
EDUCATION GUIDE
Collecting and Curating Meaning-filled Objects

“I’m not particularly interested in just showing pretty things. I want the work to have a story. I want the 
artist, through the work, to tell a story. I would like there to be some message or some goal to share 
with people this totally different way of life, of living with art. “   – Forrest L. Merrill

LESSON OVERVIEW 

In this lesson, students consider the human tendency to collect objects that have meaning to us. They meet 
Forrest L. Merrill, a long-time collector of vessels made of wood, metal, glass, fiber, and clay. They learn 
how Mr. Merrill has spent his life collecting these hand-crafted objects and developing friendships with 
the artists who make them. In a segment of the Craft in America episode VISIONARIES, students hear 
the collector talk about what is important to him in the objects he collects—what he looks for when he 
considers adding a new object to his collection. Students are asked to think about their own collections 
and collections that their friends or family members have. As they consider the idea of collecting, they 
learn how collectors tend to organize and display their collections. While viewing VISIONARIES, students 
briefly meet Michele Ellis Pracy, Fresno Art Museum curator, who is curating an exhibition of work by 
fiber artist, Kay Sekimachi. Students spend time considering Ms. Sekimachi’s Leaf Bowls—how they are 
made and the message or story they convey—and they also learn about the role of a curator. Students 
work individually or in small groups to curate an exhibition of a collection of their choosing. They must 
provide a rationale for the inclusion of each of the artworks or objects. They must also create an exhibi-
tion plan—a diagram or drawing of the exhibition space and the pathway to be followed by visitors to 
the exhibition—accompanied by a “vision statement,” in which they outline the message or story that the 
exhibition conveys. 

Grade Level: 7–12

Estimated Time: Three to four 45 minute class periods

Craft In America Theme/Episode: VISIONARIES

Background Information

Collector Forrest L. Merrill has a deep appreciation for all manner of hand-wrought 
vessels of wood, metal, glass, fiber, and clay, as well as for the exceptional artists 
who create them. But even more important are the personal relationships he forges 
with these artists and his desire to share his unique collection with a public for whom 
art education and exposure to art is disappearing. Inspired in 1950 by a high school 
art teacher, his first purchase was a glass bowl by Glen Lukens, a pioneer in studio 
crafts. Right then, a collector was born. Merrill’s collection, based in Berkeley, CA, is 
one of the largest and most important of its kind in the world, containing pieces that 
span the arcs of entire careers of major artists of the 20th and 21st centuries.
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Key Concepts
• Human beings often collect things, and when we do, we tend to store, care for, produce an inventory, 
   and display the collection for others to see and appreciate.
• Collectors and curators consider various techniques, methods, venues, and criteria when interpreting, 
   selecting, and curating artworks and objects for a viewing audience.
• Artworks and objects collected, preserved, or presented by collectors and curators communicate 
   meaning and often tell a story of personal, social, or cultural significance. 
• People gain insights into meanings of artworks and objects by engaging in careful description 
   and interpretation. 

Critical Questions
• Why do people collect?
• How do collectors organize and display their collections?
• What is involved in curating an exhibition?

Objectives
Students will:
• Understand that people often collect artworks and objects that alone and collectively have meaning 
   and tell a story. 
• Speculate about why people collect artworks and other objects. 
• Curate an exhibition of artworks or other objects by choosing artworks/objects that are to be 
   displayed, deciding where and how they will be displayed, and providing a vision statement to 
   explain the curatorial choices made. 
• Create a two-dimensional exhibition plan indicating the placement of objects and viewers’ pathway 
   through the exhibition. 

