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ABOUT THIS TEACHER GUIDE 

How can these materials be used? 

These materials provide a framework for preparing you and your students for a visit to the exhibition 

and offer suggestions for follow up classroom reflection and lessons. The discussions and activities 

introduce some of the exhibition’s key themes and concepts. 

 

p. 4 About the Exhibition 
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pp. 11-27 Images & Information 

pp. 28-29 Bibliography & Links 

 

Which grade levels are these materials intended for?  

These lessons and activities have been written for Elementary, Middle, or High School students. We 

encourage you to adapt and build upon them in order to meet your teaching objectives and students’ 

needs. 

 

Learning standards 

The projects and activities in these curriculum materials address national and state learning 

standards for the arts, English language arts, social studies, and technology. 
 

The Partnership for Twenty-first Century Learning Skills 

http://www.p21.org/ 
 

Common Core State Standards 

http://www.corestandards.org/ 
 

Links to National Learning Standards 

http://www.mcrel.org/compendium/browse.asp 
 

Comprehensive guide to National Learning Standards by content area 

http://www.education-world.com/standards/national/index.shtml 
 

New York State P-12 Common Core Learning Standards 

http://www.engageny.org/resource/new-york-state-p-12-common-core-learning-standards 
 

New York City Department of Education’s Blueprint for Teaching and Learning in the Arts 

http://schools.nyc.gov/offices/teachlearn/arts/blueprint.html 
 

Feedback 

Please let us know what you think of these materials. Email us at schoolprograms@whitney.org. 

For more information about our programs and resources, please visit whitney.org/Education. 
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AT THE MUSEUM 

 

Guided Visits 

We invite you and your students to visit the Whitney to see the exhibition American Legends: From 

Calder to O’Keeffe, on view at the Whitney through October 2014. To schedule a visit, please go to 

whitney.org/education/k12. Guided visits are hour-long thematic tours that build upon classroom 

learning. We introduce students to three to five works of art through careful looking, discussions, and 

activities that incorporate the artist’s voice and process. Museum educators lead inquiry based 

conversations as well as sketching or writing activities in the galleries. 

 

Guided Visit Themes 

 

School Programs uses a thematic-based approach to teaching in the galleries. We created these 

themes in order to foster thoughtful connections between K-12 classroom learning and the art on 

view. When you schedule a guided visit, you will be able to choose one of the following themes. 

 

Artist as Observer (K-12) 

How do artists represent the world around them? How do they choose to show people and places? 

This theme can address topics including New York City, community, landscape, and portraiture. This 

is a great thematic tour for first-time visitors as it incorporates visual literacy skills and introduces 

students to multiple ways of looking at and talking about art. 

 

Artist as Storyteller (K-12) 

How do artists tell a story? What is their point of view? This theme addresses ELA concepts such as 

narrative, tone, character, and setting and is recommended for literacy and writing classes.  

 

Artist as Experimenter (K-12) 

How do artists push boundaries and explore new concepts? This theme examines how artists 

experiment with materials, processes, and ideas. Younger students may look at how artists use 

formal elements such as line, shape, color, texture, and composition, or how they transform everyday 

objects. Older students may consider more conceptual questions, such as “What makes this art?” 

and “Why is this in a museum?”  

 

Artist as Critic (6-12) 

How do artists respond to the social, political, and cultural climate of their time? What does their 

work tell us about American life and culture? How can art serve as a catalyst for change? Students 

examine how artists respond to the topics that shape history, politics, and contemporary culture. 

This thematic tour can address subjects such as current events, war, gender, race, politics, and 

activism. 

  



AT THE MUSEUM (CONTINUED) 

 

Working with Museum Educators 

If you are scheduled for a guided visit, your museum educator will contact you in advance. Let them 

know what preparatory work you have done, how this connects to the rest of your curricula, and 

what you would like your visit to focus on. The more you tell them, the better they can prepare for 

your visit. Please also let them know if your students have any specific needs. If you are visiting 

during public hours, high school students (in chaperoned groups) are welcome to stay after your 

guided tour. 

 

All educators and students who have a guided tour will receive a pass which offers free admission to 

the Whitney during the school year.   

 

Self-guided visits 

High School students are welcome to visit the museum during public hours in a self-guided capacity. 

