Art Trunks on the Go: The Paintings of Earl Cunningham
Lesson Plans 1-12
OBJECTIVES
Students will be able to
•
•
•
•
•

Define elements and composition of art using appropriate terminology
Locate, explain, and interpret pieces of art by applying vocabulary
Demonstrate understanding of visual art pieces through respectful peer discussion
Provide evidence to support decisions and opinions
Plan and design a composition inspired by an artist explored

Summary of Lesson Plan
•

Specialized for age groups reaching both language art and visual arts standards.
o 1st – 2nd Grade: Safe Place Space
o 3rd – 5th Grade: Birds and Boats in their Time and Place
o 6th – 8th Grade: Casting the Configuration
o 9th – 12th Grade: Deconstructing and Reconstructing Composition

•

Students will critically analyze the significance of history, location, and representation within pieces
of art.
They will learn about the life and artistic choices of Self-taught Folk Artist Earl Cunningham who
traveled between Florida and Maine depicting natural environments at various times of the day,
during all seasons, and who included a diverse representation of people living in America within a
sanctuary of detailed avian.
They will participate in discussions of Cunningham’s art using Visual Thinking Strategies.
Students will draft and create two or three-dimensional representations of their own favorite
places, concentrating on the setting progressing to the actions and depictions of the people who
live there.
They will present their pieces and support their choices through oral and written description.

•

•
•

•

NEXT GENERATION SUNSHINE STATE STANDARDS
1st – 2nd Grade: Safe Place Space is a program that meets the above stated objectives by exploring the
importance of place. Students will learn about the life and artistic choices of Earl Cunningham who often
depicted harbors as a symbol of a safe haven. They will participate in discussions of Cunningham’s art using
Visual Thinking Strategies. Students will draft and create two-dimensional representations of their own
favorite places and present their pieces by describing their oral and written choices.
Visual Arts
Critical Thinking and Reflection
VA.1.C.1.1
Create and discuss works of art that convey personal interests.
VA.1.C.1.2
Gather clues to help interpret and reflect on works of art.
VA.1.C.2.1
Describe visual imagery used to complete artwork.
VA.2.C.1.1
VA.2.C.1.2
VA.2.C.2.1

Use the art-making process to communicate personal interests and self-expression.
Reflect on and discuss various possible meanings in works of art.
Use appropriate decision-making skills to meet intended artistic objectives.

3rd – 5th Grade: Birds and Boats in their Time and Place is a program that meets the above stated
objectives by exploring the significance of history and location. Students will learn about the life and
artistic choices of Earl Cunningham who traveled between Florida and Maine depicting natural
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environments at various times of the day and during all seasons while including a diverse representation of
people living in America within a sanctuary of detailed avian. They will participate in discussions of
Cunningham’s art using Visual Thinking Strategies. Students will draft and create two-dimensional
representations of their own favorite places, focusing on the details of the environment and the people
who live there. They will present their pieces and support their choices through oral and written description.
Visual Arts
Critical Thinking and Reflection
VA.3.C.1.1
Use the art-making process to develop ideas for self-expression.
VA.3.C.1.2
Reflect on and interpret works of art using observation skills, prior knowledge, and experience.
VA.3.C.2.1
Assess personal artworks for completeness and success in meeting intended objectives.
VA.4.C.1.1
VA.4.C.1.2
of art.
VA.4.C.3.1
VA.4.C.3.3
other disciplines.

Integrate ideas during the art-making process to convey meaning in personal works of art.
Describe observations and apply prior knowledge to interpret visual information and reflect on works

VA.5.C.1.2
VA.5.C.1.3
personal works.
VA.5.C.2.2
art.

Use prior knowledge and observation skills to reflect on, analyze, and interpret exemplary works of art.
Examine and discuss exemplary works of art to distinguish which qualities may be used to evaluate

Use accurate art vocabulary when analyzing works of art.
Use the art-making process, analysis, and discussion to identify the connections between art and

Analyze personal artworks to articulate the motivations and intentions in creating personal works of

