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Museum to the Classroom
Joslyn Art Museum  
Comprehensive Study Lesson Plan 
 

Created by Mary Lou Alfieri, Julie Daigle, Josie Langbehn, Kristy Lee, Carter Leeka, and Laura Huntimer. 
 

 
2nd Semester – The Academics vs. The Impressionists 

 
Focus:  Edgar Degas and his Little Dancer, Fourteen Years Old (La Petite Danseuse de quatorze ans), 1881 
 
Objectives:   

• Discover the secrets of Joslyn’s Little Dancer, Fourteen Years Old by Edgar Degas and use it 
discuss cultural ideas of beauty. 

• Learn how to create gesture drawings to turn into a wire sculpture.   
• Challenge students to critically consider the idea originality in the context that the Little 

Dancer was created after Degas’s death. 
 

Instructional Strategies that Strongly Affect Student Achievement – Robert J. Marzano 
   01 Identifying similarities and differences     06 Cooperative learning 
   02 Summarizing and note taking      07 Setting goals and providing feedback 
   03 Reinforcing effort and providing recognition    08 Generating and testing hypotheses 
   04 Homework and practice      09 Activating prior knowledge 
   05 Nonlinguistic representations 
 
Resources: Check out the Teacher Support Materials online, and http://www.joslyn.org/education/teachers 
for additional resources 
 
Suggested Materials:  Degas teaching poster, images, drawing materials, large paper, wire, concertina 
book materials, graph paper, muscle images 
 
Vocabulary:  appropriate, ballerina, bronzes, concertina book, ekphrastic, gesture drawing, Impressionism, 
muscles, naturalism, original, plaster cast, realism, sculpture, and tutu 
 
Procedure: 

• Engage:  Strike the Pose.  Show students various dancer sketches Degas created.  Have students take 
turns posing so that the rest of the class may create similar gesture drawings.   

• Art Talk:  Is it original? Share with students about how the Little Dancer sculptures were cast after 
Degas’s death.  Two plaster casts were made from his original wax sculpture, and Joslyn’s is the one that 
was used to create bronzes that were distributed.  Discuss – are the sculptures we see today really a 
Degas?  Especially considering he was opposed to large editions of his statues.  

 
• History:  Who was Edgar Degas?  Refer to the lecture by Jan Lund at the March 2012 Thursdays for 

Teachers.  Also refer to the teaching poster and additional information in Teacher Support Materials. 
 

• Aesthetics:   The Controversial Tutu.  Talk about the different styles of tutus that are placed on the 
various Little Dancer bronzes.  For older students share with them The Art Newspaper’s article “Tutu 
Wars.”  Is it better to have a skirt that is short and visibly aged versus one that is longer and looks newer 
as it would have appeared when Degas created the wax sculpture? 
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• Production 1:  Concertina books.  As students study and learn more about Degas, have them create a 
concertina book to hold all the information gathered and sketches.  Refer to the workshop presented by 
Mary Gallagher at the March 2012 Thursdays for Teachers.  

 
• Production 2:  Take the gesture drawings from the Engage procedure and have students use them to 

create wire sculptures.   Students may need to make additional drawings to study the pose they would 
like to create in their sculptures.  Then have them add a tutu and tie in the Aesthetics discussion so they 
determine what type of tutu they feel is appropriate for their sculpture.  
 

• Other:  What is appropriate behavior for women?  Travel back to the time when Degas was spending 
time in theaters studying and sketching dancers.  During that time, it was not as glamorous as perhaps 
some of the images may appear.  And talk about what happened to the girls who don’t make it as a 
dancer.  This would be a discussion for older students. 

 
• Close:  Study the wire sculptures with Degas’s images of dancers and discuss how he captured the 

essence of the ballerinas.  Note how they were not perfect.  How well did the students do with their 
artworks? 
 

Extensions: 
• Cultural Connections:  Naturalism vs. Realism (or making our reality). What is beautiful?  Study Degas’s 

Little Dancer and take note that she is not perfect.  Then show students covers of magazines and talk 
about how today models or celebrities are airbrushed or the evolution of the word “Photoshopped.”  
Our culture wants perfection contrasting Degas who wanted to show imperfections. 