Self-guided visits must be scheduled in advance. A maximum of 60 students may arrive at the 

museum together and must then divide into small groups (no more than 4 students) to visit the 

galleries. One chaperone must accompany 15 students. 

 

Discuss museum rules with students before your visit. We have found that works of art are more 

accessible if students are provided with some structure or direction, and we recommend giving 

students a task to complete while in the galleries. You may want to create a worksheet, free-writing 

or poetry activity, or a sketching assignment.  

 

whitney.org/ForTeachers 

Check out our web resources especially for K-12 teachers! Here you can explore the Whitney’s 

collection, try out an activity with your students, prepare for a Museum visit, and learn some tips for 

working with modern and contemporary art. For Teachers also includes a build your own collection 

feature, discussion, research, art making and writing activities, downloadable teacher guides, and 

links to related websites. 

 

whitney.org/WhitneyKids 

Whitney Kids is a special area of the Whitney's website designed to engage children ages 8-12 with 

art and artists. Here, kids can collect art, add tags, take quizzes, vote in polls, and make their own 

profile page, which they can share with their peers. Featured artist pages offer in-depth content that 

includes an introduction to the artist's life and work as well as their inspiration and ideas about art. 

Art and artist texts are comprised of real art historical information written in age-appropriate, yet 

sophisticated language in order to make complex ideas about art accessible and interesting to 8-12 

year-olds. 

 

 

We look forward to welcoming you and your students to the Whitney! 
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1.  

Edward Hopper, South Carolina Morning, 1955

http://whitney.org/Collection/WilliamEggleston
http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/EdwardHopper


 

 

 

the American flag is something “the mind already knows.” In 1954 when he 

began making paintings of the flag, he also realized that it was  

 

http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/JasperJohns


 

 

 

d. 

Ask 

your students to find multiple images of that image/symbol, and if possible, in different sizes in 

order to make a collage using the symbol. They can experiment with shifts in scale, composition, 

overlapping, and orientation. View and discuss students’ collages. What did they discover about 

their symbol in the process of making their collage? What message does their collage convey?  

 

  



POST-VISIT ACTIVITIES 

− 

− 
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2.  

Stuart Davis, Owh! in San Paõ, 1951 Roy Lichtenstein, Girl in Window  

(Study for World’s Fair Mural), 1963 

http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/StuartDavis
http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/RoyLichtenstein


3.  

Georgia O’Keeffe and Ellsworth Kelly used imagery derived from the real world, but they used two 

different approaches to arrive at abstraction. In Flower Abstraction (1924), O’Keeffe focused on the 

natural world, depicting a close up, cropped view of a flower, while Kelly observed and recorded part 

of a plant in a contour drawing.  

 

Ellsworth Kelly, Briar, 1963

 

a. How would your students define and/or describe abstract art? View and discuss O’Keeffe’s 

Flower Abstraction (1924) on page 25 and Ellsworth Kelly’s Briar (1963) on page 20. Have 

students describe what they see in each work. What do they think the artists did to abstract their 

images? 

 

b. Next look at images of plants and a close up image of a flower similar to O’Keeffe’s (do a google 

images search for “dahlias close up.”) Compare the paintings and the photographs. 

  

http://whitney.org/Collection/GeorgiaOKeeffe
http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/EllsworthKelly


 

c. Ask students to abstract their own fragment of a natural object. Have them make a viewfinder 

out of card stock using the template below or by tearing a small hole from the center of a sheet 

of paper. Have students frame part of the object by holding their viewfinder in one hand at arm’s 

length and look through the center hole with one eye closed, and then draw what they see with 

their other hand. Share students’ drawings with the class. What kinds of abstractions did they 

create?  

 

 

 



 
 



Stuart Davis, Owh! in San Paõ, 1951. Oil on canvas, 52 3/16 × 42 in. (132.6 × 107 cm).  

Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; purchase  52.2  

© Estate of Stuart Davis / Licensed by VAGA, New York, NY 
 

http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/StuartDavis
http://whitney.org/Collection/RightsAndReproductions


 

Born in Philadelphia, Stuart Davis grew up in an artistic milieu. His mother was a sculptor, and his 

father was the art director of the Philadelphia Press. When Robert Henri, leader of the Ashcan group 

of painters and a colleague of Davis’s father, opened an art school in New York in 1909, Davis 

dropped out of high school to attend. According to Davis, the school was a chaotic, creative center 

that encouraged students to go out and paint the everyday urban life around them. Davis was a jazz 

fan, and began painting watercolors of the local jazz dancehalls and bars. In 1913, he encountered 

what he would call “the greatest single influence I have experienced in my work” when he attended 

the Armory Show in New York, which introduced American audiences to the avant-garde 

developments in European art. He was particularly drawn to the work of Paul Gauguin, Vincent Van 

Gogh, and Henri Matisse for their bold use of non-associative color and simplified forms. 

During the 1920s, Davis developed a style that combined the fractured vocabulary of Cubism with 

American vernacular subjects, using everyday objects such as eggbeaters and cigarette boxes as his 

inspiration. He also painted street scenes of New York and Paris, often rearranging the forms of 

signs, fire escapes, and skyscrapers into flat planes of color and texture. His distinctive fusion of 

simplified, abstracted forms with imagery drawn from American popular culture made his work a 

forerunner of Pop Art. In the late 1930s, Davis’s paintings became even more vibrant than previous 

works and more closely associated with jazz, which he saw as the musical counterpart of abstract 

art. 

During the Great Depression, Davis took a position in the Works Progress Administration’s mural and 

graphics division. His assignment included the creation of a mural for the New York World’s Fair 

called History of Communications. Politically active at that time, Davis joined various organizations 

designed to protect artists’ cultural freedom and economic security and wrote numerous articles on 

these topics. Reflecting on his career in 1943, Davis’s autobiographical sketch poked fun at art world 

labels: “Paris School, abstraction, escapism? Nope, just color-space compositions celebrating the 

resolution in art of stresses set up by some aspects of the American scene.” 

 

 

Claude Marks. World Artists 1950-1980: An H. W. Wilson Biographical Dictionary. (New York: H. W. Wilson Company, 1984), 

183. 

Ibid. 185. 
  



 

http://whitney.org/Collection/WilliamEggleston


http://lookingaround.blogs.time.com/2008/11/11/last-talk-with-william-eggleston-2/


 



Edward Hopper, South Carolina Morning, 1955. Oil on canvas, 30 3/8 × 40 1/4 in. (77.2 × 102.2 cm). Whitney Museum of 

American Art, New York; given in memory of Otto L. Spaeth by his Family  67.13   

© Heirs of Josephine N. Hopper, licensed by the Whitney Museum of American Art, New York 
 

 

From April 1 to May 11, 1929, Edward Hopper and his wife, Josephine Nivison Hopper, visited 

Charleston, South Carolina. During their trip to the surrounding countryside, the Hoppers 

encountered a woman who stood in front of her cabin but retreated indoors when her husband came 

home. Many years later, Hopper revisited this chance meeting in South Carolina Morning, the only 

painting in his oeuvre that depicts an African American woman. Here, she stands poised on the steps 

of a building surrounded by an austere slab of sidewalk, which is the only transitional element 

between the structure and a vast plain of sea grass that extends to the horizon. The inhospitality of 

the landscape is echoed by the protagonist’s defensively crossed arms and the building’s closed 

shutters. At the same time, however, the woman’s black heels, diaphanous red dress, and matching 

lipstick convey a sense of glamour and sexual invitation—their incongruity with her barren, rural 

surroundings infuses the scene with mystery and dramatic tension.   

http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/EdwardHopper


http://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/oralhistories/transcripts/hopper59.htm


 

In 1954, Jasper Johns began painting what would become one of his signature emblems: the 

American flag. As an iconic image―comparable to the targets, maps, and letters that he also has 

depicted―Johns realized that the flag was “seen and not looked at, not examined.” The execution 

and composition of Three Flags elicit close inspection by the viewer. The painting draws attention to 

the process of its making through Johns’s use of encaustic, a mixture of pigment suspended in warm 

wax that congeals as each stroke is applied; the resulting accumulation of discrete marks creates a 

sensuous, almost sculptural surface. The work’s structural arrangement adds to its complexity. The 

trio of flags—each successively diminished in scale by about twenty-five percent—projects outward, 

contradicting classical perspective, in which objects appear to recede from the viewer’s vantage 

point. By shifting the visual emphasis from the flag’s emblematic meaning to the geometric patterns 

and variegated texture of the picture surface and the canvas structure, Johns explores the boundary 

between abstraction and representation and the differences between a flag and an image of a flag. 