6th – 8th Grade: Casting the Configuration is a program that meets the above stated objectives by
analyzing the significance of history and location within a piece of art. Students will learn about the life
and artistic choices of Earl Cunningham who traveled between Florida and Maine depicting natural
environments at various times of the day and during all seasons while including a diverse representation of
people living in America within a sanctuary of detailed avian. They will participate in discussions of
Cunningham’s art using Visual Thinking Strategies. Students will draft and create three-dimensional
representations of their own favorite places, concentrating on the minutiae of the setting as well as the
actions and depictions of the people who live there. They will present their pieces and support their choices
through oral and written description.
Visual Arts
Critical Thinking and Reflection
VA.68.C.1.1
Apply a range of interests and contextual connections to influence the art-making and self-reflection
processes.
VA.68.C.1.2
Use visual evidence and prior knowledge to reflect on multiple interpretations of works of art.
VA.68.C.1.3
Identify qualities of exemplary artworks that are evident and transferable to the judgment of personal
work.
VA.68.C.2.1
Assess personal artwork during production to determine areas of success and needed change for
achieving self-directed or specified goals.
VA.68.C.2.3
Examine artworks to form ideas and criteria by which to judge/assess and inspire personal works and
artistic growth.
VA.68.C.3.1
Incorporate accurate art vocabulary during the analysis process to describe the structural elements of
art and organizational principles of design.

9th – 12th Grade: Deconstructing and Reconstructing Composition is a program that meets the above
stated objectives by critically analyzing the significance of history, location, and representation within a
piece of art. Students will learn about the life and artistic choices of Earl Cunningham who traveled Florida
and Maine depicting natural environments at various times of the day and during all seasons while
including a diverse representation of people living in America within a sanctuary of detailed avian. They will
participate in discussions of Cunningham’s art using Visual Thinking Strategies. Students will draft and
create three-dimensional representations of their own favorite places, concentrating on the minutiae of
the setting as well as the actions and depictions of the people who live there. They will present their pieces
and support their choices through oral and written description.
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Visual Arts
Critical Thinking and Reflection
VA.912.C.1.1
Integrate curiosity, range of interests, attentiveness, complexity, and artistic intention in the art-making
process to demonstrate self-expression.
VA.912.C.1.3
Evaluate the technical skill, aesthetic appeal, and/or social implication of artistic exemplars to
formulate criteria for assessing personal work.
VA.912.C.1.4
Apply art knowledge and contextual information to analyze how content and ideas are used in works
of art.
VA.912.C.1.8
Explain the development of meaning and procedural choices throughout the creative process to
defend artistic intention.
VA.912.C.2.2
Assess the works of others, using established or derived criteria, to support conclusions and judgments
about artistic progress.

COMMON CORE STATE STANDARDS
Language Arts
Comprehension and Collaboration
LAFS.K12.SL.1.1
Prepare for and participate effectively in a range of conversations and collaborations with
diverse partners, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own clearly and persuasively.
LAFS.K12.SL.1.2
Integrate and evaluate information presented in diverse media and formats, including
visually, quantitatively, and orally.
LAFS.K12.SL.2.4
Present information, findings, and supporting evidence such that listeners can follow the line
of reasoning and the organization, development, and style are appropriate to task, purpose, and audience.

KEY VOCABULARY
Students will be introduced to these terms: (Definitions Appendix A)
Folk Art
Museum
Artist
Landscape
Remembered Landscape
Hierarchical Scale
Native Americans
Seminole Indians
Chickee

Cypress Dugout Canoe
Teepee
Estuary
Everglades
Schooner
Harbor
Color
Line
Shape

Texture
Value or Tone
Depth or Perspective
Repetition
Balance
Proportion
Symmetry
Asymmetry

Students will actively participate in these terms:
Visual Thinking Strategy
Color
Line
Shape
Texture
Value

Depth
Repetition
Balance
Proportion
Symmetry
Asymmetry

Drawing
Painting
Discussion
Analysis
Landscape

Paper Towels
Pencils
Erasers
Glue Sticks

5” x 7” Cardstock (3)
2” x 5” Cardstock-Accordion
(4)
Rulers

MATERIALS NEEDED
Scissors
Oil pastels or Watercolor
Pencils & Paint Brush
Water
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Optional: 5” x 7” Framing Mat

Optional: Cunningham
subjects (birds, boats, trees)