Vocabulary
Collector, Curator, Exhibition, Wall Text, Interpretive Label, Vitrine, Installation

Interdisciplinary Connection
While the work in this lesson begins with collecting and curating artworks, the concepts having to do with 
how humans collect objects that have meaning to them or to their community extend beyond visual art to 
other subject areas. Curatorial practice is basically the same, even when the objects collected and the 
ideas conveyed through the display of the objects are different. Students easily might collect and curate 
objects having to do with history, science, mathematics, and foreign languages, for example. There are 
several opportunities in this lesson to practice and refine writing, in the creation of a vision statement, 
certainly, but also in the rationales provided for objects in the collection and the interpretive labels that 
will accompany the objects in the exhibition.
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Kay Sekimachi is a fiber artist and weaver, known as a “weaver’s weaver” for 
her unusual use of the loom in constructing three-dimensional sculptural pieces. 
She is recognized as a pioneer in the resurrection of fiber and weaving as 
a legitimate means of artistic expression. In the early 1970s, she used nylon 
monofilament to create hanging quadruple tubular woven forms in an  
exploration of space, transparency, and movement. Sekimachi’s primary 
sources of inspiration are the shapes, forms and natural colors gleaned from 
her Japanese heritage. She attended the California College of Arts and Crafts, 
where she studied with Trude Guermonprez, and at Haystack Mountain 
School of Crafts, where she studied with Jack Lenor Larsen.
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National Standards for Visual Arts Education
This lesson addresses the following standards. The performance standards listed here are directly related 
to the lesson’s goals. 
• Anchor Standard #4. Select, analyze and interpret artistic work for presentation.
   VA:Pr4.1.8a, VA:Pr4.1.Ia, VA:Pr4.1.IIIa
• Anchor Standard #6. Convey meaning through the presentation of artistic work.
   VA:Pr6.1.8a, VA:Pr6.1.IIIa 
• Anchor Standard #8. Interpret intent and meaning in artistic work.
   VA:Re8.1.8a, VA:Re8.1.Ia, 
• Anchor Standard #11. Relate artistic ideas and works with societal, cultural, and historical context to 
   deepen understanding.
   VA:Cn11.1.8a

Resources and Materials for Teaching

Resources
• Craft in America VISIONARIES episode viewable online at www.craftinamerica.org/episodes/visionaries 
• American Craft Council article about Forrest L. Merrill, his collections and his reasons for collecting. 
   Also features an image of his collection of leaf vessels created by Kay Sekimachi and displayed 
   together on a bookshelf: craftcouncil.org/magazine/article/collector-cause
• Images of Kay Sekimachi’s Leaf Bowls in an exhibition at the Bellevue Arts Museum: 
   bellevuearts.org/exhibitions/past/in-the-realm-of-nature
• Students may visit exhibitions on Craft in America’s website to select objects for their own exhibitions: 
   www.craftinamerica.org/objects and www.craftinamerica.org/objects-material
• Students will be asked to visit Craft in America’s website to analyze how artworks are displayed: 
   A Nation of Makers: www.craftinamerica.org/objects/a-nation-of-makers
   Art and Other Tactics: Contemporary Craft by Artist Veterans (Vietnam War - Present): 
   www.craftinamerica.org/objects/art-and-other-tactics-contemporary-craft-by-artist-veterans
   Art and Other Tactics: Contemporary Craft by Artist Veterans (WWII – Present): 
   www.craftinamerica.org/objects/art-and-other-tactics-sfmcd
• A Google image search for “exhibition design plans” or “exhibition design models” will result in an 
   array of examples of plans and models for exhibitions for students to examine. 
• Students may be interested in seeing the following video clip from a CBS Sunday Morning episode 
   featuring a Washing Machine Museum and the collector who is its creator:
   cbs.com/shows/cbs-sunday-morning/video/lGWN2o8PME3M5SMnbCpynYQaAJFF3Qv9/a-washing-machine-museum
• For students who wish to learn more about the work of a museum curator, the following videos  
   showcase curators who talk about their work: 
   youtu.be/Hix5aMZvMQ8 and youtu.be/4qCDSPe2-uc
• In this video from the PBS series, The Art Assignment, students will learn about curatorial practice in 
   general, not only in museums: youtu.be/GMZVUtUhNwo

Worksheets
• Exploring Exhibitions
• Collection Inventory
• Planning an Exhibition

Materials
• Drawing paper 11 x 17 or 17 x 22
• Pencils, Markers
• Foam board or cardboard for use in creating (optional) three-dimensional exhibition models
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INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES

Ask students if they now have or if they have ever had a collection of any sort. Perhaps they know some-
one—a family member or a friend—who collects something. Remind them that people collect all kinds of 
things, everything from rubber ducks to comic books, bottle caps to Pokemon cards, baseball cards to 
teddy bears, Barbie dolls to transformers. Some people collect rocks, shells or sea glass. Invite students to 
share what they or someone they know collects. 

