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IMAGING THE HUMAN BODY by Anna Alfredson, Géraldine de Haugoubart, Sarah MacWright 
 
Subject Area: Visual Art (Media Literacy, Biology) 
Grade Level: 9 – 12 
Time: Eight, two-hour classes and a final exhibition 
 
Big Question: How does the body serve as a site for broader personal and social meaning? 
 
Sub-Questions:  

• How is the body a physical and social site? 
• How is the body a biological site? 

 
Description:  
In the 21st century, the body is represented in many different ways and for many different reasons. Law 
enforcement agencies incorporate new technologies for biometric scanning into both safety and surveillance 
programs that often target immigrants, youth, people of color, and the poor. The media uses computer 
software to alter images of the body that in turn influence cultural standards of beauty and success. Advances 
in scientific imaging technology allow the inner workings of the body to be viewed and recorded with increasing 
detail and accuracy. Images of tissues, cells and gene patterns are presented without acknowledging the 
individuals whose bodies served as the source for the resulting scientific discoveries. 
 
Examples of these new representations of the body are found in the pages of magazines, subway cars, bus 
stops, and even schools; they are sent directly to our phones and computers, and pumped into our homes 
through televisions, video games and the Internet; they are carried in the form of a fingerprinted green cards, 
welfare identification and criminal records. A conscious examination of how institutions and people in power 
represent the body often reveals self-serving messages behind the images, and often targeting teenagers. 
Teens are deeply engaged in the process of trying out new ways to visually express their identity and are often 
deeply self-conscious about their own bodies and social representations of bodies.  
 
In this unit students take a closer look at images produced by law enforcement agencies, the media, and the 
scientific community and the messages they convey. Students will be introduced to contemporary artists who 
reference and reclaim the messages embedded in body representations and will offers students an opportunity 
to investigate, reclaim or rewrite messages about the body in their own artwork. 
 
Learning Objectives:  

• Students will learn how law enforcement agencies, the media, and scientific communities produce 
images of the body. 

• Students will make personal connections to the ways that law enforcement agencies, the media 
and scientific communities to shape particular meanings about the body. 

• Students will explore the work of contemporary artists who focus on the body. 
• Students will create their own representations that reclaim or re-write ideas about the body based 

on their own ideas and experiences. 
 
Part 1: The Body as Physical and Social Site 

Lesson 1: Fingerprints: Evidence of the Individual 
Lesson 2: Reclaiming the Body 

 
Part 2: The Body as Biological Site 

Lesson 3: Microscopic Landscapes 
Lesson 4: Collaborative Bodies 

 
Part 3: Final Project 

Lesson 5: Representing the Body 
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PART 1: THE BODY AS PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL SITE 
 
Lesson 1: Fingerprints: Evidence of the Individual 
Time: One 2-hour class 
 
Big Question: How is the body a physical and social site?  
 
Sub-Questions:  

• How are fingerprints used by law enforcement agencies?  
• How have artists re-presented the image, concept, and uses of the fingerprint?  
• Is the fingerprint capable of representing identity, why or why not? 

 
Overview: 
The fingerprint is perhaps best known as a marker of unique identity.  However, when teens are 
fingerprinted for an immigration card, at the police station, or for welfare identification the fingerprint takes 
on new meaning. These fingerprints become a symbol of surveillance and tracking for the benefit of 
government and law enforcement agencies. These exemplar fingerprints are divorced from the individual 
as they come to represent marginalized and homogeneous identity groups: “immigrant,” “criminal,” or 
“poor person.”  For many teens and adults, being fingerprinted can be an invasive, even humiliating, 
experience.  The artist Hung Liu comments on her experience being tracked and categorized as an 
immigrant in the U.S. through fingerprinted green cards.  In her work Liu re-creates her own green card 
on a grand scale.  She changes details to emphasize the way it flattens its owner - her new green card 
describes an alien bearing the name “Cookie, Fortune.” 
 
In this lesson, students learn how to roll fingerprints for the purpose of creating art as they explore the 
theme of reclaiming this specific representation of bodily identity. Students will look at the work of artists 
like Chuck Close who use the fingerprint as an artist’s unique mark. Students will reflect on the degree to 
which they feel their fingerprint, in artwork or as evidence, is capable of representing them as individuals. 
 
Aim: 
Students will explore the theme of the fingerprint as both a marker of unique identity and a tool co-opted 
by social institutions through the process of making a drawing inspired by their own experiences with and 
ideas about fingerprinting. 
 
Learning Objectives: 

• Students will learn the technique of ‘rolling’ fingerprints used by law and safety organizations in 
order to produce clear, sharp prints. 

• Students will discuss how fingerprints are used by law enforcement and governmental institutions 
to track and categorize individuals, and consider what societal values this process reflects. 

• Students will reflect in writing on the use of fingerprints by law and governmental institutions and 
also by artists using the fingerprint as a form of mark making. 

• Students create their own visual response to the idea of fingerprinting and make additional 
material and compositional choices that strengthen the ideas conveyed in their work. 