SCHOOL MUST PROVIDE
Schools must provide a devoted teacher, ardent students, adequate classroom space for presentation
and art project, and projector.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION
The Mennello Museum of American Art (MMAA) comprises five galleries, two of which are dedicated to its
permanent collection of paintings by Earl Cunningham (1893-1977), a self-taught artist inducted to the
Florida Artist Hall of Fame in 2003. The MMAA’s chief aim is to deliver visitors access to captivating American
art of all genres through both our permanent collections in addition to renowned curated and travelling
exhibitions.
Born in Edgecomb, Maine, Earl Cunningham left home at a young age to work as a peddler and then
sailor of ships up and down the East Coast of the United States from Maine to Florida. While he began
painting the minute he was on his own, Cunningham’s extensive travels on ship and by vehicle inspired his
remembered landscapes, many of which would have been painted during the time he was settled and
living in St. Augustine, Florida. Earl Cunningham painted the natural world the way he wanted it to be seen
in the passion of his memory. He used brilliant colors, symbolic imagery, and an intuitive eye to create works
of art that reflected and preserved a space and time remarkably different from yet the best pieces of
reality.
Cunningham and his scholars have dubbed his paintings in the style of a Modern Folk Artist – he was naïve
in his painterly methods but sophisticated in his palate and ideas. Folk art has changed over the centuries,
its definition and characteristics fluctuating depending upon where and when a painting or object was
made. Traditionally, folk art was considered art that is created by and for everyday people, objects
destined for middle class use and admiration. A more general definition agreed upon finds that folk artists
are self-taught or are not classically trained in academies nor do they participate in the traditional gallery
economies we see in New York. They all have a strong will and desire to create and often evoke a
nostalgia in the viewer for the pre-industrial times of horse drawn carriages, great ships, and painted signs.
Earl Cunningham created, almost exclusively, spaces of refuge, where animal life bustled and thrived
alongside a lush environment as Native Americans, historic Vikings, and workers of the shipping industry
made their lives and livings in harmony with their surroundings. The safe harbors with their brilliant sunsets
and sunrises offer a space to begin and complete adventures beyond the horizon. Envisioning the
metaphors and symbology in his work, the open ocean may be rough and beyond but Cunningham
always had a tranquil location to set down his anchor.

"Life is simple, and fun if you let it be."
-

Earl Cunningham

-

Earl Cunningham

“If Picasso can do anything he wants, so can I.”
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There are three 10 minute activities we highly recommend before the visit! You can use them as Bell work!
First, begin to discuss with you students the basic elements of art using vocabulary and the fill in the blank
image provided. Close-up of The Barbecue- Seminole Indian Style, Earl Cunningham, c. 1960, oil on
fiberboard.
(Images Appendix B - D)
Color
Line
Shape
Texture
Value or Tone

Depth or Perspective
Repetition
Balance
Proportion

Next, ask your students how would they define “good” art, make a list of 3 things they would want to see in
a piece of good art. Later they can compare this list to the artists they see and use it as a rubric for the
completion of their own piece. You can then work together as a class to compile a shared list. Some of our
favorites are:
1.
2.
3.

Purposeful choices in use of medium to create elements like texture, shape, size, and balance
Attention to detail, well executed
Elicit a personal reaction or tell a story

Finally, go over proper museum etiquette. This is another good exercise to have the class come up with
their own rules. Some of our favorites are:
1.
2.

3.
4.

Only walking
a.
Getting hurt hurts!
Respectful Opinions
a.
Everyone is here to learn and progress. Someone may have a different opinion that
could inform and grow your own so listen carefully and ask helpful questions.
Hushed Voices
a.
We want to know what you think and hear about it! Everyone in their own turn.
Touching pieces only when told
a.
The oils in our clean hands breakdown the oils in paint, paper, and ceramics. Art is
often made to last forever, and we are in charge of conserving it for others to see it
after we have!

LESSON PROCESS
1.
2.
3.

4.

(5 min) Review elements of art terminology utilizing a Cunningham piece
(5 min) Introduce students to the life and works of Earl Cunningham, highlighting his artistic choices
and merit
(10 min) Lead students in class discussion using Visual Thinking Strategy Cunningham piece
a. What is going on in this painting?
b. What specifically do you see in this painting that makes you say that?
c. What else can you see? Is there anything else happening?
(5 min) Have students plan and quickly draft a sketch landscape space that represents a safe
haven for them
a. On back of paper indicate
i. Decide on the background of your image, the landscape.
1. Choose your landscape setting (1 place)
a. When it is
i. Time of day
ii. Where is the sun, moon, or stars
iii. Season
b. Where the space is
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5.