As you discuss collections, ask students to think about why it is that people collect things. Have them  
consider further how people choose something to collect. Elicit from students that people tend to like  
whatever it is they collect. They tend to be drawn to the objects they collect, perhaps because of the way 
they look, perhaps because they have special meaning in their lives, or perhaps because they have  
access to these particular objects. Explore a range of reasons why people have collections. 
 
Suggest that people organize, care for, and display their collections in different ways. Here again ask 
student to recall collectors they know and their respective collections. Where are these collections kept? 
Some people store collections in shoeboxes or other containers. Some people store the collection as a 
display on shelves or tabletops. Occasionally an entire room or building is devoted to a collection. Much 
depends on the collection—what is collected, the size of the objects collected, the number of objects 
within the collection, and so on. Collectors also tend to organize their collections. Have students share 
how collections they know about are organized. Are there categories and subcategories within the  
collection? Again, depending on the collection, objects might be grouped together according to their  
history, function, or appearance, for example. 

This should be a lively discussion in which students are invited to recall collections they have had or have 
seen and to think about them in new ways. Students should recognize that many of us collect something, 
and when we do, we tend to store, care for, produce an inventory, and display the collection for others to 
see and appreciate.

Explain that for the next few class periods students will be thinking more about collecting and collections. 
They will be introduced to one collector, but they should also consider collectors and collections they 
know about. They also will be introduced to a curator—a person who takes care of collections and who 
plans exhibitions to showcase collections. Tell students that they will have the opportunity to think like a 
collector as well as a curator, as they “collect” artworks or other objects and then plan an exhibition of 
the collection. Post the critical questions for the lesson and explain that as they work together to learn 
more about collecting and curating, they should be able to discuss the following critical questions:
• Why do people collect?
• How do collectors organize and display their collections?
• What is involved in curating an exhibition?

Before Viewing
Tell students that in the video segment they are about to see, they will meet Forrest L. Merrill, a man who 
began collecting artworks when he was in high school. His collection has grown over the years and 
includes artworks created by many different artists, but in this video they mostly will learn about his col-
lection of artworks by the artist, Kay Sekimachi. The segment opens with Michele Ellis Pracy, a curator 
with the Fresno Art Museum, claiming, “Kay Sekimachi is a visionary.” As a curator, Ms. Pracy selects, 
interprets and presents objects in an exhibition. In this case, she is responsible for selecting and exhibit-
ing artworks created by the artist Kay Sekimachi for an upcoming exhibition of her work. We will see her 
talking with Forrest L. Merrill because the exhibition will include many of Sekimachi’s artworks borrowed 
from his collection.
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As they watch the video have students consider the following: 
• What kinds of artworks does Forrest L. Merrill collect? 
• What does Forrest L. Merrill value or look for in the artworks he collects? 
 
Watch Forrest’s segment beginning at 31:03 to 38:00 at www.craftinamerica.org/episodes/visionaries.

After Viewing
Discuss the video. Ask students to share their immediate response; what resonated with them. Refer to the 
questions that students were asked to consider along with others listed here.  

Discussion
• What kinds of artworks does Forrest L. Merrill collect? (handcrafted items such as weavings and pots)
• What does Forrest L. Merrill value or look for in the artworks he collects? (he wants the artworks to tell 
   a story or provide a message of some sort)
• What do you now know that you didn’t know before watching the segment? (answers will vary)
• If you were to meet Forrest L. Merrill, what questions would you ask him? (answers will vary)
• Remind students that the video segment began with comments by the curator Michele Ellis Pracy. 
   Explain that the term, curator, has its origins in the Latin word, curare, meaning “to watch over,  
   attend.” What do you think a curator does? (A curator is responsible for the care and maintenance of a 
   collection, such as a collection in a museum, zoo, or other place of exhibit. Curators also plan 
   exhibitions of collections.)
• What do students think a curator would need to know in order to do the job? What questions does she 
   or he need to ask? Explain that curators care for and maintain collections; they also select, interpret 
   and present objects from the collection for others to see and appreciate. Curators need to know a lot 
   about the objects in the collection, including their origins, significance and meaning. In creating an 
   exhibition, curators need to consider the audience who will see the exhibition, which objects to exhibit, 
   how the objects should be arranged in the exhibition, what they would like the audience to do and 
   think about as they view the exhibition—the story or message they wish to provide for the audience,  
   and how they will convey the story or message by the way they arrange the objects. See Resources for 
   links to more about curators and their work. 
• The curator Michele Ellis Pracy said, “I love visionaries because they take us forward.” Using this as a 
   way of thinking about visionaries, how is Forrest L. Merrill a “visionary?” What is he “taking forward” 
   by collecting artworks and sharing them with so many audiences? (answers will vary) 