 
Materials/Equipment:  
Projector, magnifying glasses / loops, notebook or copy paper for reflections & fingerprints, stamp pads, 
11 x 14 drawing paper, Pencils, (graphite, colored, charcoal), black ink and brushes, sharpeners, erasers, 
paper towels 
 
Artwork/Media:  
Hung Liu, Resident Alien, 1988. Oil on canvas, 60 × 90 in. San Jose Museum of Art 
Ann Hamilton, abc, 1994-1999, video work 
Chuck Close, PHIL/ FINGERPRINT, 2008, Screenprint, 50.5" x 38" 
Juanjo Novella, Spanish Civil War Monument, 2006 
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Riadh Abdi, Spot on the Trace, 2009, china ink on canvas, 120 x 130 cm; Touch on the Trace, 2009, 
china ink on canvas, 120 x 130 cm 
Nigel Poor: Do You Have 30 Seconds and Can You Get Your Finger Dirty?, 2006, paper, ink, digital prints 
Photojournalistic images from first post-Saddam elections in Iraq, 2005 
Examples of fingerprint card, fingerprint scanner, fingerprint types examples 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
When students enter class, ask them to do independent writing and sketching in response to at least 
three of the following questions:  

• What can you tell about a person from their fingerprint? 
• What does your fingerprint represent or mean to you? 
• What is the difference between leaving a fingerprint (on a window for example) and someone 

taking your fingerprints? 
• Who takes fingerprints? Why? How are they used? (by police, hospitals, immigration, schools, 

artists) 
• What issues are tied to how fingerprints are used in society? (privacy, punishment, immigration, 

identity, safety)   
• Have you been fingerprinted or know someone who has?  
• What other personal experiences have you had or stories have you heard in relationship to 

fingerprinting? 
 
Introduction and Discussion 
Ask students to introduce themselves and share one thought from their personal reflections on 
fingerprints. Show the work of artists interested in the fingerprint, and discuss their work and ideas with 
the students. Encourage students to point out specific details or ideas that they find interesting. 
 
Studio Time: Fingerprinting and Mixed Media Drawing 
Demonstrate how to roll fingerprints, and show examples of how to structure a composition based on a 
fingerprint.  Give students time to practice rolling fingerprints and examining their fingerprints under 
magnifying loops.  
 
Ask each student to brainstorm a statement or experience about their own fingerprint or the practice of 
fingerprinting that they want to visualize. Students’ fingerprints provide the medium for large drawings. 
Each student may also incorporate text from their written reflections as a visual element, taking note of 
the visual properties of text: print versus script, scrawl versus meticulous lettering, and so on.  As 
students begin their drawings, meet with students one-on-one and talk about their choice of materials and 
how it relates to their statement or experience. Encourage students to make formal choices that 
strengthen their image. For example, how does crowded or minimal imagery change the way the viewer 
might feel about a landscape of fingerprints. 
 
Critique and Reflection 
After the students have finished their work, show them how to pin the artwork to a classroom wall with T-
pins while allowing some breathing room between images. In a round-robin format, ask students to pick a 
work of art (other than their own) to speak about in critique.  Ask each student to provide one observation, 
one suggestion, and one question for the work of art they choose. Allow the artist to respond to the 
question and then choose the next artwork. Promote productive criticism by asking students to be specific 
about their observations and cite visual evidence to back up their claims. Contribute to critique by 
modeling or re-phrasing if necessary.  Emphasize, too, the importance of kindness as they phrase 
comments that will help their peers grow and create more sophisticated artwork. 
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Assessment of Student Work: 
 
Criteria Yes!! Kinda Not really 
Did the student 
participate in class 
discussions? 

   

Did the student 
thoughtfully reflect in 
writing on concepts 
connected to 
fingerprints? 

   

Did the student create 
an effective drawing 
that reflects an idea or 
experience about 
fingerprints or 
fingerprinting? 

   

Did the student 
participate fully in the 
critique and offer 
constructive feedback 
to their peers? 

   

 
Visual Art Standards:  

• Understanding and applying media, techniques, and processes 
• Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas 
• Understanding the visual arts in relation to history and cultures 
• Reflecting upon and assessing the characteristics and merits of their work and the work of others 
• Making connections between visual arts and other disciplines 
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PART 1: THE BODY AS PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL SITE 
 
Lesson 2: Reclaiming the Body 
Time: Two 2-hour classes 
 
Big Question: How is the body a physical and social site?  
 
Sub-Questions:  

• How is the body represented in media and advertising?  
• How does the media and advertising manipulate our desires and beliefs about beauty and 

success? 
• How can advertisements be re-claimed to reflect alternative messages and meanings?  