As he remarked, this painting allowed him to “go beyond the limits of the flag, and to have different 

canvas space.”  
 

Maxwell L. Anderson. American Visionaries: Selections from the Whitney Museum of American Art. New York: Whitney 
Museum of American Art, 2001, 154. 
Joseph Young. “Jasper Johns: An Appraisal,” Art International, v.13, No. 7, September 1969, 51.  

http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/JasperJohns
http://whitney.org/Collection/RightsAndReproductions


 

Born in Augusta, Georgia, Jasper Johns grew up in rural South Carolina during the Depression. 

Primarily a self-taught artist, he began drawing as a child and received some formal art training in 

1947 at the University of South Carolina in Columbia. After serving in the army during the Korean War 

from 1951-53, he settled in New York, where he supported himself doing odd jobs, including 

designing window displays for department stores, while devoting his spare time to making art. Few of 

Johns’ earliest works survive, as he decided to destroy virtually all of the art he had made up to this 

point and begin anew. During these years, he forged close relationships with composer John Cage 

and choreographer Merce Cunningham as well as artist Robert Rauschenberg, with whom he would 

live and work until 1962. 

 

In 1954, at the height of Abstract Expressionism, Johns began to produce compositions based on 

numbers, targets, and the American flag—familiar things that he would later describe as “preformed, 

conventional, depersonalized, factual, exterior elements.” His decision to paint these commonplace 

items with resolute flatness seemed audacious and brought him immediate critical and commercial 

success. In 1958, three of the paintings in his first solo show at the Leo Castelli Gallery in New York 

entered the collection of the Museum of Modern Art and one of his target paintings appeared on the 

cover of ArtNEWS magazine. The works heralded a new direction in artmaking, away from Abstract 

Expressionism and toward what would later become Pop art.  

 

Following this breakthrough, in the late 1950s and 1960s Johns animated his surfaces with more 

aggressive brushstrokes while also introducing other motifs into his work—words, letters, and maps 

of the United States. He often attached real objects or plaster casts to the canvases, which in turn 

inspired the production of bronze sculptures of such quotidian objects as flashlights, light bulbs, and 

beer cans. During the 1960s, Johns also became deeply engaged with printmaking, which has 

remained a central part of his creative process. 

 

Beginning in 1974, Johns turned to an abstract hatching motif, employing clusters of parallel lines as 

a recurring pattern in paintings, drawings, and prints. In the 1980s, he returned to representational 

imagery and three-dimensional objects, incorporating body casts, faucets, clothing, and ceramic 

elements into his work. Throughout this period, his art became increasingly personal and self-

reflexive, with allusions to art historical figures such as Pablo Picasso, Edvard Munch, and Matthias 

Grunewald as well as to memories of his early childhood. Following his 1996 retrospective at the 

Museum of Modern Art, Johns commenced his Catenary series, which include a string that hangs 

from the upper right to lower left of his canvases, generating a curve called a “catenary.” Johns 

currently lives and works in Connecticut and the island of St. Martin, in the French West Indies.  

 
Interview with David Sylvester, recorded for the BBC in June 1965 in Jasper Johns: Writings, Sketchbooks and Interviews. New 
York: Museum of Modern Art, 1996, 113. 
 





 

Ellsworth Kelly’s meticulously hard-edge paintings and sculptures rarely reveal their referents, 

cutting ties with the artist’s real-world sources of inspiration. Instead of narrative association and 

emotional content, they offer only flat, unmodulated color, simple form, and planar frontality. Using 

canvases of varying shape and dimension, Kelly has investigated figure-ground relationships, chance 

procedures, and other fundamental elements of painting. His sculptures—wall-mounted reliefs, floor 

sculptures, and freestanding objects—consist of cutout metal or wood shapes related to those in his 

paintings. 

 

Raised in New Jersey, Kelly became a passionate birdwatcher as a child, an experience to which he 

attributes his interest in visual acuity and natural form. In 1948, after serving in the U.S. Army during 

World War II in a unit that designed camouflage, Kelly enrolled in the École des Beaux-Arts in Paris 

on the G.I. Bill. His initial interest in the human figure, inspired by Pablo Picasso and Paul Klee, gave 

way to abstraction in 1949 as he gained exposure to the work of avant-garde European artists such 

as Constantin Brancusi and Piet Mondrian. Even as he moved away from figuration, Kelly’s paintings 

took as their source the architectural and natural details that he observed in his surroundings. In 

1950, he met Jean Arp, whose random approach to composition prompted Kelly to incorporate 

elements of chance into his own work.  

