KERRY JAMES MARSHALL

Our Town Y7 DN

1995
Acrylic and collage on canvas Crystal B"dges

Crystal Bridges Museum of American Art, Bentonville, Arkansas, 2009.3 Photography by Vancouver Art Gallery Museum of American Art
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CLASSROOM CONNECTIONS

CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES

The Elaboration Game™

Divide Our Town into several different sections. As a group,
observe and describe the different sections of the work.

One person identifies a specific section of the artwork and
describes what he or she sees.

Another person elaborates on the first person’s observations
by adding more detail about the section.

A third person elaborates further by adding yet more detail,
and a fourth person adds yet more.

Is there anything in this still life that you would want to taste?

Observers: Only describe what you see. Hold off giving your
ideas about the art until the last step of the routine.

After four people have described a section in detail,
another person identifies a new section of the artwork
and the process starts over.

Idyllic Scenes™

DISCUSSION:

In Kerry James Marshall’s Garden Project, he painted idyllic
outdoor scenes showing his signature intensely black figures
interacting with their surroundings. Onto these cleanly painted
realistic utopian scenes, he layered surface interruptions in the
form of abstract smears, blobs, drips, or trails of paint. These
gestural streaks inject a surprising element into the scene,
functioning something like graffiti and suffusing the image

with spontaneity and energy that contrasts with the controlled
serenity of the painting underneath. Not only is he making
visible the process of applying the paint itself, but he is also
intervening in or commenting on the quiet scene behind the
surface interruptions.

MATERIALS:

Collage materials: magazines, scissors, glue, glitter, fabric,
colored paper...

Sharpies and/or paint, tape or stapler

Plastic wrap, acetate sheets or cellophane

Internet for Kerry James Marshall images

PROCESS:

1. Look at Our Town and other Kerry James Marshall images
from the Garden Project.

[10] Adapted from a Harvard Project Zero Artful Thinking Routine. pzartfulthinking.org/?p=96

[11] Adapted from a lesson plan from the Vancouver Art Gallery.
www.vanartgallery.bc.ca/pdfs/Kerry%20James%20Marshall%20Guide.pdf

What do you see in the image? (describe what is there)

What can the image tell us about the artist?
(interpret: what are his concerns?)

What can the image tell us about ourselves?
(make comparisons to students’ lives)

2. Ask students to think of a perfect, idyllic scene. It could be areal
place they have visited, an imagined scene or even an image from
a book or magazine. Think of adding a person to this scene. What
are they doing? Are they alone or with someone?

3. Using collage materials, students make idealized images or
scenes. Make it pretty!

4. When complete, cover with a piece of plastic wrap. Pull the
wrap tightly from behind and use tape to hold the wrap in place.
Alternatively, staple a sheet of acetate or cellophane in front

of the image.

5. Using paint or permanent markers, mark the plastic layer with
abstract lines, scribbles or blobs, graffiti-like script or slogans, or
any marks that interrupt, comment on or contrast with the serene,
utopian scene underneath.

6. Display finished work.

QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:

What were some of the most interesting things that students
learned or discovered?

How did the image change once the top layer was applied?
Which image do students prefer—with or without the top layer?

Why?

Literature Connection (Upper Level):

Marshall credits reading Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man as a big
turning point in his career. Read the introduction to the /nvisible
Man. Next, show students an image of Marshall’s Portrait of the
Artist as a Shadow of His Former Self, which he made soon after
reading Ellison’s text. Discuss Marshall’s stylistic choices in the
image and how they reflect the words from Ellison’s book. How
might Ellison’s words relate to Marshall’s subject matter and
stylistic choices in Our Town?
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