 
Overview: 
This lesson opens with Ann Hamilton’s video, abc. In it we see the artist’s finger pressed against the 
screen on which the alphabet is written in wet ink. Her finger slowly rubs away the text. In contrast to the 
previous lesson in which body markings were viewed as measures of individuality, this video introduces 
the concept of erasure: removing information. This lesson focuses on how the media and advertising 
industries employ erasure in order to create a standard of beauty that promotes the sale of their products 
and emphasizes the success of their spokespeople. In retouched images of the body, fingerprints, pores, 
wrinkles and freckles are erased, skin tones are lightened, and the ribs of emaciated models are 
hidden. How can we know how much information has been removed from the bodies we see in the media 
every day?  What messages are embedded in these airbrushed images? 
 
Since the arrival of the Internet and cell phones, advertisers have had the ability to place imagery in front 
of teenagers across the world.  Advertisers cleverly tap into the teenage market by targeting young 
people’s insecurities. The airbrushed bodies featured in ads criticize teenagers’ unique features by 
classifying them as imperfections: deviations from the norm.  As a remedy for these imperfections, these 
ads promote consumerism; they trigger a feeling of need and train teenagers to buy products to help 
them achieve the current standard of beauty. 
 
Artists such as Barbara Kruger, Ellen Gallagher, Poster Boy, and the organization AdBusters speak back 
against the devaluation of bodies that are both beautiful and unique, and against unthinking 
consumerism. These artists manipulate images from advertising in order to alter the intended messages 
and create new meaning. This lesson gives students a similar opportunity to reclaim images of the body 
in advertising and create new messages about the body that resonate with their own lives. 
 
Aim: 
Students will explore the theme of the body as represented by mass media and advertising through the 
process of looking at the works of artists that address the effects of advertising and its use of digital 
technology to manipulate the public and more specifically, teenagers.  Students will then create mixed-
media artworks to express their thoughts on this theme. 
 
Learning Objectives: 

• Students will discuss how representations of the body from media and advertising can manipulate 
our desires and beliefs about beauty and success. 

• Students will learn Photoshop retouching techniques used by the advertising industry. 
• Students will alter an advertisement using layers of collage, painting and drawing on acetate to 

reclaim the ad and make their own statements about the body featured in it. 
 

Materials/Equipment: Projector, Laptop with Photoshop, Pins and clips for critique, graphite pencils, 
erasers, sharpeners, sharpies, glue sticks, scissors, masking tape, x-acto knives, acrylic paint, 
paintbrushes, cups for water, paint palettes, heavy drawing paper, magazines for collage, dress pins, 
magazine ads, prepared acetate 
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Artwork/Media: 
Jesse Epstein: Sex, Lies & Photoshop, documentary film 
Ann Hamilton, abc, 1994-1999, video work 
Barbara Kruger: Your Body is a Battleground and You Are Not Yourself  
Ellen Gallagher: DeLuxe (Mr. Terrific), 2004-2005  
Ad Busters: Escape, Reality, Cocaine, filterforgood.com 
Poster Boy examples from NYC 
Hannah Höch: Cut with the Kitchen Knife Through the First Epoch of the Weimar Beer-Belly Culture, 
1919; The Bride  
Raoul Hausmann: ABCD (Self Portrait), 1923-4 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
Introduction 
Ask students to prepare for class by looking for images of the body in their daily lives.  Encourage 
students to bring these images to class in the form of cell phone photos, printed web pages or magazine 
pages.  Pin these images to a classroom wall for students to view.  Ask students to reflect on the found 
images in their sketchbooks. Questions: 

• Was the assignment challenging or easy? Why? 
• Where did you find your images? Why did you choose them? 
• What caught your eye about these images? What did you notice about the process of finding them? 
• Do you see yourself reflected in any of the images? 
• Do you see your personal values or interests reflected in any of the images? 

 
Retouching Tutorial 
Gather as a group for a brief demonstration of how advertisers retouch photographs of people.  Use a 
laptop with Photoshop hooked up to a projector.  Emphasize the differences between the “before” and 
“after” pictures, and explain the rationale for specific processes like “burning” the whites of the eyes and 
skin tone, and using the brush tool to soften the skin’s surface. 
 
Video & Slideshow 
Introduce the artist Ann Hamilton and her video abc before you show the work. Ask students to think 
about the idea of erasing identity and the process of re-touching images in relationship to previous lesson 
and discussions about mark-making with fingerprints. Ask students to take notes or make sketches while 
they watch to record their observations or ideas. Transition to a slideshow of works by Barbara Kruger, 
Ad Busters and Ellen Gallagher who represent individuals in different ways and re-create advertisements 
that re-frame the airbrushed bodies of pop culture and advertising.  Finally, show a clip from Jesse 
Epstein’s documentary film, Sex, Lies and Photoshop. This short film gives students a behind-the-scene 
view of the decisions that those who re-touch images make as they erase freckles, make composite faces 
and elongate models’ legs.  During the presentation of the two videos and the artist slides, encourage 
students to speak up as they recognize images or encounter a topic that resonates with their own 
experiences.   
 
Group Discussion and Observations  
Invite all students to join the conversation by asking them to share of one of the responses they wrote in 
their sketchbook earlier in the class. Ask them to think about the tutorial, video and slides of artists’ work 
as they consider the changing standards of beauty, self-esteem, truth or the lack of truth in the media, 
and digital technology. Let the students’ interests guide the discussion. 
 