Before Viewing 
In order for students to appreciate how objects in a collection have meaning, provide them an opportu-
nity to carefully view and interpret Kay Sekimachi’s Leaf Bowls. View the segment on Kay Sekimachi in 
which she demonstrates making her Leaf Bowls. 

Watch Kay Sekimachi’s segment on Leaf Bowls beginning at 25:10 to 26:39 at 
www.craftinamerica.org/episodes/visionaries.

After Viewing
Review the process the artist uses to create the Leaf Bowls. Make sure that students realize that these are 
real leaves that have been soaked overnight and then are dried around a mold. So that students might 
look more carefully, project an image (or provide students with photocopies) of one or more of these 
bowls. Remind students that Forrest L. Merrill collects this artist’s work and that he has several of her Leaf 
Bowls in his collection. Remind them also that he says he is not simply interested in beautiful objects; he 
is interested in objects that tell a story or convey a message. Have students describe and discuss the story 
or message conveyed by Sekimachi’s Leaf Bowls. 
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Discussion
• Imagine you had to describe this object to someone who could not see it. What words would you use? 
   What does it look like? (a bowl, but with holes) What materials do you see? (wood, fibers) How are 
   they arranged? (Leaf shapes are next to each other or overlapping) 
• What adjectives come to mind? (light, delicate, fragile, lacy, soft, translucent, etc.) 
• What story is being told by these objects? (story of transformation, story of change, etc.)
• What message might they convey? (For example: Nature can be fragile and strong at the same time. 
   Natural objects have beauty even as they change form. Natural objects are both simple and complex.)
• Introduce metaphor—a figure of speech in which one thing is seen as or presented as something else.  
   Remind students that it is sometimes useful to use metaphor when thinking about artworks. In this case 
   we would be thinking of Kay Sekimachi’s Leaf Bowls as something else. A skeleton, memory, lace, or 
   a vessel, for example. 

Introduce the Collecting and Curating Project
Explain that students will assume the roles of both collector and curator as they gather artworks/objects—
digital or actual—to form a collection, attending to the meanings that these artworks/objects have or the 
story they tell. They then will “curate” an exhibition of these artworks/objects, imagining and planning 
the space for displaying them, determining how the audience will encounter and perceive the objects 
as they plan the “pathway” for viewing, and provide a vision (message, story, perspective) for the 
exhibition. Students may work alone or in small groups to complete the project. Explain that the 
Collecting and Curating Project consists of four main tasks: 
• Choosing a collection
• Exploring exhibitions: How are artworks/objects displayed? 
• Planning an exhibition
• Presenting and reflecting upon the exhibition plan

Choosing a Collection
Have students work alone or in small groups on this project. They first will need to decide upon which of 
the following collection options they will choose as their focus. 
• Option 1: Building on the Leaf Bowl. 
   Create an exhibition of Kay Sekimachi’s Leaf Bowl and other objects made by this or other artists, for a 
   maximum number of 10 objects, chosen from the Craft In America site. (See Resources for links.)
• Option 2: Showcasing an existing collection.
   Create an exhibition of your own personal collection of five to ten objects. These may be shells, buttons, 
   pottery pieces, or other objects that you have joined together as a collection.
• Option 3: Creating an exhibit as a self (or group) portrait.
   Create an exhibition of five to ten objects that represent who you are and what you care about.

