculture): Cornell called this elaborate work a “book object”. Why do you think Cornell chose to transform this particular textbook? Why did he insert “imaginary quotations” from artists, writers, and scientists he admired? Who are some of the historical figures that appear in this work, and why do you think Cornell admired them?

c.
Nature’s Theater: Reflections from Edward Batcheller [Cornell’s great-nephew talks about gathering materials for Cornell’s projects]: 

How does this interview help you understand the artist and his working methods? Where did Cornell find his materials, and who helped gather them? What else would you like to know about Cornell’s methods?

d. Navigating a Career [gallery of artwork images]: Does this slideshow give you insights into specific interests or themes explored in Cornell’s work?

04.    Activity prep: Ask each of your students to bring in a selection of old books, newspapers, magazines, and other printed matter. You may want to set simple guidelines for the value of the books and magazines students may bring.

Related Standards

Visual Arts Grades 4/8

Grade Four

2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION
2.3 Use additive and subtractive processes in making simple sculptural forms.

Grade Five
1.0 ARTISTIC PERCEPTION

Develop Perceptual Skills and Visual Arts Vocabulary
1.1 Identify and describe the principles of design in visual compositions, emphasizing unity and harmony.
2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION

2.5 Assemble a found object sculpture (as assemblage) or a mixed media two-dimensional composition that reflects unity and harmony and communicates a theme. 
4.0 AESTHETIC VALUING

Derive Meaning 
4.1 Identify how selected principles of design are used in a work of art and how they affect personal responses to and evaluation of the work of art.

Make Informed Judgments 
4.3 Develop and use specific criteria as individuals and in groups to assess works of art.
4.4 Assess their own works of art, using specific criteria, and describe what changes they would make for improvement.

Grade Six
1.0 ARTISTIC PERCEPTION

1.2 Discuss works of art as to theme, genre, style, idea, and differences in media.
1.3 Describe how artists can show the same theme by using different media and styles.

Grade Seven

2.0 CREATIVE EXPRESSION

2.3 Develop skill in using mixed media while guided by a selected principle of design.

4.0 AESTHETIC VALUING
Derive Meaning 
4.1 Explain the intent of a personal work of art and draw possible parallels between it and the work of a recognized artist.

Make Informed Judgments 
4.3 Take an active part in a small-group discussion about the artistic value of specific works of art, with a wide range of the viewpoints of peers being considered. 
4.4 Develop and apply specific and appropriate criteria individually or in groups to assess and critique works of art.

Grade Eight

1.0 ARTISTIC PERCEPTION

Analyze Art Elements and Principles of Design
1.2 Analyze and justify how their artistic choices contribute to the expressive quality of their own works of art.
Materials needed

01. access to computers to view Peabody Essex Museum’s Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination
02.
books with other examples of early artist collages
Time needed

Up to four class periods:

1. one to introduce the activity and view Peabody Essex Museum’s Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination
2. two to write the research paper (could be homework)

3. one to present papers
4. one to reflect in journals

Assessment

Students will be graded on:
01. quality of descriptive writing and clear expression of thought

02. quality of research including accurate facts and dates

03. organization and clarity of presentation

04. written reflection
“Transforming a Book through Collage” Activity

Artist: Joseph Cornell 
Joseph Cornell constructed fantastic worlds by making collages of everyday elements, including found objects, printed text, photographs and drawings. Cornell foraged for his materials constantly and scoured bookstores, secondhand shops, and other public places. He organized them in an archive that he called his “spare parts department.” By creating associations between the disparate items he collected, Cornell gave new meanings to otherwise ordinary materials.

The “Big Idea”

How do artists use everyday objects to explore the world around them?

New term:

collage

In this activity you will: 

01.   Learn about the art of Joseph Cornell

02.   Make a collage book using objects and imagery that are important to you

03.   Exchange collage projects with a classmate and write short reviews of each others’ work

You will be graded on: 

01. Research notes about Peabody Essex Museum’s Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination
02. The creativity, style, and effort demonstrated in your collaged book 

03. Review of classmates’ collaged books
Activity Overview:

In this activity you will have the opportunity to experiment with Cornell’s collage-making process, beginning with a visual study of his most elaborate collage piece: Untitled (Journal d’Agriculture Pratique et Journal de l’Agriculture). You will then create your own collaged book, transforming a pre-existing publication or magazine spread through the addition of found text, illustrations, and drawing materials.

Activity Steps
In this activity you will create a collage of your own.

01.   Look: Look at the art of Joseph Cornell. What kinds of objects and images did he use to create Untitled (Journal d’Agriculture Pratique et Journal de l’Agriculture). Are they things that anyone might choose, or do they appear to have had personal meaning for Cornell?

02.   Create: Beginning with a preexisting magazine or book, create a collage of your own. You could depict an event in your life such as your first trip to the beach, or you could address your life as a whole by using images that have ongoing personal meaning.

03.  Write: Write a one-paragraph artist’s statement in which you describe the meaning of the symbols in your transformed book. 

a.
How do your additions to the book or magazine relate to its preexisting contents?

b.
Explain two or three of the visual choices you made in your collage.

04.  Review: Exchange your collage with another student and write a short review of his or her piece, taking careful note of how the different items work together.

a.
Which visual elements of their collage are effective? What needs work?

b.
Is the collage well crafted? How could it be improved?

c.
How well does the collage reflect the ideas expressed in the artist’s statement?

05.  Optional expanded project: Design an exhibition of collaged books.
a. Theme: As a class, determine the overall character, theme, and tone of the exhibition, with transformed books serving as the main focus.

b. Assign tasks: Divide into small groups to carry out the following exhibition-related responsibilities:

Design: Determine how the individual books will be presented, and discuss how they will be arranged throughout the exhibition space. 

Production and installation: Create and install object labels and the props that will be used to display the books. Install the artworks according to the plan finalized by the design committee.

Catalogue: Compile photographs, artist’s statements, and object labels into a book that will serve as a record of the exhibition. Public relations: 

Reception: Organize and produce an event celebrating the opening of the exhibition (optional).  

c. Reviews: Once the exhibition has been installed, write a review commenting on how it enables you to see everyday objects in a new way.

d. Reception: You may want to invite other students from your school to attend an opening reception for your exhibition. Invite the guest students to write their own reviews of the exhibition.

Screen questions

Joseph Cornell’s collages derive in part from his fascination with notable events, historical figures, and people whom he admired.

To do: From the main menu, click on Nature’s Theater, then on the link to

Reflections from Edward Batcheller, an interview in which Cornell’s great nephew discusses gathering materials for Cornell’s projects). 

To think about: How does the interview help you understand the artist and his working methods? Where did Cornell find his materials, and who helped him gather them?  What else would you like to know about Cornell’s methods?
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