Demonstration & Instructions 
Show the students a studio sample then demonstrate the process of layering acetate over an 
advertisement and adding elements of collage, drawing and painting to obscure and modify areas of the 
ad.  Show students how they can use draw on one side of the acetate with permanent markers and use 
acrylic paint on the other.   
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Show some examples of collages created by the Dada artists Hannah Höch and Raoul Hausmann. Use 
these images to illustrate different ways of using collage to make meaning.  Ask students to consider how 
changes in scale, layering, and different styles of text can change the way the image is read.  How does a 
sentence composed of capital letters feel compared to a sentence composed in script?  
 
Studio Time: Reclaiming an Ad 
Ask students to choose one advertisement that speaks to some of the issues they raised in discussion. 
Meet with students individually to talk about their plans to alter the ads’ meaning.  Student may choose to 
add text from other ads, alter the body with paint or marker, or remove and replace body parts with 
magazine pieces, scissors and glue. 
 
Critique and Reflection 
After the students have finished their work, ask them to partner with another student and exchange their 
advertisements. In pairs, have students answer the following questions about their colleague’s work: 
What is the new message conveyed in this ad? How do you know? What is one suggestion you can give 
to make the image even stronger? Allow the pairs to exchange the answers to the questions for 10 
minutes. Reconvene the full group and T-pin all the advertisements on a wall so students can see 
everyone’s work. For 15 minutes ask for volunteers to share what they talked about in relation to their 
own work and solicit additional comments and suggestions from the group. Not everyone’s work may be 
addressed in this full group conversation but encourage students to volunteer to receive additional 
feedback from the group.  
 
Assessment of Student Work: 
 
Criteria Yes!! Kinda Not Really 
Did the student reflect 
on representations of 
the body in 
advertising and media 
images through 
written reflections and 
group discussion? 

   

Did the student 
effectively alter an 
advertisement to 
reflect their own 
message about the 
body? 

   

Did the student 
participate fully in the 
critique and offer 
constructive feedback 
to their peers?  

   

 
Visual Art Standards: 
• Understanding and applying media, techniques, and processes 
• Using knowledge of structures and functions 
• Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas 
• Understanding the visual arts in relation to history and cultures 
• Reflecting upon and assessing the characteristics and merits of their work and the work of others 
• Making connections between visual arts and other disciplines 
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PART 2: THE BODY AS BIOLOGICAL SITE 
 
Lesson 3: Microscopic Landscapes 
Time: One 2-hour class 
 
Overview: 
Advances in fields such as medical imaging, genome mapping and DNA testing have changed the ways 
in which it is possible to view and understand the body. Bodies can now be typed and classified without 
any reference to personality, actions or location. These medical classifications of the body can now be 
used as proof in legal courts. Medical imaging techniques such as the Scanning Electron Microscope 
(SEM) have placed an abundance of images of the human body into the public realm. Representations of 
the body from an interior, medical science perspective are also readily available through the Internet, 
popular culture and news programming. 
 
Interior landscapes of the body - the texture of lung tissue, the shape of blood cells, the structure of veins 
and capillaries - are becoming part of public knowledge regarding the human body. Many artists tap into 
our culture’s growing awareness of this new molecular, body aesthetic in their work. But along with the 
new aesthetics of these body representations come new concerns. Whose bodies did these images of 
tissues and cells originate from? Whose bodies are being used for medical experimentation? 
Contemporary artists are probing such questions. For example, the artist Anish Kapoor’s sculpture Blood 
Relations presents large red blood cells, each identical to the other and positioned at four corners of a 
messy red box. This work suggests the complex family connections that exist because of blood. How 
much of the body as a whole should these interior elements represent? Do we really understand the 
interior body images we see, and what do we do with this knowledge?  
 
Aim: 
Students will explore the theme of the body represented by medical science by investigating artists whose 
work is either inspired by medical representations of the body or addresses ethical concerns arising from 
advances in scientific medicine. Students will further investigate this theme by creating miniature 
landscapes of the body’s interior. 
 
Learning Objectives: 
• Students will learn about how the body is represented at the cellular level. 
• Students will understand how artists critique and comment on representations of the body by the 

medical industry and medical imaging advancements.  
• Students will use writing and visual imagery to represent their own ideas about how medical imaging 

advancements influence common perceptions of the body and create new potentials for how the 
human body might be used in service of science. 

• Students will create miniature landscapes of the interior of the body using artists’ works and 
microscopic level medical images as references and inspiration. 