6.

• Field
•
Mountain
• City
•
Lake
• Ocean
•
Cliff
• Beach
•
Neighborhood
• River
•
Cave
• Harbor
•
Home
• Estuary
•
Room
ii. Decide on the middle ground of your image (1 subject/object)
1. Who is there?
a. Is there anything left behind by people?
i. Boat
ii. House
iii. Car
iv. Railroad
v. Plane
2. Is there no evidence humans have been there before you?
a. If there is no one else but you looking out onto your landscape
are there any
i. Trees
ii. Hills
iii. Rivers
iv. Desks
v. Chairs
iii. Decide on the foreground of your image (1 subject/object)
1. What is going on?
2. What’s the weather like?
3. Are there any animals? What are they doing?
(20 min) Redraw your fast sketch onto the cardstock, color in with markers or colored pencils.
a. Middle and High School will be making a three-dimensional box to explore material
properties of paper, depth, and challenge what they can produce. They can explore
what other uses this design type can be used for. They can choose to include multiple
subjects for each drawing as well if that is their artistic intention.
i. Draw a 4” x 6” square on 3 pieces of 5” x 7” cardstock
ii. Draw and color your fore, middle, and background subjects within the square
iii. Cut around the edges of the foreground and middle ground subjects, leaving the
4” x 6” square in tact
iv. Take 4 pieces of 2” x 5” cardstock and fold into an accordion length-wise 3 times
(Looks like an M or W)
v. Place glue on the back facing fold of your accordion on the left and right side of
your background picture.
vi. Position the middle ground on the front fold of the accordion, over the
background.
vii. Repeat accordion on middle ground to add foreground.
viii. Optional, add a 5” x 7” cover mat to frame your piece.
(10 min) Presentations to Class
a. What you created: fore, middle, and background
b. Why you chose the media (markers, colored pencils, pencil, or some combination)
c. What did you want the viewer to see or feel

21ST CENTURY SKILLS TO INCREASE RIGOR
Critical Thinking
Effective Oral and Written Communication

Assessing and Analyzing Information
Curiosity and Imagination
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ASSESSMENT
After the Art Trunks presentation, students can perform self-assessment of completion of their pieces through reflecting on
their guidelines made before the visit for what makes “good” art. Students will also give brief descriptions of their art works.
They will be able to discuss what they see in an image and back up their statements with observations.

REFLECTION/ FOLLOW UP ACTIVITIES
First, have students write a brief artist’s statement about their artwork by asking the following questions:
1.
2.
3.

What emotion are you expressing to the viewer and why?
How did you decide to make the piece? What was your process?
What space and details did you choose to depict and why?

Then, ask students what they would do differently about the pieces they created. If they could make three changes, what
would they change, why and how? If you have the time and supplies, consider facilitating a second project to
demonstrate that mistakes can be overcome and self-reflection can help to excel!
Furthermore, research a subject of interest that came up in the paintings and present to the class. Some great topic ideas
are listed in the Cross-Curricular connections below.
Finally, you can visit the museum to see many of Earl Cunningham’s pieces used throughout the lesson in person! Students
will have the confidence to look at and talk about modern art, making the museum a welcoming and inspirational
environment. You can also try out your Visual Thinking Strategy discussions on some of our travelling pieces.

August 13 – November 7, 2021

Floating Beauty: Women in the Art of Ukiyo-e

November 19, 2020 – January 9, 2022

Through the Darkness to Light: Photographing the Underground Railroad

January 21 – May 30, 2022

Contemporary Expressions: Prints from Flying Horse Editions

June 10 – October 16, 2022

An Irresistible Urge to Create: The Monroe Family Collection of Florida
Outsider Art

October 28, 2022 – February 12, 2023

In Conversation: Will Wilson

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Cunningham, Earl, Wendell D. Garrett, Virginia M. Mecklenburg, and Carolyn J. Weekley. Earl Cunningham's
America. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian American Art Museum, 2007.
Cunningham, Earl, and H. Barbara Weinburg. Earl Cunningham: Dreams Realized. Orlando, FL: Mennello Museum of
American Folk Art, 1998.
Hobbs, Robert Carleton, and Earl Cunningham. Earl Cunningham: Painting an American Eden. New York, NY: H.N.
Abrams, 1994.
https://www.mennellomuseum.org/education-programs/tours/
http://www.vtshome.org/what-is-vts
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CROSS-CURRICULAR CONNECTIONS
Language Arts
-