For each option, students should complete the worksheet, Collection Inventory, to complete a record of 
their collection and state why they have selected each object for the collection. 
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Exploring Exhibitions: How are artworks/objects displayed?
Explain that before they create their plan for working alone or in small groups, students need to complete 
the worksheet, Exploring Exhibitions: How are Artworks Displayed?, to find out how a gallery space can 
be used to display artworks/objects in an exhibition. The worksheet is designed as a “scavenger hunt” 
in which the students explore three different Craft In America traveling exhibitions to find examples that 
match the description in the list found on the worksheet.

Planning an Exhibition
Explain that the students will plan an exhibition of a specific collection for this project (see options 1–3). 
Have students first examine examples of such plans through an image search for “exhibition plans.” The 
results of the search will show plans that in many cases are far more detailed than what the students will 
eventually create, but these examples do show different ways to indicate the overall shape of the space, 
how the space can be divided by portable walls, and how shelving and pedestals might be indicated in 
such a plan. 

Students will complete a worksheet, Planning an Exhibition, in which they indicate the shape of the  
gallery space and specify the following: 
• The placement of portable/temporary walls, if they choose to use them to divide the large gallery 
   space into smaller spaces. 
• The entrance and exit of the space, including the intended “pathway” for visitors. 
• Where specific artworks/objects will be displayed, including shelves of various sizes or shapes, 
   pedestals (tall or floor level), ceiling treatments, and walls.
• How and where various kinds of information will be presented; for example, as wall text and/or 
   interpretive labels. 

The worksheet also prompts students to compose a “vision statement” including what they wish the 
audience to experience and learn from the exhibition, and a label for each object. 

Creating a Three-Dimensional Model Exhibition (optional)
Note that some students may wish to create a three-dimensional model of their exhibition that follows the 
specifications of their two-dimensional plan. A Google image search for “exhibition design models” will 
result in an array of examples of three-dimensional models for exhibitions for students to examine. Many 
of these models are made with foam board, which would be an appropriate material for students to use. 
They also might use cardboard or wood scraps or a combination of various materials to create a model 
exhibition space for showcasing their collection. 
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CLOSING STRATEGIES
Presenting and Reflecting Upon the Exhibition Plan 

Reflection 
Have students present their completed exhibition plans to the large class or in smaller groups. First, 
students should share their vision for the exhibition, stating the theme or ideas that the exhibition addresses 
—the message or story that the exhibition conveys. Second, students should point to and explain the flow 
of visitor traffic, noting what objects the visitor would encounter and how each object is displayed.  
Suggest that those who are the audience for such presentations ask clarifying questions and make a  
point to commend the student curators for aspects of the plan that they believe are especially well done. 

In a sketchbook or research journal, have students reflect upon their completed work. Provide the 
following prompts: 
• What I liked best about curating the exhibition: 
• What I learned about collecting and collections by this project: 
• It is important for an exhibition to be based on a vision because: 
• Whenever I get the chance to go to an exhibition (in a museum or gallery, for example), I will be 
   especially interested in seeing:

Optional: Teachers might opt to provide the above questions for students to address in their sketchbooks 
as an overnight assignment. This works well with high school. After students answer the questions on their 
own and bring them to class, have them open their sketchbooks for their classmates to read. A shared 
electronic document also can be posted by teacher and students can contribute their answers.

Assessment: 
In discussions with the class and with individual students throughout the lesson, by examining the 
students’ worksheets, by witnessing the students’ exhibition plans, and by reviewing the students’ 
sketchbook/journal reflections, it should be evident that the students:
• Understand that people often collect artworks and objects that alone and collectively have meaning 
   and tell a story. 
• Have ideas and are willing to speculate about why people collect artworks and other objects. 
• Have curated an exhibition of artworks or other objects by choosing artworks/objects that are to be 
   displayed, deciding where and how they will be displayed, and providing a vision statement to explain 
   the curatorial choices made. 
• Have created a two-dimensional exhibition plan indicating the placement of objects and viewers’ 
   pathway through the exhibition. 