 
Materials/Equipment:  
Human cell imagery from the internet, various tones of 3” x 3” charcoal paper, black and white charcoal 
pencils, erasers, red and black thread or embroidery floss, white glue, drawing pencils, black ink and fine 
brushes 
 
Artwork/Media: 
Ivan Amato: Super Vision: A New View of Nature, published by Harry N. Abrams, 2003. 
Images of cellular forms (red blood cells, blood clot and white blood cell, Purkinje neurons in the brain, 
lung cancer cells, skin cancer cells, stereocillia, human egg, surface of alveoli in the lungs)  
Yayoi Kusama: Dots Obsession, 2004. Installation at the Hayward Gallery; Infinity Dots Mirrored Room, 1996.  
Anish Kapoor: Blood Relations, 2006 
Emily Barletta: Center, crocheted yarn and beads, 22 x 23 x 3 inches; Pelt, 2007, crocheted yarn, 51 x 31 
x 2 inches; Plant Sleep, 2007, crocheted yarn, 28 x 17 x 8 in. (http://emilybarletta.com/) 
Olja Stipanovic: Stiches, 2004-8 
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Laura Splan: Blood Scarf, 2002. Chromogenic prints mounted on aluminum, 24 x 20 in.; Gloves, 2009. 
Cosmetic facial peel, mixed media, 1 x 12 x 3.5 in. (http://laurasplan.com/) 
Laura Splan: Reflexive (series), 2004. Blood on watercolor paper, 40 x 40 in. (http://laurasplan.com/) 
Ikuko Iwamoto: Spikyspiky Bowl, 2009; spiky beakers, 2009 (http://www.ikukoi.co.uk/) 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
Introduction 
Email the following questions to students in advance of the class.  Ask them to reflect upon these 
questions in their sketchbooks at home: 

• Have you ever seen medical images of your own body, such as bone or tooth X-rays, MRIs or 
CT scans?  

• How does seeing the body from the inside-out make you feel? 
• Do you consider these kinds of images of the body to be "beautiful?"  Why or why not? 

 
Slideshow & Discussion 
Part I: Scientific Imaging and the Human Body 
Show images of the body produced with Scanning Electron Microscopes (SEM) 

• Beautiful or grotesque? 
Color enhancement and computer generated images 

• Do we really know what our cells look like? 
• What is your perception of space in representations of the body viewed this closely? 
• Do you recognize the body anymore? 

 
Part II: Artist Representations of Body Biology 
How do artists represent the body in order to comment on the medical images that enhance common 
knowledge of the body’s interior and/or on how the human body is used in service of science? 

• Yayoi Kusama - obscures the body with cell-like patterns 
• Anish Kapoor - blood cell imagery used to describe complex family relationships 
• Emily Barletta - knits cellular patterns to record the passage of time during chronic pain 
• Jenny Burkhalter - plays with perception: portraying a sense of vastness in microscopic spaces 
• Olja Stipanovic - investigates the role of the body in shaping communication systems such as 

sign language or body language and how the body is in turn defined by those systems 
• Ikuko Iwamoto - applies cellular forms to everyday objects in order to render them useless 
• Laura Splan - beauty, fragility and the body as a tool: employs her own body in the creation of 

artwork by casting her skin using cosmetic face peel and drawing vascular imagery with her own 
blood 

 
Studio Time: Microscopic Landscapes Project 
Students practice capturing the forms and textures of different human cells by reproducing a small area of 
cell images with black and white charcoal pencils on 3” x 3” squares of toned charcoal paper. 
 
Students then create their own representations of human cells and/or body systems as a collection of 
smaller images that create a whole. Encourage them to focus on a part of the body that interests them 
and imagine what lies beneath the skin. Demonstrate how thread or other alternative materials like hair, 
sugar, dust, etc. can be used to draw (refer back to Olja Stipanovic’s work). Again, working on 3” x 3” 
squares of paper, students may also use pencil, and ink wash. 
 
Homework 
Reflect in writing on at least three of the following handout questions in your sketchbook. Use a 
combination of writing and sketching to form an individual response: 

• What was it like to work so small? Did you concentrate on the idea of drawing the body or on 
creating an abstract image? Why, and how do you think your methods affected the results of 
your drawings? 

• What do medical images of the body tell you about a person? What can they infer or suggest? 
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• How does seeing the body at a molecular level affect your definitions of ‘beauty,’ ‘deformity,’ 
and ‘normalcy?’ 

• Can science be used to explain the differences between people that have traditionally been 
described in social terms such as race or gender? 

• How does the idea of medical implants change how you think about your body? 
• Should organs be bought and sold? 
• Should doctors and scientists have the right to keep body tissues (after surgery or a biopsy for 

example) and use it for research? 
• What are the implications of being able to categorize people based on biological factors while 

obscuring the larger picture of being complex, multi-dimensional, emotional and spiritual 
beings? 

• What are the implications of being able to single out genetic abnormalities in adults? In 
fetuses? 

 
Assessment of Student Work: 
 
Criteria Yes!! Kinda Not Really 
Did the student 
participate fully and 
thoughtfully in class 
discussions? 

   

Did the student create 
a unique miniature 
landscape based on 
microscopic imagery 
and their own artistic 
interpretations of the 
body’s interior? 

   

Did the student write 
thoughtfully, 
acknowledging class 
discussions in 
response to final 
reflection questions 
about body imaging 
and perception? 

