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GRADE LEVEL:  High School. 

 

TIMELINE:  One 50-minute class period (minimum).  Two would be ideal.  This lesson could 

be extended into a longer lesson using block or screen printing. 

 

DESCRIPTION:  The contemporary artist Robert Gober gives a new, subversive meaning to 

wallpaper by using it in his Untitled installation at the Modern Wing at the Art Institute of 

Chicago.  He juxtaposes the image of a black man being lynched next to the image of white man 

sleeping in a repeating pattern that covers the walls of a large exhibition space.  His installation 

turns the racist history that makes up America’s cultural background into a visual background for 

visitors to this space.  Students will consider how to make their cultural background as 

Americans visible by using Gober’s wallpaper form to similarly juxtapose and repeat contrasting 

images.  They will select two images from the mainstream news media that contrast 

conceptually.  They will then edit, modify, and repeat the images in black and white (Sharpie 

marker on white tracing paper), considering how to contrast visual elements in order to create 

maximum conceptual impact.   

 

OBJECTIVES: 

(1) Students will demonstrate the ability to select images that have a clear conceptual contrast.  

[27.A.4b] 

(2) Students will demonstrate the ability to edit and crop their images to appropriately convey the 

essential visual elements of their concept. [25.A.5] 

(3) Students will demonstrate an understanding of how contrast (light vs. dark and line vs. 

shape), repetition, and careful placement of images are used to visually strengthen their concept. 

[26.A.4e]  

 

STATE GOALS: 

27.  Understand the role of the arts in civilizations, past and present. 

27.A.  Understand how the arts shape and reflect history, society and everyday life.   

  
 
 

 Taking a closer look at our  

  VISUAL & CULTURAL  
  BACKGROUNDS 

 
Looking the artwork of   

ROBERT GOBER 



27.A.4b   Analyze how the arts are used to inform and persuade through traditional and 

contemporary art forms. 

 

25.  Know the language of the arts. 

25.A.  Understand the sensory elements, organizational principles and expressive qualities of the 

arts. 

25.A.5.  Analyze and evaluate student and professional works for how aesthetic qualities are 

used to convey intent, expressive ideas and/or meaning. 

 

26.  Through creating and performing, understand how works of art are produced. 

26.A.  Understand processes, traditional tools and modern technologies used in the arts. 

26.A.4e.  Analyze and evaluate how tools/technologies and processes combine to convey 

meaning. 

 

ACTIVITIES: 

 

Measure Prior Knowledge:  The teacher will introduce herself and explain that, as an art 

education student, her (and her classmates’) assignment was to create a lesson plan based on a 

piece at the Art Institute’s new modern wing.  She will ask the students if they have ever been 

there and, if so, if they remember a piece by Robert Gober.  If so, they will be given a chance 

later (after the PPT presentation) to talk about their experience of the exhibit.   

 

Procedure: 

• The teacher will show the PPT presentation to students as 2 sets of printouts (so that students 

don’t look ahead and see the up-close example of Grober’s wallpaper before looking at the 

slides leading up to it).   

• In the context of the first portion of the PPT, students will discuss the function of 

conventional wallpaper in everyday life, the idea behind using wallpaper as art, the way 

people interact with this art form, and possibilities of what the forms in Gober’s piece could 

be (at this point, the images are unrecognizable, so the discussion will be more about form 

and pattern).  See PPT presentation printout for specific discussion questions/flow.  

•  In the second portion of the PPT, the disturbing imagery in the wallpaper becomes visible.  

Students will be asked to react to the imagery and discuss the artist’s intentions in showing 

this imagery in the format he did.   

• At this time, the teacher will assess students’ prior knowledge on the topic of lynching by 

asking whether this is a topic they are familiar with through American history courses, 

literature, oral history, etc.  She will also share some information on the topic from the book 

On the Courthouse Lawn:  Confronting the Legacy of Lynching in the Twenty-first Century: -

There were nearly 5,000 lynchings in America between 1890 and 1960.   

The author of this book is a lawyer who has investigated many lynching cases and was 

surprised by the vivid memories blacks had of these events while white people who 

participated in, witnessed, or were aware of the lynchings had erased such memories.  

If there is a time for a more in-depth discussion, the teacher may bring up the 1955 

Emmett Till incident and the 1999 Matthew Shepard incident to help activate prior 

knowledge or discuss well-known examples.   



• After this discussion, the teacher will ask if and how the wallpaper format is effective in 

conveying the artist’s intended message.  The ideas of contrast, juxtaposition, and 

repetition will be introduced, both in a conceptual and visual sense.  Students will also look 

at the artist’s own words about his own work.  See PPT presentation printout for specific 

discussion questions/flow. 

• The teacher will then talk about how current newspapers often contain powerfully contrasting 

images that represent our day-to-day cultural background.   

