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Language Arts

Self and Society:  Tracing Identity
“Interpreting the Heavens: Two Artists Look to the Sky” Teacher’s Guide

Unit Overview:

The ideas underlying a person’s identity are numerous and complex. In these language arts activities, student will investigate four ideas that shape a person’s identity. “Personal Symbols, Personal Mythology” explores how artists create visual myths and symbols with which to tell stories about themselves and their cultures. “Expressing Ethnic Identity” considers ways that artists express their identities as parts of, or as opposed to, larger social groups. “Unearthing Silenced Histories: Profile” looks at artist who have delved in to the past to tell stories that have never been told before about themselves and their communities. “Interpreting the Heavens: How Two Artists Look to the Sky” considers the ways two artists with different backgrounds approach the same symbol. 
Artists: Joseph Cornell, Anselm Kiefer
Born at the beginning of the twentieth century, the American artist Joseph Cornell created hundreds of fantastical box constructions during his lifetime. Their scale was intimate and their materials modest—the artist used things he discovered while trawling Manhattan’s bookstores and curio shops. Anselm Kiefer was born in Germany nearly five decades later, at the close of World War II. While Cornell created elaborately handmade box constructions, Kiefer sculpts and paints on a monumental scale. Built with lead, vegetation, and earth, his works are dark and weighty and nearly subsume the viewer.
Though divided by time, culture, and methodology, the works of Kiefer and Cornell share cosmic references and metaphysical overtones. Star charts, compasses, and astrological maps appear with frequency in Cornell’s collages and box constructions; while maps of the heavens and night skies are recurrent motifs in Kiefer’s work. 
Activity Overview: 
In this activity, students will write an essay that contrasts the ways in which these two artists, divided by nearly five decades and working on vastly different scales, address humanity’s relationship to and conception of the heavens. To focus the discussion, students will choose one work by each artist, then compare and contrast the artists’ use of cosmic imagery.

The “Big Idea”:

After completing this activity, students will understand the following “big ideas”: 

1. What role do symbols play in defining identity? Can symbols have multiple meanings?

2. How do these artists reveal their own hidden or unheard voices?
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 it. The journal will allow them to organize their research notes, brainstorms, projects, and reflections.

03.    Explore online: Ask your students to explore the artwork and artist backgrounds in SFMOMA’s Anselm Kiefer: Heaven and Earth and Peabody Essex Museum’s Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination.

04.
Class discussion: After your students have explored both interactive programs, conduct a short discussion to help them process what they learned within the activity screens. Some suggestions for discussion:

a.
What do you know about the life history of each artist? In what socio-cultural climate did they produce these works? Would anything in the artists’ backgrounds have affected their conceptions for the cosmos and heavens?

b.
Describe the composition of each work, paying particular attention to how the cosmos has been depicted.

c.
Based upon what you know of the artists’ backgrounds, what do you think the cosmos represents to each artist in this particular artwork?

Related Standards
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Organization and Focus
1.1 Establish a controlling impression or coherent thesis that conveys a clear and distinctive perspective on the subject and maintain a consistent tone and focus throughout the piece of writing.
1.2 Use precise language, action verbs, sensory details, appropriate modifiers, and the active rather than the passive voice.

Research and Technology
1.4 Develop the main ideas within the body of the composition through supporting evidence (e.g., scenarios, commonly held beliefs, hypotheses, definitions).

Evaluation and Revision
1.9 Revise writing to improve the logic and coherence of the organization and controlling perspective, the precision of word choice, and the tone by taking into consideration the audience, purpose, and formality of the context.

Writing Applications (Genres and Their Characteristics)

2.3 Write expository compositions, including analytical essays and research reports:
a. Marshal evidence in support of a thesis and related claims, including information on all relevant perspectives.
b. Convey information and ideas from primary and secondary sources accurately and coherently.
c. Make distinctions between the relative value and significance of specific data, facts, and ideas.
e. Anticipate and address readers' potential misunderstandings, biases, and expectations.
f. Use technical terms and notations accurately. 

Materials Needed

01.   Access to computers and internet connection to view the Peabody Essex Museum’s Joseph Cornell: Navigating the Imagination and SFMOMA’s Anselm Kiefer: Heaven and Earth.

Time needed

Up to four class periods:

1. One to introduce the activity and view interactive programs
2. One or two to research and take notes 

3. One for peer review and editing
Assessment

Students will be graded on:

01. Notes on artists in respective interactive programs

02. Originality, style, and completeness of essay 
03. Peer review and editing
04. Written reflection

“Interpreting the Heavens: Two Artists Look to the Sky” Activity

Artists: Joseph Cornell, Anselm Kiefer

 
Though divided by time, culture, and methodology, the artists Anselm Kiefer and Joseph Cornell both integrated cosmic references in their artwork. Star charts, compasses, and astrological maps appear with frequency in Cornell’s collages and box constructions; maps of the heavens and night skies are recurrent motifs in Kiefer’s paintings and sculptures. 
In this activity you will write an essay that contrasts the ways in which these artists, divided by nearly five decades and working on vastly different scales, address humanity’s relationship to and conception of the heavens. To focus the discussion, choose one work by each artist, then compare and contrast the ways in which cosmic imagery is used in each work. 
The “Big Idea”

What role do symbols play in defining a person’s identity? Can symbols have multiple meanings?

New term:

Symbols
In this activity you will: 

Learn how artists can infuse the same symbols with multiple meanings.
You will be graded on: 

01. Notes on artists in respective interactive programs
02. Originality, style, and completeness of essay
03. Peer review and editing
04. Written reflection
New terms: collage, symbols
Activity Steps
In this activity you will write an essay in which you compare and contrast how two artists employ cosmic imagery.
01.   Look: Artists use symbols to represent ideas and feelings. Look carefully at the work of Joseph Cornell and Anselm Kiefer to discover how they used images of the cosmos in their art. 
02.  Focus: Choose one work by each artist, then compare and contrast the artists’ use of cosmic imagery.
03.  Brainstorm: With a partner learn about the artists’ work and consider the following questions:
a.
What do you know about the life history of each artist? In what socio-cultural climate were these works produced? Would anything in the artists’ backgrounds have affected their conceptions of the cosmos and the heavens?
b.
Describe the composition of each work, paying particular attention to how the cosmos has been depicted.
c.
Based upon what you know of the artists’ backgrounds, what do you think the cosmos represents to each artist, in this particular artwork?
04.  Draft: Write an essay in which you compare the ways that Joseph Cornell and Anselm Kiefer integrate cosmic imagery into their art. How does the life history and background of each of these artists affect their relationship to and conception of the heavens? What is your own relationship to the sky and heavens? Explain.
05.  Peer Edit: Bring a printout of your draft to class. Read each other’s work and provide constructive criticism. While reading one another’s work, students should keep the following questions in mind:
a.
Did the author convey a well-defined perspective and tightly reasoned argument?

b.
Were you able to get a strong sense of how Cornell and Kiefer each use cosmic imagery? Is the author’s argument supported by concrete examples?
c.
How could the author improve his or her writing and make it more vivid?

06.  Discuss: Get together with your peer editor and discuss comments you have made on each other’s papers. Be sure to ask about anything that is unclear. This is your opportunity to get the most out of having an editor.
07.
Rewrite: Revise and rewrite your first draft. Pay careful attention to your editor’s comments. You will be sharing your final drafts with the class.
08.  Reflect: In your journal, reflect on the following questions:
a. What did you learn about yourself as a writer through this process?
b. Did your perception of the heavens change in the course of this activity? If so, how?
c. In what way can artists use their work to reveal their own hidden or unheard voices?
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