   

 
 
Visual Art Standards: 

• Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas 
• Understanding and applying media, techniques, and processes 
• Using knowledge of structures and functions 
• Understanding the visual arts in relation to history and cultures 
• Making connections between visual arts and other disciplines 
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PART 2: THE BODY AS BIOLOGICAL SITE 
 
Lesson 4: Collaborative Bodies 
Time: One 2-hour class 
 
Overview:   
As observed in the previous lesson, Microscopic Landscapes, scientific imaging of the body often depicts 
parts of the whole: tissues, organs, cells and other biological landscapes within the body.  For a scientist 
to get a sense of the entire organism, she would need to synthesize information from these detailed 
images and consider how the parts work together to form a whole.  Similarly, teenagers are constantly 
involved in the process of incorporating representations of the body from varied sources into their own 
evolving understanding of their bodies and by extension, their identities.  An ad from a magazine may 
influence they way they think about costuming while pictures of muscle tissue may affect their ideas on 
exercise or dieting.   
 
Contemporary artists who work in collaboration are effectively dealing with Aristotle’s quote “the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts.” In this lesson, students will engage in an exercise that mirrors how 
diverse representations of the body can be combined to shape new ideas and representations.  More 
specifically, students will examine how their peers’ ideas and images of the body affect their own 
knowledge. By working collaboratively, students will weave their individual ideas into a whole, united 
concept. 
 
Aim:  
Students will explore the idea of collaborative representations of the body through the process of working 
together to create three temporal projects that reflect on topics from past lessons: namely, The Body as a 
Social Site and The Body as a Biological Site. 
 
Learning Objectives: 

• Students will learn how to collaborate effectively and make artwork as a group. 
• Students will understand how images of the body produced by others, including their peers, as 

well as institutions, influence their knowledge and opinions of their own bodies. 
• Students will understand the concept of temporal artwork. 

 
Materials/Equipment: 
Microscopic landscapes from last class, projector, various kinds of string/yarn, additional 3” x 3” squares 
of paper, cloth/butcher paper to cover the tables, cameras for documentation 
 
Artwork/Media: 
Robert and Shana ParkeHarrison: Guardian, 2004; Burn Season 
Illegal Art: To Do List installation, 2006 
Lou Stovall and Jacob Lawrence: Self-Portrait, 1977 and video 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
Slideshow & Discussion 
Compile images by artists who collaborate in different ways. Robert and Shana ParkeHarrison work as 
equal members of a team.  On the other hand, Illegal Art refers to an individual artist who comes up with 
a general model for making art and asks a community like a school or neighborhood to create the work. 
Finally, Lou Stovall and Jacob Lawrence navigate an unbalanced collaborative relationship with grace. 
Stovall and Lawrence work together to reinterpret Lawrence’s oil paintings as silk-screens.   
 
Ask students to think about their experiences working collaboratively in school in any subject. Encourage 
them to consider how these experiences might be reflective (or not) in a collaborative art project. 
 

• Who makes collaborative artwork and why? What are examples that they know about? 
• Can collaboration be a truly democratic process, or does it require a leader?   
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• What are some reasons why a collaborative project might fail? 
• How would you describe a successful collaborative project? 

 
Studio Time: Collaborative Bodies 
Split the class into three groups.  Ask each group to gather around a table and bring the members’ 
biological landscapes from the last class as well as some extra paper squares and yarn or string.   
 
Direct the groups to discuss their ideas from the first three lessons.  Use the following titles as prompts: 
Body as Evidence, Body as Biology, and Body as Beauty. For each lesson, use teasers to refresh the 
students’ memory of the topics covered: 
 
Body as Evidence Prompts: 

• Fingerprints: those given and those taken... 
• Fingerprints left: the artists mark 
• Does the body’s surface reveal or hide identity? 

 
Body as Biology Prompts: 

• Medical implants/transplants: pacemakers, hip replacements, organ transplants 
• Human test subjects: medication research trials, blood banks, DNA analysis 
• Under the lens: parts of the body examined under microscopes, x-rays, CAT scans 
• The whole is more than the sum of its parts 

 
Body as Beauty Prompts: 

• Media, fashion, celebrity, photography, video, TV, Internet, blogs, websites, podcasts, gossip 
magazines 

• Consumerism and the influence of advertising influence 
• Fascination with the self: smart phones, pocket video cameras, point and shoot cameras 
• The human being as an independent thinker or the reasonable decision maker 

 
Give each group 3 large pieces of paper to write down their ideas and responses for each topic. Each 
group should create an idea web that reflects their collective memories, ideas, and reactions for that 
topic. After students share what they learned about each prompt, ask them to create a collective image or 
experience that takes into account the group’s varying ideas and connects what they each shared.  
Students can use the miniature landscape images, string, post-its or other available materials to create 
either a 2 or 3-dimensional collective response. After the groups finish their collaborative artwork, 
encourage them to visit the other groups and talk with them about what they have made.  Then, with input 
from the students, decide how to document the finished work. Have a still or video camera available. 
Finally, have students dismantle the artwork taking care not to harm their biological landscapes and move 
on to the next topic, repeating the process. 
 