  
• Fine Arts:  Compare and Contrast.  Share with students about Degas’s break from Romanticism and 

move toward Impressionism and “realism,” and have students explore the evolution of ballet from the 
more “classical” style to the modern style associated with the Ballet Russe.  Refer to Teacher Support 
Materials for additional information. 

 
• Language Arts 1: Ekphrastic poems.  Using various Impressionism artists’ images, including Degas, 

have students create Ekphrastic poems.  Refer the workshop presented by Michael Catherwood at the 
March 2012 Thursdays for Teachers. 

 
• Language Arts 2:  Descriptive writing.  Have students observe a performance.  They should then write 

about what the lighting, costumes (if any), sounds, and movement, to name a few, were like.  Musicals, 
concerts and spring plays are perfect for this assignment. 

 
• Math:  Divide students into pairs and have them take turns tracing their bodies on large pieces of paper.  

Have them square off the curves, and then students should calculate the area.  Another project could to 
try is take string to measure the perimeter of the body by putting it along the outline of the body on the 
paper.  You could start this activity by simply using graph paper and having students trace their hand. 

 
• Science:   Muscles.  Using Degas’s images would be a good introduction to study the muscles in the 

body.  Make sure to explain how muscles develop, and discuss is Degas did a good job capturing the 
muscles in his artworks.   
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Discovering Poetics in Paintings 

by Michael Catherwood 

 

Pieter Brueghel, Kermesse (1567-8) 

Oil on canvas, approximately 45 inches x 64.5 inches. Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna. 

 
 
The Dance  

William Carlos Williams  

In Brueghel's great picture, The Kermess, 
the dancers go round, they go round and 
around, the squeal and the blare and the 
tweedle of bagpipes, a bugle and fiddles 
tipping their bellies (round as the thick- 
sided glasses whose wash they impound) 
their hips and their bellies off balance 
to turn them. Kicking and rolling 
about the Fair Grounds, swinging their butts, those 
shanks must be sound to bear up under such 
rollicking measures, prance as they dance 
in Brueghel's great picture, The Kermess.  
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Jean	  Georges	  Vibert	  (French,	  1840-‐1902),	  The	  Grasshopper	  and	  the	  Ant	  (La	  Cigale	  et	  La	  Formi),	  1875,	  	  
oil	  on	  canvas,	  Joslyn	  Art	  Museum	  
 

Jules	  Breton	  (French,	  1827-‐1906),	  The	  Weeders	  (Les	  Sarcleuses),	  1860,	  oil	  on	  canvas,	  Joslyn	  Art	  Museum	  
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Jean-‐Léon	  Gérôme	  (French,	  1824-‐1904),	  The	  Grief	  of	  the	  Pasha,	  1882,	  oil	  on	  canvas	  mounted	  on	  
masonite,	  Joslyn	  Art	  Museum	  
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Brief Exercises for Ekphrastic Poems… 	  
 
 

Have students write about their experiences encountering the art: 
These might start with how a student identifies with an object or a character in the 
piece then could shift to a description of the texture, color, juxtaposition of people or 
objects.  Try to shoot for one metaphor at the end. 
  

 
Students can speak as a character or object depicted in the work of art: 

 First person works well for this exercise. Sensory details can drive this poem.  
 What is the story the viewer cannot see?   
 Students should try to use the five senses. 

 
 
Description/connection poem:  
 This strategy is very straight forward and works on the idea  
 of juxtaposition and a trigger that moves the student. This poem  

can start with (of course) a description of the scene or characters/objects  
and then can shift to “reminds me of” when, what, where, how, why.  
This poem can move back and forth between description and connection.    

  
 
An address to the artist or characters/objects of the artwork: 
 This is a chance for the student to address the artist, ask questions, guess at reasons, 

fill in the blanks. This approach also works for the purpose of research on the artists, 
any historical context, the life of the artist. 