Creative Writing Prompts
Main Idea and Summary Writing Prompts
Visual Vocabulary Building
Descriptive Writing and Explanations
Collaborative Conversations
Distinguishing Between Fact and Fiction
(Fact/Opinion)

Science
-

Cloud Formations
Water Cycle
Weather
Sky Color
Curvature of Earth
Rotation of Earth
Time of Day
Water Color
Refraction
Shadows
Ecosystems
Land Formations
Environmental Protection
Biological Diversity
Bird Watching

Social Sciences
-

St. Augustine History
Seminole History
Black Seminole History
Lighthouse History
Florida History
Historical Archaeology
Human Cultural Diversity
East Coast US Geography
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Vocabulary: Elements of a Painting
Line an indication of a mark.

Value or Tone degree of lightness or darkness in a color.

Shape outline of specific form or figure created by lines
intersecting.

Perspective or Depth illusion of space on a surface

Texture the visual and especially tactile quality of a
surface.
Color light reflected by the object, the hue.

Repetition images repeated sometimes to create a
pattern
Balance distribution of weight in visual element
Proportion proper relationship of size

Vocabulary
Museum a building or place where works of art, scientific specimen, or other objects of cultural value are kept, and
displayed for the public to see and learn from.
Folk Art artistic works, such as paintings and sculpture, but also utilitarian wares produced by untrained and often
anonymous artists or by artisans. Attributes include a highly decorative design, bright bold colors, flattened perspective,
strong forms in simple arrangements, and immediacy of meaning.
Artist a person whose work exhibits exceptional skill.
Landscape natural scenery as subject matter.
Remembered Landscape Natural scenery depicted from memory rather than what is in front of the artist.
Hierarchical Scale a technique used in art, in which the artist uses unnatural proportion or scale to depict the
importance of the figures in the artwork.
Native Americans a member of the aboriginal people of America.
Seminole Indians a member of any of several groupings of North American Native Americans comprising emigrants from
the Creek Confederacy territories to Florida or their descendants in Florida and Oklahoma.
Chickee among the Seminole Indians, an open-sided living structure with a thatched palm roof.
Cypress Dugout Canoe a boat carved out from a hollowed cypress tree trunk.
Plains Indians a member of any of the following Native American tribes: Algonquian, Athabascan, Caddoan, Kiowa,
Siouan, or Uto-Aztecan linguistic families, which formerly inhabited the Great Plains. All were more or less nomadic,
following the buffalo.
Teepee among the Plains Indians, a tent made from animal skins laid on a conical frame of long poles and having an
opening at the top for ventilation and a flap door.
Birch Bark Boat Canoe, north American dugout canoe from carved birch tree.
Estuary part of the mouth or lower course of a river in which the river's current meets the sea's tide, the water is a mix of
fresh and salt water. It is a safe place for many aquatic animals to make their nurseries.
Harbor a part of a body of water along the shore deep enough for anchoring a ship and so situated with respect to
coastal features, whether natural or artificial, as to provide protection from winds, waves, and currents.
Everglades a swampy and partly forested region in South Florida, south of Lake Okeechobee.
Schooner any of various types of sailing vessel having a foremast and mainmast, with or without other masts, and having
fore-and-aft sails on all lower masts
Definitions taken or summarized from Dictionary.com, 2016

Visual Thinking Strategy is a method initiated by teacher-facilitated discussions of art images and documented to have
a cascading positive effect on both teachers and students.

Appendix A

Simplified Art Elements, Close-up of The Barbecue- Seminole Indian Style, Earl Cunningham, c. 1960, oil on fiberboard.

Appendix B

Art Elements, Close-up of The Barbecue- Seminole Indian Style, Earl Cunningham, c. 1960, oil on fiberboard.

Appendix C

Fill in the Blank Art Elements, Close-up of The Barbecue- Seminole Indian Style, Earl Cunningham, c. 1960, oil on fiberboard.

Appendix D

Close-up of The Barbecue- Seminole Indian Style, Earl Cunningham, c. 1960, oil on fiberboard.

Appendix E