Assessment of Student Work: 
 
Criteria Yes!! Kinda Not Really 
Did you collaborate by 
being an effective 
leader and letting 
others lead, as well as 
contributing your 
ideas and listening to 
others? 

   

Did you effectively 
contribute to the 
creation of three 
temporal artworks in 
your group? 
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 Did you contribute to 
the effective 
documentation of the 
artworks you created? 

   

 
Visual Art Standards: 

• Understanding and applying media, techniques, and processes 
• Using knowledge of structures and functions 
• Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas 
• Reflecting upon and assessing the characteristics and merits of their work and the work of 

others 
• Making connections between visual arts and other disciplines 
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PART 3: Final Project 
 
Lesson 5: Representing the Body 
Time: Three 2-hour classes 
 
Overview:  
Adolescence is a time when teens begin to define who they are and where they fit in. Through creatively 
exploring the many layers of meaning our bodies 'wear,' students can begin to form unique ideas about 
the representation of their own body as a more conscious process. During the final weeks of class, 
students will develop their own project as they further investigate the representations of the body that 
resonate with them personally. 
 
Aim:  
Students will explore the theme of imaging the body through the process of making a self-directed project 
in the medium of their choice for exhibition. 
 
Learning Objectives: 

• Students will utilize the diverse representations of the body they encountered in previous 
lessons as they plan and execute a final project. 

• Students will learn how to use critique to improve a work-in-progress. 
• Students will learn how to present their work at a formal exhibition. 

 
Materials/Equipment: 
Laptop and projector, various media chosen by the students 
 
Artwork/Media (selected with particular student interests/ideas in mind): 
Leslie Nichols, Peter Callesen, John Baldessari, Thomas Hohenstein-Flack, Jeff Koons, Medical 
Drawings, Keith Haring, Chuck Close, Fritz Kahn, Steampunk, Lucy Azubuike, Zaneli Muholi, James 
Luna, Katie Grand, Nick Griffin, Cindy Sherman, Bruce Nauman, Scott Daniel Ellison, Gavin Turk, and 
other artworks related to student project ideas. 
 
PROCEDURE 
 
Preparation and Introduction 
Take the students on a tour the exhibition space and introduce the project, including sharing the 
evaluation rubric. Tell students they may create an artwork in any medium and on any topic, provided it 
engages with any of the ideas explored about representations of the body in the previous lessons. 
 Encourage the students to look around the space, consider possible site-specific locations they might 
want to use, and to ask questions. Have students take notes and make sketches in their sketchbooks on 
their initial ideas.  
 
Group Feedback and Slideshow 
When the students have returned to class with some initial thoughts, have them share these ideas in 
small groups. Invite students to provide each other with at least one suggestion and one question that will 
help them develop the work further. Feedback should help students hone their ideas with respect to 
space and time considerations as well as creative expectations - ideas should be based on a critical 
examination of the body, and the concept and technique should be sufficiently challenging for the student. 
Take notes on the students’ desired materials.  
 
Compile a slideshow of images based on the students’ earlier work so that they may reflect on the unit’s 
previous topics and techniques.  Include images from contemporary artists that speak to the topics and 
techniques that came up frequently in the group discussions. Set a deadline for student project plans, and 
ask students to come to the next class ready to work. Try to meet with every student to review their idea 
and fine-tune their plan. 
 
Studio Time: Final Project 
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Divide students into three groups according to their chosen media with the goal of mixing up social 
groups and facilitating “skill shares.”  
 
In these small groups, facilitate a short discussion: 

• Share one reason you're excited about your project and one part of the project that makes you 
feel unsure or worried. 

• Pair up and ask your partner a question about their project. 
• Write two sentences about what you plan to accomplish during this class. 

 
Students should use the rest of class to work. Circulate to provide support, ask questions and help 
students refine their technique and concept. Take notes on student material requests for future classes. 
 
As students work independently on their projects, periodically ask them to do paired or small group in-
process critique formats to share their work in progress. Stress critique as a tool for improving artwork, 
emphasizing the importance of productive comments.  
 
Installation and Exhibition 
Involve students in the installation of the work as much as possible with respect to time and space 
constraints.  Ask students to reflect on the ways they hope visitors will experience the artwork in the 
gallery space. Publicize the exhibition and encourage families, members of the school community and the 
students’ friends to attend. 
  
Assessment of Student Work: 
 
Criteria Yes!! Kinda Not Really 
Does your project 
address or talk back 
to representations of 
the body as a social 
or medical site? 

   

Does your project 
reflect personal ideas 
about how the body is 
or should be 
represented? 

   

Did you use in-
process critiques as a 
way to improve your 
work? 

   

Did you contribute to 
in-process critiques to 
support the work of 
your peers? 

   

Did you consider and 
effectively plan for the 
installation of your 
work in the gallery 
space? 