 

Kelly moved to New York in 1954 and launched into what would become his signature style—

compositions with large fields of color and crisply contoured, biomorphic and geometric shapes. He 

also began his customary practice of compiling his drawings, collages, and photographs in 

sketchbooks that he calls "tablets." He often returns to these for compositional ideas; as he stated, 

"drawings have memory; each one has an episode." Over the years, Kelly has experimented with 

combining multiple monochromatic panels in a single work, and his palette has ranged from bright, 

high-key colors to more limited schemes of black and white, or variations of grey. But the reductive, 

hard-edge style of Kelly's early abstractions, which helped pave the way for Minimalism’s emergence 

in the mid-1960s, has remained the salient characteristic of his work throughout his career.  

 

 

 

Toby Kamps. "Ellsworth Kelly: Red Green Blue," Ellsworth Kelly: Red Green Blue, Paintings and Studies, 1958-1965.  San Diego: 
Museum of Contemporary Art San Diego, 2002, 16. 
  



Roy Lichtenstein, Girl in Window (Study for World’s Fair Mural), 1963. Oil and acrylic on canvas, 68 1/8 × 56 in.  

(173 × 142.2 cm). Whitney Museum of American Art, New York; gift of The American Contemporary Art 

Foundation Inc., Leonard A. Lauder, President  2002.254 

© Estate of Roy Lichtenstein 

http://whitney.org/Education/ForTeachers/Collection/RoyLichtenstein
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http://whitney.org/ForKids/Glossary?word=compositions
http://whitney.org/ForKids/Glossary?word=scale




http://whitney.org/Education 

The Whitney’s programs for teachers, teens, children, and families. 

http://whitney.org/ForTeachers

http://whitney.org/ForKids

special area of the Whitney’s website with resources and activities for artists ages 8-12.

http://www.blurb.com/

http://www.moma.org/collection/artist.php?artist_id=1412
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/hopp/hd_hopp.htm
http://www.moma.org/collection/browse_results.php?criteria=O%3AAD%3AE%3A2923&page_number=1&template_id=1&sort_order=1
http://www.moma.org/collection/browse_results.php?criteria=O%3AAD%3AE%3A2923&page_number=1&template_id=1&sort_order=1
http://www.moma.org/collection/browse_results.php?criteria=O%3AAD%3AE%3A3048&page_number=2&template_id=6&sort_order=1
http://www.moma.org/collection/browse_results.php?criteria=O%3AAD%3AE%3A3048&page_number=2&template_id=6&sort_order=1
http://www.lichtensteinfoundation.org/
http://www.metmuseum.org/toah/hd/geok/hd_geok.htm
http://whitney.org/Education
http://whitney.org/ForTeachers
http://whitney.org/ForKids
http://www.blurb.com/


http://us.moo.com/

A resource for creating all kinds of cards. 

 

http://pinterest.com/ 

A content-sharing site that allows members to “pin” images, videos, and other objects to their virtual 

pinboard.  

http://www.tumblr.com/explore

A user-friendly micro-blogging platform for posting multimedia content. 

 

http://twitter.com/about 

Twitter is a free social networking and micro-blogging service where users send and read each 

other’s updates, known as tweets—text-based posts of up to 140 characters, displayed on the 

author’s profile page and delivered to other users—known as followers—who have subscribed to 

them. 

This Teacher Guide was prepared by Dina Helal, Manager of Education Resources; Lisa Libicki, 

Whitney Educator; Heather Maxson, Manager of School, Youth, and Family Programs; and Ai Wee 

Seow, Coordinator of School and Educator Programs. 

Support for this exhibition is provided by Susan R. Malloy, The Gage Fund, and Lynn G. Straus.

 

 

Free Guided Student Visits for New York City Public and Charter Schools endowed by 

the Allen and Kelli Questrom Foundation. 

http://us.moo.com/
http://pinterest.com/
http://www.tumblr.com/explore
http://twitter.com/about


 