• She will show her exemplar and the images from the newspaper that she drew from.  She will 

explain the process she used in selecting the two images:  (1) selection of a first image that is 

powerful and eye-catching (2)  reflection about what that image represents specifically and 

then the larger ideas that it symbolizes (i.e. poverty, loss, sadness), (3) thinking of that idea’s 

opposite, & (4) looking for images that symbolize that second, opposite idea (i.e. 

sumptuousness, carefree-ness, happiness). 

• She will then explain the process used to create the exemplar:  (1) selecting the essential 

elements of the image to emphasize (2) cropping down the size & eliminating certain items 

in the background that are distracting, & (3) simplifying certain areas by seeing the key 

shapes and lines that make up the image.   

• Lastly, the teacher will explain how adding dark/light and black/white contrast between the 

two drawings will make more visual impact.   

• The students will leaf through newspapers, encouraged to choose and cut out their first image 

relatively quickly, boil it down to what it represents, and then search for a second image that 

represents the opposite of this first image. 

• Once two images are chosen, students will use thin and thick Sharpie markers to outline and 

color in key shapes directly on the newspaper.   

• Once they are satisfied, they will begin tracing them in a repeated pattern onto a sheet of 

tracing paper, paying attention to how the images interact with each other on the page.  They 

will be asked to repeat each image at least twice, if not more, on the page.   

• Students more confident in their drawing skills will be encouraged to free-draw based loosely 

on the newspaper imagery and may use a pencil to sketch before using Sharpie. 

 

Materials:   

• Tracing paper, 8.5”x11”  

• Large selection of local/national newspapers 

• Scissors 

• Black Sharpie markers (thin & thick) 

• PPT handouts (3 packets of each) 

• Visual vocabulary sheet (attached) 

• Book:  Ifill, Sherrilyn A. On the Courthouse lawn: confronting the legacy of lynching in the 

twenty-first century.  Boston : Beacon Press, c2007. 

 

New Vocabulary/Concepts:   

• Repetition:  The same elements reappearing in an artwork over and over again. 

• Juxtaposition:  Two different images side by side.   

• Contrast:  Opposites, on a conceptual level (poor vs. rich) or a visual level (light vs. dark) 



VISUAL CULTURE /ANNOTATED IMAGES  

• See attached PPT printout 

 

MEASURING STUDENT OUTCOME 

 

Criteria 4: Developed 3: Sufficient 2:  Emerging 1: Beginning 

Content: 

Selection of 

Images 

 

Images selected 

from newspaper 

show excellent 

contrast in terms 

of concept/ 

content and 

evidence of a 

highly 

sophisticated 

thought process 

Images selected 

from newspaper 

show good 

contrast in terms 

of concept/ 

content and 

evidence of a 

sophisticated 

thought process 

Images selected 

from newspaper 

show some 

contrast in terms 

of concept/ 

content and show 

some evidence of 

a thought process 

Images selected 

from newspaper 

show little to no 

contrast in terms 

of concept/ 

content and little 

to no evidence of 

a thought process 

Form/Media: 

Contrast & 

Repetition 

 

 

Final piece shows 

very strong use of 

black/white 

contrast & 

excellent use of 

both line and 

shape. The 2 

images are 

repeated at least 

twice on the page. 

Final piece 

shows good use 

of black/white 

contrast & good 

use of both line 

and shape. The 2 

images are 

repeated at least 

twice on the 

page. 

Final piece 

makes use of 

some black/white 

contrast & some 

use of both line 

and shape. The 2 

images are 

repeated fewer 

than twice on the 

page. 

Final piece 

makes little to no 

use of 

black/white 

contrast & does 

not use both line 

and shape. The 2 

images are 

repeated fewer 

than twice on the 

page. 

Form: 

Image 

Placement 

& 

Cropping 

Final piece shows 

very thoughtful 

editing and 

cropping by 

student.  The 

images are 

juxtaposed on the 

page in a visually 

striking way.  

Final piece 

shows good 

editing and 

cropping by 

student.  The 

images are 

juxtaposed in an 

interesting way. 

Final piece 

shows some 

editing and 

cropping by 

student.  Some 

attention is paid 

to the 

juxtaposition of 

the images. 

Final piece 

shows little to 

not editing and 

cropping from 

original images.  

Little to no 

attention is paid 

to the 

juxtaposition of 

the images. 

 

 

  

Exhibition:  A collective swath of wallpaper will be created by combining student examples into 

one large sheet to be hung somewhere in the school.  Student-generated wallpaper will be 

accompanied by a short explanation that students examined their visual and cultural 

backgrounds, inspired by the work of contemporary artist, Robert Gober.  Alternately, a book of 

wallpaper “samples” can be created so that each work has its own page. 



BIBLIOGRAPHY: 

• Images were taken from http://www.artic.edu/aic/collections/artwork/192689 or personbally 

photographed at the AIC. 

• Ifill, Sherrilyn A. On the Courthouse lawn: confronting the legacy of lynching in the twenty-

first century.  Boston : Beacon Press, c2007 


