Walt Kuhn & American Modernism
In this lesson students will learn about two works by the artist Walt Kuhn in the collection of the RahrWest Art Museum and how they fit into the story of American Modernism.

Grade Level
High School

Learning objectives




Students will describe the style of works of art.
Students will explore and use abstraction to create a work of art.
Students will create their own works of art based on research.

Wisconsin Standards Addressed





A.A.R.16.h: Describe. Describe the commonalities within a group of artists or visual images
attributed to a particular type of art, timeframe or culture.
A.A.R.17.h: Analyze. Distinguish the qualities and relationships between the components, style,
and preferences communicated by media, design, artworks, and artists.
A.A.R.18.H: Interpret. Explain the intent, meanings, and impacts of different media works of art
and design, considering complex factors of context and perspectives.
A.A.R.19.h: Inquire. Hypothesize the intent behind a work of a collection of art works and cite
evidence to support an interpretation.

Materials Needed





Walt Kuhn & American Modernism Pamphlet
Vocabulary Sheet (optional, below)
Compare and Contrast Worksheet (below)
High Resolution images sheets (below)

Lesson Process
1. Assign students to read the Walt Kuhn and American Modernism Pamphlet.
2. Discuss as a class the main points of the pamphlet.
3. As a class or in small groups, have students fill out the compare and contrast worksheet
analyzing the four works listed. There are high resolution images at the end of this lesson plan
that can be printed or projected unto a screen.

4. Have students create two works of art of the same subject matter. Task them to create one in a
representational style and one in an abstract style. Compare and contrast the resulting works of
art. Likewise, they could split the paper in two and use different styles of each side of the paper.

Extension Activities









Learn more about the Armory Exhibition of 1913
o Research the 1913 Armory Exhibits through the primary documents available on the
Smithsonian’s Archive:
 https://www.si.edu/spotlight/1913-armory-show
 https://www.aaa.si.edu/collections/walt-kuhn-kuhn-family-papers-and-armoryshow-records-9172/subseries-1-1-1/box-1-folder-7
o Learn about the public’s reaction: https://youtu.be/qJWLoXziXC4
Visit an exhibition of art at a local museum or gallery and write a review or create a critical
cartoon.
Have each student research an artist that exhibited in the Armory show. Have them analyze
how the artist manipulated the elements of art and principles of design and create a work of art
in the style of their artist
Have students look at more examples of Walt Kuhn’s art and make a critical decision of which
style they think is the strongest and why.
Have students research Postmodern Art and analyze it for the influence of modern art from the
Armory Exhibit.
Have students research Modern Art of Europe and the Modern Art of America and compare and
contrast it.

Vocabulary Worksheet
Academic: Of or relating to the conservative style of art promoted by an official academy.
Abstract: A term generally used to describe art that is not representational or based on external reality
or nature.
Abstraction: The act of altering aspects of the subject so it looks different than to what it looks like in
life. Abstraction can be achieved in many ways, by using non-naturalistic color, by exaggerating scale of
some aspects of a subject, or by flattening the forms into two dimensional shapes and breaking the
subject down into its most essential lines and shapes.
Avant-garde: French for “advanced guard,” this term is used in English to describe a group that is
innovative, experimental, and inventive in its technique or ideology.
Cubism: describes the work of Pablo Picasso and George Braque and those influenced by them. Art that
uses a visual language whose geometric planes and compressed space challenged what had been the
defining conventions of representation in Western painting.
Expressionism: Encompasses varying stylistic approaches that emphasize intense personal expression.
Renouncing the stiff bourgeois social values that prevailed at the turn of the 20th century, and rejecting
the traditions of the state-sponsored art academies, Expressionist artists turned to boldly simplified or
distorted forms and exaggerated, sometimes clashing colors. As Expressionism evolved from the
beginning of the 20th century through the early 1920s, its crucial themes and genres reflected deeply
humanistic concerns and an ambivalent attitude toward modernity, eventually confronting the
devastating experience of World War I and its aftermath.
Fauvism: A style of painting in the first decade of the 20th century that emphasized strong, vibrant color
and bold brushstrokes over realistic or representational qualities.
Impressionism: A label applied to a loose group of mostly French artists who positioned themselves
outside of the official Salon exhibitions organized by the Académie des Beaux-Arts. Rejecting established
styles, the Impressionists began experimenting in the early 1860s with a brighter palette of pure
unblended colors, synthetic paints, sketchy brushwork, and subject matter drawn from their direct
observations of nature and of everyday life in and around Paris. They worked out of doors, the better to
capture the transient effects of sunlight on the scenes before them.
Modern: Modern can mean related to current times, but it can also indicate a relationship to a
particular set of ideas, that at the time of their development were new and even experimental.
Naturalism: Faithful adherence to nature; factual or realistic representation.
Representation: the visual portrayal of someone or something
Style: A distinctive or characteristic manner of expression.
Subject matter: The visual or narrative focus of a work of art.

Compare and Contrast Worksheet
Directions: Look closely and describe the following: If and how the artist used abstraction, what the subject matter is, how the
artist used the elements of art in their composition, and whether you think this is an example of Modern Art and why.

Abstraction

Subject
Matter

Elements of
Art (line,
shape,
form, color,
space,
texture)

Modern
art?

High Resolution Images

90.7, Georgia O’Keeffe (1887-1986), Birch and Pine Tree II, Oil, 1925, Gift of Mrs. John D. West

80.15, Walt Kuhn (1877-1949), Floral Still Life, oil, 1920, Gift of Mrs. John D. West

89.8.2, Walt Kuhn (1877-1949), Pink Blossom, oil, 1920, Gift of Mrs. John D. West.

75.19.3, Stuart Davis (1894-1964), Downtown Street, Oil, 1931, Gift of the Little Gallery

William A. Bougeureau, La Petit Boudeuse (The Little Pouter), Oil, 1888, Gift of Mrs. John D. West