Authors:
The Educators Guide are developed under the direction of Dr. Marilyn Stewart, Professor Emerita of 
Art Education, Kutztown University of Pennsylvania, Kutztown, PA. Visionaries: Collecting and Curating 
Meaning-filled Objects is authored by Marilyn Stewart with contributions by Dolores E. Eaton, Dec 2018.



Worksheet: Collection Inventory

Use the boxes below to complete an inventory of your collection of artworks/objects.

Artwork/object and rationale

Explain why each is included in the collection. 

Artwork/object and rationale Artwork/object and rationale

Artwork/object and rationale Artwork/object and rationale Artwork/object and rationale

Artwork/object and rationale Artwork/object and rationale Artwork/object and rationale



Worksheet: Exploring Exhibitions: How are artworks displayed?

This scavenger hunt is designed to help you become familiar with various ways that artworks can be displayed in 
gallery settings. You will go to the Craft In America website and visit three gallery installations where you find at 
least one example of the descriptors listed below. When you find an example that fits the description, check the 
accompanying box and circle the letter (a, b, or c) of the exhibition in which you found it.  

Visit the traveling exhibitions below:
a. A Nation of Makers: www.craftinamerica.org/objects/a-nation-of-makers
b. Art and Other Tactics: Contemporary Craft by Artist Veterans (Vietnam War - Present):
    www.craftinamerica.org/objects/art-and-other-tactics-contemporary-craft-by-artist-veterans
c. Art and Other Tactics: Contemporary Craft by Artist Veterans (WWII – Present):
    www.craftinamerica.org/objects/art-and-other-tactics-sfmcd

Note that each exhibition is housed in a gallery space. See how the space’s original walls are used. Also notice 
how “temporary” walls have been placed to divide the open space of the gallery into smaller spaces. 

As you view these exhibitions, pay attention to different ways to display artworks. Check the box next to the 
descriptor and indicate where you found the example by circling a, b, or c.
 
     Large artwork hanging alone on wall.  Found in a, b, c ? 

     Artwork(s) displayed under a vitrine (clear glass or plastic display case). Found in a, b, c ?

     Interpretive labels (labels with more than identification information). Found in a, b, c ?

     Artwork(s) displayed on floor, without pedestal. Found in a, b, c ?

     Use of the ceiling for displaying artwork(s). Found in a, b, c ?

     Group of artworks on wall. Found in a, b, c ?

     Clear plastic pedestals for displaying small artworks. Found in a, b, c ?

     Wall Text (information often found on the wall at the entrance to an exhibition). Found in a, b, c ?

     Artwork(s) displayed on wall shelf. Found in a, b, c ?

     Three-dimensional artwork displayed alone on cube protruding from wall.  Found in a, b, c ?

     Low pedestal (approximately 8-10 inches from the floor). Found in a, b, c ?

     Three-dimensional artwork displayed alone on pedestal. Found in a, b, c ?

     Portable walls used to divide the gallery space. Found in a, b, c ?

     Jewelry displayed on a human-like form. Found in a, b, c ?

     Opportunity for viewers to be interactive. Found in a, b, c ?

     Group of pedestals; each holding one or more artworks. Found in a, b, c ?



Worksheet: Planning an Exhibition

Describe the five to ten artworks or objects that you will exhibit: 

What message or story do you want to convey with your exhibition?

What is the title of your exhibition?

On a separate paper, write a vision statement for your exhibition. Your answers to the questions above will assist 
you as you write a vision statement. A vision statement is a four to five sentence paragraph in which you explain 
why your exhibition is important. It should include the message or story that you want to convey to your visitors. 

On a separate large piece of paper, draw the shape of the overall exhibition space. You may wish to begin with 
a large rectangular shape.  
• Show the entrance and exit of the space. 
• Indicate where you will place portable/temporary walls in order to divide the large exhibition space into 
   smaller spaces. 
• Indicate where specific artworks/objects will be displayed, including shelves of various sizes or shapes, 
   pedestals (tall or floor level), ceiling treatments, and walls, for example.
• Show the intended “pathway” for visitors. 

Consider what you want your visitors to experience or learn as they move through the space. How will you make 
sure that your visitors experience or learn what you intend?   

Will you include a label for each object? What will it include? 

Will you have wall text? If so, where will it be located and what will it say? 