 
 
Nouns and verbs exercise: 

Have students choose a few paintings and assign them to find a set number of nouns 
(maybe 6-8) from one painting, verbs from a different painting (8-10 say), and 
adjectives (6-8) from both or all paintings. Then have students make combinations to 
discover metaphor. Make sure students know their creations don’t have to make sense. 
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Poetry terminology and techniques students can explore: 

Alliteration 
The repetition of the same or similar sounds at the beginning of words such as tongue twisters like 'She 
sells seashells by the seashore'   

Caesura 
A grammatical pause or break in a line of poetry (like a question mark), usually near the middle of the 
line. 
 

Enjambment 
Enjambment is the continuation of a sentence form one line or couplet into the next and derives from the 
French verb 'to straddle'. An example by Joyce Kilmer is 'I think that I shall never see/A poem as lovely as 
a tree'. 

Imagery 
Imagery draws the reader into poetic experiences by touching on the images and senses which the 
reader already knows. 

Metaphor  
A metaphor is a pattern equating two seemingly unlike objects. An example of a metaphor is 'drowning in 
debt'.  

Persona 
Persona refers to the narrator or speaker of the poem, not to be confused with the author. 

Refrain 
A phrase, line, or group of lines that is repeated throughout a poem, usually after every stanza. 

Simile 
A figure of speech in which two things are compared using the word "like" or "as" to draw attention to 
similarities about two things that are seemingly dissimilar.  

Stanza  
Two or more lines of poetry that together form one of the divisions of a poem. The stanzas of a poem are 
usually of the same length and follow the same pattern of meter and rhyme. 
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Handmade Book: A Concertina Pocket Book  
or A Place to Put Your Gleanings 

By Mary Gallagher 
 
Supplies:  
 Scissors, glue or glue sticks, pencils and rulers 
 9” x 24” white drawing paper - 1ea. 
 6 ¼” x 3 ¼” oak tag, tag board or card stock - 2 ea. 
 7”x 4” patterned, decorated or handmade papers - 2 ea.  

(My students tie-dye coffee filters using markers and  
a spray bottle, then they trim them to use as covers.) 

 ½” x 10” ribbon - 2 pcs. ea. 
Optional: 
 5 ½” x 5 ½” drawing paper (folded in half) to put in pockets 
 Colored pencils, markers, etc. for drawing in the book 
 
Steps: 
1.)  Measure and fold a 3” pocket along the length of the 9” x 24” drawing paper. Leave it 
folded throughout this process. 
2.)  Fold the entire paper in half. 
3.)  Make 3” accordion folds (fold back and forth) for the entire length. Use a ruler to 
mark your folding points. Set aside. 
4.)  Take two pieces of oak tag and two pieces of patterned paper. Fold the edges of one 
patterned paper around a piece of oak tag and glue down. Repeat for the other cover. (It 
helps to trim or “miter” the corners of the patterned paper so you don’t have a bulky fit.) 
Set them aside to dry a bit. 
5.)  Take your folded white paper and keeping it folded, center and glue a ribbon across 
the front width and then glue the other one across the back. 
6.)  Attach the cover pieces to the front and back of the folded concertina.  
7.)  After it is allowed to dry, experiment with different ways of tying and displaying your 
book. 
8.)  Add notes, poems, drawings, etc.  
 
Just a few suggestions for the classroom: 
 Ask your students to get creative with found objects. 
 Discuss ways to use this book in class.  
 Students could develop and “trade” pocket inserts.  For example, they could develop 

math story problems, maps of neighborhoods, car or fashion designs, poems, 
vocabulary, etc. and trade with each other. 

 Students could display their books on a table for visitors to peruse. 
 Take them outside and have them draw “small” things from observation. These can 

then be included in their books. 
 Have your students draw small details of a masterwork - one for each pocket. Then 

they can research the artist and write a few sentences on the back page of the 
pocket. Artist’s names and titles of the works can go right on the pocket. 

 Think of one or two of your own! 

Detail. Jules Breton (French, 1827–1906),  
The Vintage at Chateau Lagrange, 1864, oil 

on canvas, Joslyn Art Museum 
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