   

 
Visual Art Standards: 

• Understanding and applying media, techniques, and processes 
• Using knowledge of structures and functions 
• Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols, and ideas 
• Reflecting upon and assessing the characteristics and merits of their work and the work of 

others 



Unit: Imaging the Human Body 

 16 

ARTWORK/MEDIA 
 
PART 1: THE BODY AS PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL SITE 
Lesson 1: Fingerprints: Evidence of the Individual 
 
 

   
Hung Liu: Resident Alien, 1988. Oil on canvas, 
60 × 90 in. San Jose Museum of Art 
 

  
 
Ann Hamilton: abc, 1994-1999, video work 
 

 
Chuck Close: PHIL/ FINGERPRINT, 2008, 
Screenprint, 50.5 x 38 in. 
 

 

Juanjo Novella: Spanish Civil War Monument, 
2006 
 

  
Riadh Abdi: Spot on the Trace, 2009, china ink 
on canvas, 120 x 130 cm; Touch on the Trace, 
2009, china ink on canvas, 120 x 130 cm 
 

 

 
Nigel Poor: Do You Have 30 Seconds and Can 
You Get Your Finger Dirty?, 2006, paper, ink, 
digital prints 
 
 
Photojournalistic images taken after the first 
post-Saddam elections in Iraq, 2005 
 
Example of a fingerprint card, fingerprint 
scanner, and fingerprint type examples
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ARTWORK/MEDIA 
 
PART 1: THE BODY AS PHYSICAL AND SOCIAL SITE 
Lesson 2: Reclaiming the Body 
 
 
Jesse Epstein: Sex, Lies & Photoshop, 
documentary film  
 

  
abc, video by Ann Hamilton 
(http://youtu.be/zHl3qaZ8OU0) 
 

    
 
Barbara Kruger: Untitled (Your Body is a 
Battleground), 1989. Photographic silkscreen on 
vinyl, 112 x 112 in.; You Are Not Yourself, 1989. 
Photo collage, 182.9 x 121.9 cm. 
 

    
Ellen Gallagher: DeLuxe (Mr. Terrific), 2004-
2005. Aquatint, photogravure and plasticine. 
 

    
Ad Busters: Escape, Reality 
 

 
 
 

    
Poster Boy examples from NYC 
 

   
Hannah Höch: Cut with the Kitchen Knife Through 
the First Epoch of the Weimar Beer-Belly Culture, 
1919. Photomontage, 44-7/8 x 35-9/16 in.; The 
Bride, 1933, photomontage with collage elements, 
7-7/8 x 7 3/4 in.  
 

 
Raoul Hausmann: ABCD (Self Portrait), 1923-4. 
Photomontage, 16 x 11.1 in. 
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ARTWORK/MEDIA 
 
PART 2: THE BODY AS BIOLOGICAL SITE 
Lesson 3: Microscopic Landscapes 
 
 
Ivan Amato: Super Vision: A New View of 
Nature, published by Harry N. Abrams, 2003. 
 

     
Images of cellular forms (red blood cells, blood 
clot and white blood cell, Purkinje neurons in the 
brain, lung cancer cells, skin cancer cells, 
stereocillia, human egg, surface of alveoli in the 
lungs)  
 

   

 
Yayoi Kusama, Dots Obsession, 2004. 
Installation at the Hayward Gallery; Infinity Dots 
Mirrored Room, 1996.  
 

 
Anish Kapoor (in collaboration with Salman 
Rushdie), Blood Relations, 2006 
 

 
Emily Barletta, Center, crocheted yarn and 
beads, 22 x 23 x 3 inches; Pelt, 2007, crocheted 
yarn, 51 x 31 x 2 inches; Plant Sleep, 2007, 
crocheted yarn, 28 x 17 x 8 in. 
(http://emilybarletta.com/) 
 

    
Olja Stipanovic, Stiches, 2004-8 
 

 
Laura Splan, Blood Scarf, 2002. Chromogenic 
prints mounted on aluminum, 24 x 20 in.; 
Gloves, 2009. Cosmetic facial peel, mixed 
media, 1 x 12 x 3.5 in. (http://laurasplan.com/) 
 

      
Laura Splan, Reflexive (series), 2004. Blood 
on watercolor paper, 40 x 40 in. 
(http://laurasplan.com/) 
 

    
Ikuko Iwamoto: Spikyspiky Bowl, 2009; spiky 
beakers, 2009 (http://www.ikukoi.co.uk/)
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ARTWORK/MEDIA 
 
PART 2: THE BODY AS BIOLOGICAL SITE 
Lesson 4: Collaborative Bodies 
 
 

 
Robert and Shana ParkeHarrison: Guardian, 2004; Burn Season (http://www.parkeharrison.com/) 
 

 
Illegal Art: To Do List installation, 2006 
 

   
Lou Stovall and Jacob Lawrence: Self-Portrait, 1977. Gouache and tempera on paper, 23 x 31 in; The 
Migration of the Negro, panel 13, 1940-41. Casein tempera on hardboard, 12 x 18 in. 
(http://whitney.org/www/jacoblawrence/index.html) 
 
YouTube video on silkscreen artist Lou Stovall: http://youtu.be/wIczaNoSSCA 
 
 


